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I am alarmed when I see—not only in this country but in other
great countries too—how anxious people are to shape others
according to their own image or likeness, and to impose on them
their particular way of living. We are welcome to our way of
living, but why impose it on others? This applies equally to
national and international fields. In fact, there would be more
peace in the world if people were to desist from imposing their
way of living on other people and countries.

I am not at all sure which is the better way of living, the tribal
or our own. In some respects I am quite certain theifi is better.
Therefore, it is grossly presumptuous on our part to approach
them with an air of superiority, to tell them how to behave or
what to do and what not to do. There is no point in trying to
make of them a second-rate copy of ourselves.

—JaAwAHARLAL NEHRU

On the top of all this variety of nature and man in Africa there
impinge western civilization and western industrialism. Will thesr
impact level down the variety, reducing the proud diversity of
tribes and races to a muddy mixture, their various cultures to a
single inferior copy of our own? Or shall we be able to preserve
the savour of difference, to fuse our culture and theLr:.; into an
autochthonous civilization, to use local difference as the basis for
a natural diversity of development?

—JuLiaN HuxLEY

An open and flexible mind, which recognizes the need of
transformation and faithfully sets itself to apprehend new condi-
tions, is a prerequisite of man’s usefulness. But those who take
my point of view will try to bring all change into harmony with
the fundamentals drawn from the past. If the past to a man is
nothing but a dead hand, then in common honesty he must be
an advocate of revolution. But if it is regarded as the matrix of
present and future, whose potency takes many forms but is not
diminished, then he will cherish it scrupulously and labour to read
its lessons, and shun the heady short-cuts which end only in blank
walls.

—Lorp TWEEDSMUIR
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FOREWORD TO THE FIRST EDITION

Some four or five months ago, Dr Verrier Elwin sent me a
typescript of this small book and suggested that I might write a
foreword to it. It was easy enough to write a few lines, but
I did not wish to do so before I had read the typescript. I would
have been in any event interested in reading it as the challenge
to us from the North-East Frontier Agency fascinates me. I was
fully occupied with various activities at the time, and so I put this
typescript aside for a leisure hour or two. That leisure did not
come. A few days ago there was a gentle reminder from Verrier
Elwin and I felt a little ashamed at having kept him waiting for
all this time. And so, in spite of numerous other activities and
engagements, including election work, I have read through this
very interesting little book.

Verrier Elwin has done me the honour of saying that he is a
missionary of my views on tribal affairs. As a matter of fact,
I have learnt much from him, for he is both an expert on this
subject with great experience and a friend of the tribal folk. I
have little experience of tribal life and my own views, vague as
they were, have developed under the impact of certain circums-
tances and of Verrier Elwin’s own writings. It would, therefore,
be more correct to say that I have learnt from him rather than
that I have influenced him in any way.

I came across the tribal people first, rather distantly, in various
parts of India other than the North-East Frontier. These tribes
were the Gonds, the Santals and the Bhils. I was attracted to
them and liked them and I had a feeling that we should help
them to grow in their own way.

Later, I came in touch with the tribal people of the North-East
Frontier of India, more especially of the Hill Districts of Assam.
My liking for them grew and with it came respect. I had no
sensation of superiority over them. My 1deas were not clear at
all, but I felt that we should avoid two extreme courses: one was
to treat them as anthropological specimens for study and the other
was to allow them to be engulfed by the masses of Indian
humanity. These reactions were instinctive and not based on
any knowledge or experience. Later, in considering various
aspects of these problems and in discussing them with those who



knew much more than I did, and more especially with Verrier
Elwin, more definite ideas took shape in my mind and I began to
doubt how far the normal idea of progress was beneficial for these
people and, indeed, whether this was progress at all in any real
sense of the word. It was true that they could not be left cut
off from the world as they were. Political and economic forces
impinged upon them and it was not possible or desirable to isolate
them. Equally undesirable, it seemed to me, was to allow these
forces to function freely and upset their whole life and culture,
which had so much of good in them.

The reading of this book has clarified my mind and helped
me to have more definite views on the subject. I agree not only
with the broad philosophy and approach of Verrier Elwin, but
with his specific proposals as to how we should deal with these
fellow-countrymen of ours. I hope that our officers and others
who have to work with the tribals of NEFA will read carefully
what Dr Elwin has written and absorb this philosophy so that
they may act in accordance with it. Indeed, I hope that this
broad approach will be applied outside the NEFA also to other
tribals 1n India.

I hope the reading of this book will not be confined to our
officers, but that it will have a wider audience. Our people all
over India should know more about this problem and should
develop affection and respect for these fine people. Above all,
I hope there will be no attempt made to impose other ways of
life on them in a hurry. Let the changes come gradually and
be worked out by the tribals themselves.

It is true that the isolated life that our officers live in some of
these tribal areas is a strain on them. But they must remember
that the problems they deal with are a challenge to us and that
they are privileged to be engaged in this great adventure.

New Delhi,
February 16, 1957 JawaHARLAL NEHRU



FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION

It is nearly twenty months since I wrote a foreword to this book
of Dr Verrier Elwin. During this period, the question of our
policy in the tnbal areas has often come up before us. I am
convinced now, as I was previously, that that policy should be
on the general lines indicated in this book.

We cannot allow matters to drift in the tribal areas or just not
take interest in them. In the world of today that is not possible
or desirable. At the same time we should avoid over-adminis-
tering these areas and, in particular, sending too many outsiders
into tribal territory.

It is between these two extreme positions that we have to
function. Development in various ways there has to be, such as
communications, medical facilities, education and better agricul-
ture. These avenues of development should, however, be pursued
within the broad framework of the following five fundamental
principles:

(1) People should develop along the lines of their own
genius and we should avoid imposing anything on
them. We should try to encourage in every way
their own traditional arts and culture.

(2) Trbal rights in land and forests should be respected.

(3) We should try to train and build up a team of their
own people to do the work of administration and
development. Some technical personnel from outside
will, no doubt, be needed, especially in the beginning.
But we should avoid introducing too many outsiders
into tribal territory.

(4) We should not over-administer these areas or over-
whelm them with a multiplicity of schemes. We
should rather work through, and not in nvalry to,
their own social and cultural institutions.

(5) We should judge results, not by statistics or the
amount of money spent, but by the quality of human
character that is evolved.

New Delhi,
9th October, 1958 JawaHARLAL NEHRU






PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

Some time ago Mr K. L. Mehta remarked to me: ‘Unless we
are clear in our minds about what we are trying to do, unless,
in fact, we have a philosophy behind all our activities, we may do
more harm than good with the money and labour we spend.
This remark has inspired me to write down what I conceive to
be the ‘philosophy’ which inspires, or should inspire, what we are
trying to do in the North-East Frontier Agency of India.

In the two years since this book was first written there has not
only been remarkable and exciting progress in implementing this
policy, but the philosophy itself, especially as it applies to the
tribal councils, tribal jurisprudence, the practice of shifting culti-
vation (jhuming), the development of arts and crafts and the
adaptation of local architectural designs, has been more fully
worked out. When 1 first wrote I was frankly doubtful whether
the policy I described would work. During the past two years,
guided by the deep wisdom and concern for the common man
of Mr S. Fazl Ali, Governor of Assam, it has become clear that
it can and does work under the right leadership, and I now have
every hope that ‘the rich and varied tapestry of NEFA’ will not
only preserve its lovely traditional colour and pattern, but that its
material and techniques will be enriched.

As Adviser for Tribal Affairs, I am not technically a Govern-
ment servant and this has made 1t possible for me to study the
work of the NEFA Administration with some objectivity. This
study has made me very proud of my association with it, and I
have described it with an enthusiasm which might be considered
inappropriate if I was in a different position. Mr K. L. Mehta,
at present Adviser to the Governor of Assam, and I came to NEFA
at the same time, and this has meant that for nearly five years I
have had the happiness of working with him and enjoying his
friendship. It is not too much to say that had he not been here,
it would have been impossible to have worked out this philosophy
even on paper, still less to implement it in the field. His singu-
larly sensitive mind, so quick to grasp every aspect of a trbal
problem; his realistic approach; his adventurous and pioneering
spirit; his unusual sympathy and compassion; and his sincere
affection for the tribal people and enthusiasm for their cause have



made him the best of counsellors and have put him among those
who will be remmembered by history as one of the great adminis-
trators of the tribal areas.

In the revision of this book I have also been inspired by
discussions and even controversies (for to the scientist disagree-
ment is the breath of life) with many of the officers of NEFA,
and in particular I would express my gratitude for the help given
me by Mr D. M. Sen, the distinguished jurist who is now Legal
Adviser, and to Mr P. B. Kar, Director of Forests, in the NEFA
Administration.

In his Foreword to the First Edition the Prime Minister
expressed the wish that the reading of the book would not be
confined to the officers of NEFA but would have a wider audience
and that its broad approach would be applied to the other tribal
people in India. I have therefore, in this second edition, tried
to make my story more intelligible to readers in general by adding
an introductory chapter about the people and administrative
set-up of NEFA, and have given fuller treatment to many of the
subjects I have discussed. There are some twenty million hill
and tribal people in India and, though every area has its special
problems, I believe that the example of what the Governor of
Assam recently described as ‘a model tribal administration’ might
well inspire the psychological approach, the technique of develop-
ment and the general ‘philosophy’ of officials and social workers
operating in other parts of the Indian tribal world.

I have called myself a missionary of Mr Nehru’s gospel and
it is from that point of view that I have approached the many
problems facing us. I did not come to tribal India (now exactly
twenty-seven years ago) from a school of anthropology, but from
Gandhiji’s ashram at Sevagram. I have always, I am afraid,
been a very bad ‘Gandhi man’, but I have never forgotten some
of the lessons he taught me. One of these was that, in his own
words, ‘we must approach the poor with the mind of the poor’—
so too we must approach the tribesman with the mind of the
tribesman. Another was the importance of simplicity: I saw
something of Gandhiji’s work in the villages of Gujerat where he
based everything on the local economy, worked through local
institutions, avoided luxurious and unnecessary innovations, and
concentrated everything on a few fundamental and essential needs.
And yet another lesson was the importance of the individual
The tribal folk are not ‘specimens’, ‘types’ or ‘cases’; they are



people; they are human beings exactly like ourselves in all funda-
mental ways. We are part of them and they are part of us; there
is no difference. They live under special conditions; they have
developed along certain special lines; they have their own outlook
and ways of doing things. But the ultimate human needs,
aspirations, loves and fears are exactly the same as ours.

With this background, 1 have tried to apply Mr Nehru’s
humane and scientific ideals to concrete situations. To do this
loyally and intelligently is, I believe, the chief source of hope for
the people of NEFA and indeed for all the tribal people of India.

Shillong,
August 29, 1958 VERRER ELWIN






Chapter One

THE NORTH-EAST FRONTIER AGENCY

Upon the forest tribes in his dominions His Majesty has
compassion. ... For His Majesty desires for all animate beings
security, control over the passions, peace of mind, and
joyousness.

—KING AsHOKA

The history of what is now known as the North-East Frontier
Agency ascends for hundreds of years into the mists of tradition
and mythology. Of the vast hinterland there are only recent
accounts, but a number of ruins in the foothills suggest some
contact between the ancient rulers of Assam and the tribesmen
living near the plains. Local tradition regards the country round
Sadiya as the ancient Vidarbha (though elsewhere this is identified
with Berar) and the archeological relics at Bishmaknagar in Lohit
as marking the capital of King Bishmak, whose daughter Rukmini
was carried away on the eve of her marriage by the Lord Krishna
himself. The ruins of a fort at Bhalukpang on the right bank
of the Bhareli River in Kameng are claimed by the Akas as the
original home of their ancestor Bhaluka, grandson of the Raja
Bana, who was defeated, according to Puranic legend, by Krishna
at Tezpur. A Kalita King, Ramachandra, driven from his king-
dom in the plains, fled to the Dafla foothills and established there
his capital of Mayapore, which is probably to be identified with
the ruins on the Ita hill, not far from Doimukh in Subansiri. In
the Lohit Division are the ruins of the copper temple Tameshwari,
which at one time must have attracted many worshippers, and a
place of great sanctity in the beautiful lower reaches of the Lohit
River, the Brahmakund, where Parasurama opened a passage
through the hills with a single blow of his axe, which is visited
every year by thousands of Hindu pilgrims.

The old records tell us little of the tribes, though the Mishmis
must have visited the forts and temples of Lohit and probably
helped to build them, just as the Daflas must have worked at Ita
and the Akas at Bishmaknagar. One of the earliest specific
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references to the tribes occurs in the account written by thé
chronicler Shihabuddin who accompanied Mir Jumla when he
invaded Assam in 1662. He says that the Dafla tribe did not
‘place its feet in the skirt of obedience’ to the Ahom Raja, but
occasionally encroached on his kingdom. He also tells us that
the Miri-Mishmi women surpassed in beauty and grace the women
of Assam and that the hill people greatly feared fire-arms, saying
that ‘the matchlock is a bad thing; it utters a cry and does not
stir from its place, but a child comes out of its womb and kills
men.’

The Ahom kings adopted a policy of conciliation towards the
tribes, supporting it by a display of force when it could be effec-
tively employed. Throughout the period of their rule their main
concern was to contain the tribal people in their own hills and
forests and to protect the gentle and unwarlike people of the
plains, only sending out expeditions when there were raids of
unusual audacity. When Raja Udayaditya Singha proposed to
punish the Daflas of Subansiri for carrying off a number of
Assamese men, women and children, his Prime Minister declared
that ‘the Dafla miscreants can be captured only if an elephant
can enter a rat-hole” The Raja ignored the warning and his
expedition was defeated with heavy losses of men and provisions.

When the British took over the control of Assam from Purander
Singh in 1838 they found that the warlike tribes of the frontier
had become even more aggressive as a result of the breakdown
of the authority of Government, and for the remainder of the
century they largely followed the policy of the Ahom kings. They
did what they could to make friends with the tribes; they pro-
tected the plains’ people against their raids; they established out-
posts in the foothills, and from time to time imposed blockades
and made punitive expeditions into the interior. In addition, a
few daring explorers penetrated deep into the mountains, but it is
doubtful whether they had any very great effect upon the outlook
of the people, most of whom continued to resent visitors.

The first important step towards some kind of elementary
administration, at least in the foothills, as well as for the establish-
ment of more friendly relations, was the appointment of an
Assistant Political Officer at Sadiya in 1882. This was J. F.
Needham, who continued there till 1905, making a number of
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long tours in hitherto unknown country, and remaining at his post
for a sufficient time to win considerable influence. Another
method of creating friendliness was through trade, and a number
of fairs were held at such places as Udalguri and Sadiya from the
sixties of the last century. In 1876 no fewer than 3,600 tribesmen
were present at the Udalguri fair and in the same year there were
3,000 Miris, Mishmis, Khamptis and Singphos at Sadiya. For a
long time, however, the Adis refused to attend.

Thenceforward the task of creating better relations between the
tribes and the rest of India continued slowly, though it was marred
by such incidents as the murder of Williamson and Gregorson in
1911, which led to serious conflict with the Adis of Siang. In
the following year there was considerable activity on the part of
the Topographical Survey, whose officers penetrated very far into
the interior. Administration gradually extended and the whole
tribal area was divided into the Balipara Frontier Tract and
Sadiya Frontier Tract in 1919. In 1942, the Tirap Frontier
Tract was carved out of the Sadiya Frontier Tract, and in 1946
the Balipara Frontier Tract was divided into the Se-La Sub-
Agency and the Subansiri Area. In 1948, the remaining portion
of the Sadiya Frontier Tract was divided into two divisions, the
Abor Hills and the Mishm Hills. The Naga Trbal Area was
at first administered by the Deputy Commissioner of the Naga
Hills, but in 1951 it was formed into a separate Division, Tuen-
sang, within NEFA.

Finally in 1954, the Frontier Divisions were given their present
names of Kameng, Subansiri, Siang, Lohit, Tirap and Tuensang,
but at the end of 1957 Tuensang was re-united with the Naga
Hills District as the new Naga Hills and Tuensang Area.

When we look back over the hundreds of years of constant
conflict and compare it with the astonishing friendliness and ever-
growing co-operation between the people of the hills and plains
that we see today, we may well take pride in the achievement of
India since Independence.

It would, however, be a mistake to assume that the entire
history of NEFA was marked by hostility and resentment. It is
true that the tribes made many raids on the inoffensive plains.
It is true that in a few cases people were carried off for human
sacrifice and as slaves. It is also true that there are very wide
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differences in culture, language and outlook between the hill
people and others. At the same time, however, there has long
been a tradition of trade and mutual friendliness between the
tribes of the foothills and the people of the Brahmaputra Valley.
The Sherdukpens, and some of the Daflas, have intimate relations
with the villages round Charduar. The Noctes, who were early
influenced by Vaishnava preachers, have long had business con-
nections with the merchants of Margherita. The Mishmis have,
for a century past, brought their special products to barter for
cloth and other goods in the plains. Many of the leading tribal
people, and particularly those along the foothills, speak Assamese
and they are now learning Hindi as well. On the whole, how-
ever, the general effect of historical circumstances and the confi-
guration of the country have tended to isolate the people of
NEFA from the outside world.

The NEFA Admanistration

The North-East Frontier Agency is constitutionally a part of
Assam, with which it will be united when it reaches a sufficient
stage of development. It is administered by the Ministry of
External Affairs with the Governor of Assam acting as agent to the
President. The administrative head is the Adviser to the Gover-
nor, and his Secretariat is situated in Shillong, where he is assisted
by a Legal Adviser, an Adviser for Tribal Affairs, a Financial
Adviser and the Heads of Departments for Health Services,
Engineering, Education, Agriculture and Forests, whose work 1is
co-ordinated by a Development Commissioner. The Adviser is
also responsible for the unified and co-ordinated control of the
Assam Rifles to the Ministry of External Affairs through the
Governor.

Each of the Divisions is under the control of a Political Officer
who is supported by officers of all the technical Departments—
the Divisional Medical Officer, the Divisional Agricultural Officer
and so on. The Sub-Divisions are in charge of other Political
Officers or of Assistant Political Officers, who have under them
Base Superintendents and Area Superintendents.

In the middle of 1954 the Administration was reorganized on a
‘Single Line’ system, which has greatly increased the efficiency of
its work and the spirit of co-operation between its officers. In
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Shillong the Heads of Departments are integrated with the Secre-
tariat, with the result that schemes can be examined and imple-
mented expeditiously, the duplication of files is avoided, and any
kind of narrow departmentalism eliminated. In the Divisions,
the Political Officer is assisted by the representatives of the
technical Departments who act as his advisers and frame plans in
consultation with him, and he thus becomes the leader of a team
who is responsible for their implementation and co-ordination.
This means that there is no conflict between the development and
political departments. It is now the custom that when a Political
Officer goes on tour he takes a number of his technical officers
with him so that at the same time many different types of activity
can be implemented.

In the year 1956 the Indian Frontier Administrative Service
was formed to provide a body of senior officers who have a special
aptitude for serving in the frontier areas and are prepared to make
a lifelong career of it.

The Second Five-Year Plan, on which an expenditure of a
little over eight-and-a-half crores (including nearly three-and-a-
half crores for the great and costly approach roads into the in-
terior) has been approved, gives priority first to Communications,
then to Food, and third to Health. No aspect of development is
neglected, but these three needs are recognized as fundamental.
The Plan has been carefully adapted to the social life and psycho-
logy of the tribes, and indeed much of this book is in effect a
study of how this is being done.

The whole of NEFA might well be regarded as a National
Extension Block. Whereas formerly the Administration was main-
ly concerned with Law and Order, today its chief pre-occupation
1s the welfare of the people. Although a number of formal NES
Blocks have been opened, every administrative centre has been
planned as a unit of progress and development, which will mean
that with little additional staff, and with the best possible super-
vision, the Plan can go ahead over the whole of NEFA.

The Country and the Tribes

There are over thirty thousand square miles of NEFA, hardly
any of it flat. Bounded by Bhutan to the west, the Tibetan and
Sikang regions of China to the north and east, and Burma



6 A PHILOSOPHY FOR NEFA

to the south-east, it is so mountainous, so cut about, chopped up
and divided by countless streams, that on a month’s tour you may
well climb a total height exceeding that of Everest. Except for
the riverain tracts near the plains, it has only been with the
greatest difficulty that a few strips of level ground have been
found for aircraft to land; scores of villages are on steep
slopes, the houses rising above each other, where there is no place
even to pitch a tent. This is a hard country, and nearly three
hundred years ago Shihabuddin’s associate, the Mulla Darvish of
Herat, declared: ‘It is another world, another people, and other
customs. . . ... Its roads are frightful hke the path leading to the
nook of death; fatal to life is its expanse like the unpeopled City
of Destruction.” The great forests that clothe its hills, he says,
‘are full of violence like the hearts of the ignorant.’

The Mulla was also struck by the capricious weather. The
seasons begin here, he says, at the time of their conclusion else-
where, and the sky ‘sends down rain without the originating cause
of clouds’ And indeed, although the regular monsoon begins in
April and continues heavy, to as much as 200 inches in the year,
until October, it may rain at any time, turning the little paths
into nightmare lanes of slippery mud and tempting the leeches
to attack the traveller.

This has made it difficult to live in NEFA and in fact only
about half a million singularly hardy people do so. The nature
of the country has done much to discourage visitors from the rest
of India for, although it is easy enough today to visit the head-
quarters of the Divisions and even a few outposts where airstrips
have been made, it still requires a major expedition to penetrate
into the interior. For centuries the real ruler of the tribal people
here has been Environment; it has shaped their bodies, directed
their art, forced babel on their tongues; it has been their Governor,
their policy-maker; and today when we are challenging its harsh
dominion, it remains our greatest enemy.

Yet the rule of the great lord Environment has not been all
for the bad, and the tribesmen themselves have adapted them-
selves to it and even modified it. It has, for example, influenced
their architecture, for almost all of them live in pile-dwellings
raised well above the ground to avoid the damp. The countless
streams and rivers, which become raging torrents in the rains,
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have forced them to devise remarkable cane-bridges which, at their
best, are marvels of untutored engineering skill. They would
have starved, had they not evolved a type of cultivation under,
so they say, the inspiration of the gods themselves, which could be
practiced on the steep hillsides. In some places insect pests, and
particularly the dim-dam fly, make life a torment, and have in-
spired them to weave cloth for their protection. The beauty of
the countryside—the distant mountains white with snow, the
nearer hills dressed in pine, oak and fir, the limpid green of wind-
ing rivers—has created in them a love of beauty, a sensitive taste
and a desire to make good things. They spend their entire lives
on a slant, and they have grown very strong, with exceptionally
well-developed leg muscles, and the temperament and energy of
real mountaineers.

There are compensations for a hard and dangerous life. In
NEFA there are no landlords, no lawyers, no money-lenders, no
liquor-vendors, merchants only in the foothills, and there is none
of the economic impoverishment, the anxiety and the corruption
that such people have brought to other, more accessible. tribal
areas. Tribal art and culture, social organization and traditional
institutions are still strong and vigorous. The old religion is still
a power for good and has not yet been touched by other systems;
ecven Tibetan or Burmese Buddhism has had little effect on the
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non-Buddhist tribes and there is little Hindu or Christian influence,

By dividing the people and keeping them short of what they
need, Environment has given NEFA an age-old heritage of war.
It has meant that many villages have been established for security
reasons on the tops of hills and widely separated from each other;
this has made the people dirty, for it is hard for them to get water.
The Mishmis live in small groups in order, so they say, to avoid
quarrels between the clans and disputes about land. The heritage
of war has given the tribesmen spears, swords, the ubiquitous and
invaluable dao, the cross-bow and the ordinary bow, and has made
them good marksmen and expert hunters. It has made them
adventurous and disciplined them. In certain tribes it has stimu-
lated the corporate men’s dormitories, which were originally
guard-houses for warriors.

All this has meant that NEFA has always been a country for
the tribal people for, apart from officials, the number of non-
tribesimen settled there is negligible. It is true that they have
plenty of things to worry and irritate them, for that is the natural
condition of human life. But they do not have imposed anxieties
and irritations. They do not have to worry about some outsider
taking away their land; they are not subject to the annoyance of
superior persons telling them that their religious faith is nonsense
and their customs bad. They have had their problems—slavery,
opium-addiction, kidnapping, head-hunting, the blood-feud—
which we have helped and are helping them to solve; they are
serious, but they are their own.

I must now, for the sake of those who do not know NEFA,
turn to a brief account of the Indo-Mongoloid tribes who live
there. They are so many and so varied that to give a satisfactory
introduction to them would require a work several times the size
of this, and the reader must remember that this is not an anthro-
pological treatise, but a practical book of problems and I have
only room for an almost telegraphic account of an enormous
subject.

In spite of differences in detail, there are things that are
common to all the tribes. Each is broadly what the anthropo-
logists call endogamous, and is divided into clans which they call
exogamous. That is to say, members of a tribe usually marry
within it; members of a clan always marry outside it. Inter-
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tribal marriages are not taken very seriously, but a breach of the
clan rules is a major social calamity. Some of the clans are
totemistic, but most of them seem to have evolved during the
course of their migrations from Tibet and Burma and their
wanderings across the NEFA hills. Society is patrilineal; poly-
gamy Iis common and there are traces of polyandry among the
Gallongs and the Tibetan-influenced border tribes of the far north.
Marriages are arranged by parents with certain kin or on a basis
of exchange, though love-marriages are not infrequent. There is
a good deal of premarital freedom among the younger people, but
there is a high standard of fidelity within the marriage bond,
though divorce is permitted.

There are social, but not caste, distinctions in many tribes,
society being divided into the Chiefs or nobles, the middle classes,
and slaves or servants, and inter-marriage between them 1s not
usually permitted. But they all eat together and take their part
in the tribal councils, festivals and dances. A released slave can
be headman of his village, and the middle classes can produce
the very influential shamans and priests equally with the aristo-
cracy. The people are, on the whole, more prosperous (for ‘there
is more enthusiasm in their life and they are not exploited) than
the ordinary Indian peasant and, as a result of their use of rice-
beer, their diet i1s richer in food-values. Some of the Chiefs are
well-to-do and can now afford expensive guns and even jeeps.
Money values are coming in, but in the interior wealth 1s still
calculated by the number of mithuns a man has, his sacred brass
bowls and bells, his store of grain and his ability to entertain; the
Apa Tanis, however, estimate wealth mainly in terms of land.

The people are surprisingly businesslike. Although it is only
recently that they have learnt the use of money, they have deve-
loped an elaborate system of barter and they look on most things
in a hard-headed, almost commercial, way. A marriage, which
for us is an affair of romance, is for them essentially a matter of
paying a bride-price, the settlement of which involves endless bar-
gaining. Crimes and disputes are now generally settled on a basis
of compensation. The institution of slavery is largely a business
matter, with its investments in human lives, its dividends in human
toil. The result of this is that some of the tribes, as I have said,
are very keen traders. The Sherdukpens and Akas have, for
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generations, traded with the foothills and the plains. There s
much inter-tribal commerce in northern Siang. The Monpas,
Khambas and Membas trade with Tibet, the Tangsas with Burma,
The Mishmis bring down musk and a febrifuge, the coptis teetq
(which contains valuable alkaloid berberins), as well as skins,
textiles and baskets to barter in the plains.

Many aspects of the people’s life and culture, their systems
of cultivation, their food, architecture, arts and crafts, language,
religion and jurisprudence will be discussed in later chapters. Let
us turn now to a brief review of the tribes, moving from Division
to Division, west to east.

The Country and the Tribes (a) Kameng

There can be no better introduction to the people living along
the international boundary than to go to a remote corner between
Bhutan and Tibet in the west of the Kameng Frontier Division,
where, on a plateau at ten thousand feet among high mountains,
stands the great lamasery of Tawang, founded some 350 years
ago. This area is the home of the Monpas, a tribe distinguished
for its terraced cultivation, its carpet-making and its love of
horses, yaks and sheep.

Quiet, gentle, friendly, courteous, industrious, good to ani-
mals, good to children, you see in the Monpas the influence of the
compassionate Lord Buddha on the ordinary man. They may
have little theology: they have a great deal of religion. They are
artistic too, even if their art is sometimes restricted by poverty to
the love and decoration of flowers. But they nearly all have pretty
things—a coloured sash, a decorated hat, a silver sword, and little
cups exquisitely painted of wood or china. They have a real
dignity; they are people who like to do things properly. Prece-
dence, a certain gravity and order, manners, the ceremonial of
daily life mean a lot to them.

It is cold here, the villages being at five to twelve thousand
feet: Bomdi La, the headquarters of the Division, at nine thousand,
is said to be the highest administrative centre in the country.

The tribesmen, therefore, live in good cosy houses, double-
storied, strongly constructed of stone or wood with plank floors,
often with carved doors and window-frames. They dress well, in
warm, durable and aesthetically pleasing clothes. They have ex-
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Tawang

A corper of the Lamasery at



A Bugun dance. For many tribes dancing is serious ceremonial business
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cellent taste; they love music and the dance and in the latter at
least they excel. ,

The great monastery is the heart of Monpa life and culture.
Fifteen miles away you can see it standing like a fort on its hill-
side. The approach is like something from another world. As
you go along, fires are made of aromatic leaves and branches and
the smoke rises to purify the atmosphere. You pass through gate
after village gate, the roofs of which are finely painted by local
artists with scenes from the life of the Lord Buddha. At each
village on the way, the people come out to greet you, often with
the village band of men blowing great trumpets and beating
drums. A little tent is put up and adorned with flowers and you
are made to sit down on decorative carpets and you are offered
walnuts and Tibetan tea made with salt and butter and served
in silver or china cups of real beauty.

The monastery itself reminded me of a mediaeval Italian
town or in many ways of Oxford. Here was the typical old
Oxford jumble of little streets lined with tall houses; here was the
gentle casual atmosphere which concealed so much formality and
protocol. Here was the College Chapel, the Library, the Senior
Common Room, the quad; even the kitchens were on a similar
scale and had a similar ambiance. The Abbot had some of the
qualities of a true saint—a luminous beauty of character, a candid
simplicity and unpretentiousness, an inflexible sword in a sheath
of gentleness.

The Monpa Lamas are not perhaps very learned, but they
have an infinite reverence for literature. There are some 700
books in the Library and their great treasure is the Getompa,
three volumes of which are lettered in gold. This was brought
out in much the same way that an Oxford librarian would pro-
duce a copy of the First Folio of Shakespeare; scarves were offered
to it: and it was opened with rather reluctant devotion. There
used to be a printing press here, and there are still hundreds of
oblong wooden blocks carved with Tibetan characters.

There is also a reverence for the theatre, another Oxonian
trait. Great wooden boxes contain an extensive wardrobe of cos-
tumes, masks and other props. The Lamas have a large repertory
of what are usually called dances but are actually dramatic per-
formances. There are clowns, warriors, birds and animals, Kings
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and Queens. Most impressive of all is the Thutotdam, in which
actors dressed realistically as skeletons portray the experiences of
the soul after death.

But of course the life and heart of the Monastery is the great
temple, with its colossal image and scores of smaller images, its
colourful banners and its relics of the mother of the 6th Dalai
Lama. On the Buddha Purnima day, when I was there, it was
lit by a thousand lamps burning with quiet and steady flames.

The influence of Tibet and Bhutan is strongly marked in the
Monpa textiles and ornaments, architecture and iconography,
their funerary rites and the Tantric elements in their Buddhism.
In the past, most of their trade was with Tibet: today it is turning
more and more to India.

To the south is a small Buddhist tribe, the Sherdukpen,
which migrates to the low country for several months every year
to trade with the plains and to avoid the cold. Then there are
the Buguns (Khowas) and the Akas to the east and Mijis
(Dhammais) to the north, who are not Buddhists but have been
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The Gompa at Rupa

influenced by their neighbours. The Buguns are very few in
number, and for generations were oppressed by their neighbours.
The Akas appear frequently in the history books and their Raja,
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Tagi, led a number of raids against the plains in the early years
of the last century. These small tribes have adopted various
elements of Tibetan dress and ornament, which they combine
with silk cloth purchased from the plains. They are keen traders,
retain the institution of slavery and have rather large houses.

In striking contrast to the cultured and gentle people of the
west, the Bangnis or Daflas of the wild eastern part of the
Division, which has only recently been brought under adminis-
tration, have long had a reputation for turbulence. There are
probably about eighty thousand of them and their villages extend
east far into Subansiri. They have very long houses occupied
by a number of related families with their slaves and servants
and though there may be several such houses in a single settlement,
they are not usually united into a village community. In the
old days there were wars between houses in which their neighbours
took no part and individual families often shifted their homes to
other locations. In this the Bangnis differ from other tribes whose
villages are permanent and often very old.

The Bangnis and Daflas of both Kameng and Subansiri are
comparatively poor and have little in the way of arts and crafts.
Few of them weave, though there is some work in bark-fibre.
They have a little blacksmithery, a little pottery, but their best
work is in cane. The men wear scores of belts round their waists
which form a kind of armour.

In temper aggressive, reserved and suspicious, they have
quarrelled among themselves for generations; there are still old
blood-feuds taking their toll of human life and cattle-theft has
long been common. They are, however, beginning to change and
when they do, their strength and courage will make them admir-
able citizens.

Living among the Bangnis and Daflas are small groups of
Sulungs, who may be the aboriginal inhabitants of the country.
They are essentia]ly hunters and food-gatherers, but they also
work well in iron and brass, and in recent times have taken to a

little cultivation. Many of them are little better than slaves to
the Daflas.

(b) Subansiri

At the end of 1890, an adventurous Tea Planter, H. M. Crowe,
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decided to spend Christmas on the Apa Tani plateau. He had
no escort, just a few Daflas to carry his stores and presents of
beads, salt and silk cloth. He was the first, as far as we know,
to penetrate so far into the interior. He was charmed and as-
tonished, as all subsequent travellers have been, by what he found.
For here in a remote, well-watered valley lived a society of highly
organized, industrious people who had developed an extensive
system of irrigated fields and, though ignorant of the plough,

Apa Tani woman
(after Furer-Haimendorf)

succeeded with their hoes in raising two annual crops for them-
selves and their neighbours. But they had no contact with the
outside world; the Daflas prevented them going down to trade in
the plains; and so they lived, fairly prosperous, fairly happy, in
complete isolation until the eve of Independence. Today, at the
Divisional headquarters on the Apa Tani plateau, aircraft land
regularly; there is a large administrative centre, a demonstration
farm, hospital, school, crafts’ centre, and Apa Tanis have been to
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Delhi and elsewhere. A visitor, revisiting Ziro after several years,
was struck by the fact that, while the dress and life of the people
remained unchanged, they were cleaner, more prosperous and
laughed much more than they did before.

But the lovely valley and the energetic, businesslike Apa Tani,
is not the last word about the Subansiri Division. The head-
quarters gives no hint of what lies beyond; here man has subdued
nature to his own purposes and nature, accepting his conquest,
has smiled upon him. When we go north, or indeed anywhere
away from the enchanted plateau, nature resumes her supremacy
and like any other tyrant frowns upon her subjects.

Here are the Tagins and Gallongs of the north, the Daflas to
the west and south, and a group of tribes which have been called,
for want of a better name, the ‘Hill Miris’. They were hardly
known before 1911, when the Miri Mission penetrated into their
hills, and then there was a long gap until Dr C. von Furer-
Haimendorf explored the country. Even as late as 1953, the
Tagins wiped out a party of Assam Rifles. 1 imyself have been
far to the north, among the Tagins, and across the wild tangle
of hills separating the Sipi from the Lower Kamla Valley. It
was the most formidable, the most desolate, in a way the least
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rewarding country I have visited in over a quarter of a century
of touring in the tribal areas. Here you realize what the struggle
for existence means. The climate is abominable; the people are
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under-nourished and tormented by diseases of the skin; the tracks
are impossible. There is no art here, little weaving, little of the
song and dance that delights tribal societies elsewhere; there is
simply the long losing battle against hunger and disease. But
today officers of the Administration have gone far into the un-
known Upper Mara, and doctors and agriculturalists are bringing
new hope to these neglected folk. A Sub-Divisional headquarters,
in charge of a Political Officer, and an N. E. S. Block have been
established at Daporijo in the heart of the area, a place to which
the words of the Prime Minister apply with special force: ‘All
over India we have centres of human activity which are like
lamps spreading their light more and more in the surrounding
darkness. This light has to grow till it covers the land.’

I have spoken of the Bangnis of Kameng; the Daflas and Hill
Miris resemble them in many ways. Most of them tie their hair
in a knot above the forehead, holding it in place with a long
skewer or pin. The men wear attractive hats which project for-
ward in a peak and then curve backwards, often with the claws
of a kite or porcupine quills attached. Apa Tani men dress in
much the same way, but are distinguished by a cane-belt which
hangs down behind as a sort of tail, while their women wear large
rings in the ears and wooden plugs on either side of the nose.

The traditional dress of the ‘Hill Miri’ women, which is rapidly
going out of fashion, is ‘elaborate and peculiar’. A short petticoat,
as Dalton described it a hundred years ago, extends from the loins
to the knees and is secured to a broad belt of leather which is
ornamented with brass bosses. Outside this they used to wear a
‘singular crinoline’ of cane-work, fastened so tight round the loins
that they had to move with a short mincing movement from the
knees. Even today I have seen women wearing as many as a
hundred cane bands and they are still evidently greatly attached
to them, for they spend much of their time manufacturing new
ones for themselves or their daughters. Formerly they wore
nothing else or a skirt of grass; today they add a strip of cloth.
They also have a remarkable band of woven cane and fibre
which presses tightly across the breasts and entirely covers them,
the only natural brassiere I have ever seen among a tribal
people. Masses of beads adorn the neck, many of them large
turquoise-like beads apparently of fine porcelain and others of
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agate, cornelian and onyx as well as glass of all colours. The
Tagins, both men and women, wear long coats of wool, of an
attractive dark red colour, which they import from Tibet. They
do little weaving themselves, though I found some Tagin women
making thin belts of yarn spun from the hair of monkeys.

The Hill Miris are a handsome people and they not only look
nice; they are nice. They are of a milder and more co-operative
temperament than the Daflas or Tagins, and today overwhelm a
visitor with friendliness.

Subansiri is the only part of NEFA about which a number of
popular books have been written. We have Graham Bower’s The
Hidden Land, C. von Furer-Haimendorf’s Himalayan Barbary
and R. Izzard’s In Search of the Buru, an account of an
expedition to find a fabulous monster supposed to be buried on
the Apa Tani plateau. All these works give a vivid picture of
the country as it was ten years ago. But readers of them should
bear in mind that the situation today is very different: wars and
kidnappings and cruel punishments, so fully described in these
books, have come to an end. But they give an admirable account
of the social life, the ideas, and the character of the people, and
should be read by those who wish to understand more fully the
background of the policies which I shall discuss later in this book.

(c) Stang

From the earliest times until very recently the people of the
Siang Frontier Division have been known as Abor, a rather dero-
gatory word meaning ‘unruly’ or ‘disobedient’, which correctly
described the idea which the plains people had of them in the
past. Writing in the first decade of the last century, Hamilton
records that ‘the native of Nogang’ told him that they were ‘ex-
tremely savage’, while another of his informants, ‘the Brahman
of Bengal’, went even further and accused them of being cannibals
and said that they had ‘little intercourse with the people in
Assamm’. There have never been cannibals in tribal India, but it
is true that the Abors have always been a proud, independent
people, resentful of interference and suspicious of strangers. They
were the last to take part in the markets of Sadiya; they kidnap-
ped gold-washers on the tributaries of the Brahmaputra; they
made many raids and put up a strong resistance to the punitive

2
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expeditions that were sent against them. But Father Krick, more
sympathetic than most of the officials of his time, epitomizes the
Abor character as he saw’it in 1853. ‘The Padam is very active,
jolly, a lover of freedom and independence, generous, noble-
hearted, plain-spoken, more honest than the average Oriental, not
over-moderate in eating and drinking.... He seems to possess
much of the child’s simplicity, and Membo 1s undoubtedly less
corrupt than Paris’

The astonishing change that has come over the Abors in recent
years, transforming them into a friendly, co-operative, progressive
community, has made the use of the old name inappropriate, and
they themselves have suggested, and the Administration has
accepted, that they should be called Adis or hillmen.

The word Adi today covers a large number of tribal groups,
united by a language that in spite of dialectical variations is fun-
damentally everywhere the same, and by a similar culture and
temperament. The Adis fall into two main divisions—the
Minyongs, Padams, Pasis, Panggis, Shimongs, Boris, Ashings,
and Tangams—and the Gallong groups, with which may be
associated the Ramos, Bokars and Pailibos of the far north,

An important feature of many Adi villages 1s the dormitory-
club for boys and men, which organizes the youth of the tribe
and 1s used for deliberations of the Kebang or tribal council.
Many places also have separate clubs for girls, but the Gallongs
and some of the tribes to the north-west for various reasons have
not developed them. The Gallongs have a sort of polyandry,
which is unknown elsewhere. Minyongs, Padams and Shimongs
crop their hair, but the Gallongs let it grow long, and so do most
of the northern tribes such as the Ashings, Tangams, Boris and
Bokars. Many of the Gallongs had, until the art was revived
recently, given up their looms, but in most parts of Siang the
women are enthusiastic weavers. All the people love dancing and
their ponungs, as they are called, are justly famous. The Adis
are strongly democratic, but among those who keep slaves there
are social divisions—{reemen, freed slaves and actual slaves. They
are great orators and have unusual powers of memory, being able
to recite interminable genealogies tracing their race back to the
beginning of the world. They have a sense of history and the
ability not only to look back into the past but forward to the
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future, which is rather lacking in other tribes, and which makes
them good planners for their own development.

Minyong Miri leading a dance

There are great contrasts in Siang. In the foothills to the
south-east, on the right bank of the Siang river, there 1s the
flourishing little township of Pasighat with a community of mer-
chants recruited from the old headquarters of Sadiya which was
washed away after the Great Earthquake, a high-school, an exten-
sion training centre, boys’ hostel, H. D. sanatorium and T. B.
hospital. It is the centre of a Sub-Division under a Political
Officer. The main Divisional Headquarters at Along, with its
beautiful river and valley scenery, is also rapidly becoming an im-
portant cultural and commercial centre. On the other hand,
there are still wild valleys in the north where communications are
difficult and the people retain all their old traditions of dress and
custom.

Along the international frontier there are Buddhist tribes which
resemble those I have already described as inhabiting the Tawang
area, but are here known as Membas and Khambas. They are
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much poorer, both economically and culturally, than the Monpas,
though the essential spirit of their Buddhisin is equally strong.
The Khambas of the romantic and sacred Yang Sang Chu Valley
have maintained their remarkable dances, as have the Membas of
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A clay Buddha, made by a Memba artist,
in the temple at Gelling

Gelling and they are now beginning to rebuild their shrines and
temples which had fallen into a deplorable state of dilapidation.

The scenery of Siang is of unusual beauty. I have travelled
by both banks of the Siang, the fabulous Tsangpo of the early
explorers, all the way from Pangin to Gelling, and I shall never
forget the great winding river, the forest-clad hillsides and the
snow-clad mountains of the north. The Siyom Valley is almost
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as beautiful, and the Sike River, which flows into it, leads into the
hills of the Boris, one of the most good-looking and picturesque
tribes in NEFA.

(d) Lohit

Although the Mishmi Hills, in what is now known as the Lohit
Frontier Division, are among the most formidable in the whole of
India, they attracted more of the early explorers than any other
part of the North-East Frontier. The surveyor Wilcox went there
in 1827, the botanist Griffith in 1836, Rowlatt in 1845. A few
years later a Hindu sadhu, Parmananda Acharya, was murdered
while trying to make his way from Assam to Tibet, and in 1854,
Father Krick and another French missionary were killed on their
way back from Tibet, an event which led to Eden’s punitive expe-
dition - the following year. The Dibang Valley was explored in
1912 and two years later the ‘Walong Promenade’ penetrated the
Lohit Valley almost to the international frontier. More recently
the Kingdon-Wards made extensive botanical investigations
throughout the area.

Nearly all these early visitors came away with the lowest opinion
of the Mishmis. Wilcox wrote that they were ‘excessively dirty
and as rude-looking as could possibly be imagined.” ‘Excessively
filthy,” echoed Robinson in 1841; their clothing was inferior, their
cultivation ‘very rude’. ‘Disgustingly dirty,” adds Rowlatt, varying
the adverb for a change. ‘A very wild roaming race of people,
capable of the most remorseless reprisals and massacres,” declared
Butler., The general view, says yet another visitor, is that they
are ‘deceitful and bloodthirsty devils.

I had read all this and when I first went into this wild country
it was frankly with some apprehension. Within a few days I dis-
covered the curious fact that these old botanists, administrators
and traders seem to have had something wrong with their eye-
sight. Not one of them had ever bothered to say that the Mishmis
were beautiful. And I was entirely unprepared for the wealth
and beauty of their weaving designs, for their sense of colour and
pattern, for the bright clean faces of the children, the shining
white teeth—rare in a part of the world where the teeth are
blackened or reddened with the eternal betel and lime—the
friendly hospitality of everyone, and the quite wonderful coiffure
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of the Taraon and Kaman women which would not disgrace a
Parisian lady of fashion.

There are three main groups of Mishmis—the Digaru or
Taraon, the Miju or Kaman and the Chulikatta or Idu. The
chief difference between themn is in the way they do their hair,
The Chulikattas—the very word means ‘cropped hair’—cut their
hair round the head very much as the Padams and Minyongs do;
in fact they live close to the Padams and there are traditions that
the two tribes have a common origin. The Taraons and Kamans,
however, both men and women, wear their hair long. All the
groups are rather small in stature, with flat broad faces and a
strongly Mongoloid appearance. Many of the clans seem to have
migrated from Burma; their language has some affinities with
Kachin, Chin and Lepcha.

Perhaps the most obvious feature of Mishmi, like Dafla, life,
which distinguishes it from that of most of the other tribes in
NEFA, is the unimportance of the village community. Villages
sometimes have only one house, and others consist of scattered
buildings as much as a half-mile away from each other. The
real social unit is thus the house, which often stands by itself in the
forest or on a steep hillside. These houses are usually very large;
a rich man’s home may be a hundred feet long and fifteen or
more feet broad. There i1s a long passage down one side and
a number of rooms open off it, rather like a corridor train.
Anything from ten to sixty people may live there.

The dress of the Taraons and Kamans 1s colourful and pictures-
que. They make most of it themselves, partly from wool, partly
from cotton and sometimes of nettle fibre. They import from
Tibet a very fine warm coat of many colours decorated with
crosses, which made the early missionaries think, rather too
optimistically, that they had come into a Christian country. The
men wear a coat which may be black or maroon with ornamental
borders, and a carefully woven cane hat. The Idus have a war
coat, black with a white pattern, made of nettle-fibre, cotton and
human hair which is strong enough to turn an arrow.

Taraon and Kaman women have long black skirts, sometimes
with coloured stripes, a beautifully embroidered bodice and a
shawl which is a triumph of the weaver’s art. They are very
good at colours, which never clash, are never loud or vulgar, and
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Lave an admirable sense of pattern and can exaggerate and distort,
piling theme on theme. ‘They wear thin silver plates round the
[orehead, large trumpet-shaped ornaments in the ears, and hang
round the neck very large hoops of wire, though these are dis-

Idu Mishmi woman

appearing before the more convenient strings of rupees and ordi-
nary bazaar beads. Both sexes are fond of Tibetan charms.

The Mishmis, men and women, are devoted to tobacco and
you will seldom see them without a long silver or brass pipe
between their lips. The Kamans and Taraons have always been
addicted to opium, but the Idus of the Dibang Valley, a hardier
and more warlike people, have never taken to it.

The greatest problem of the Mishmi hills 1s how to get about.
The Great Earthquake, which in 1950 smote Assam with. 1t 1s
said, the force of ten thousand atom bombs, brought down great
landslides, diverted the course of rivers and made a difhcult ter-
rain far more difficult. One of the most exciting aspects of travel
i this area, besides of course the little tracks along the precipices,
the landslides and earthquakes, are the bridges suspended high
above the river-beds. The typical Mishmi bridge is a rope of cane
stretched from tree to tree across the water. Round this are large
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cane rings in which the traveller is tied. He slides head
first down the cable to the bottom of its sag and then pulls him-
self up the other side. The Siang tubular bridges can be alarm-
ing enough but the Mishmi bridges are far worse, and” when that
cxperienced traveller, Mr J. P. Mills, visited the Lohit Valley, he
confessed that he had never been so frightened in his life.

Also living in the Lohit Frontier Division are a number of
Padams, allied to the Adis of the same name in the east of Siang,
and two Buddhist tribes, the Singphos and Khamptis. The
Khamptis immigrated from the Shan States of, Burma towards
the end of the eighteenth century; they were followed soon after-
wards by the Singphos, a branch of the Kachins of Upper Burma,
who lived formerly near the source of the Irrawaddy. Both tribes
were at first warlike and aggressive: they combined to attack the
Sadiya outpost in 1839. Today they are peaceful cultivators and
enterprising traders. Shri Choukhaman Gohain, who has been
NEFA’s Member of Parliament for two sessions, is a Khampti; he
lives in a beautiful village on the banks of a river whose stream
turns a dozen rice-husking machines, In Choukham and the
other Khampti villages there are temples, many of them rather
dilapidated, but enshrining wonderful examples of local wood-
carving. Buddhism retains its hold on the Khamptis, but the
religion of the Singphos has been considerably modified by a
belief in witchcraft and sorcery and by the importation of local
gods into its pantheon.

Both the Khamptis and Singphos have been in touch with
the plains for a long time and are more sophisticated than most
of the other tribes. They are an enterprising and progressive
people with a great future.

The headquarters of the Division is at Tezu, a prosperous little
town on the banks of the Lohit River, and there is a Sub-Divi-
sional headquarters at Roing, also under a Political Officer, which
controls the Dibang Valley and the vast and even now little-
explored northern hills.

(e) Tirap

In the old days, mothers in the plains of Assam used to subdue
naughty children by telling them if they didn’t behave, the
Rang-pangs would come and carry them off.
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No one quite knew who the Rang-pangs really were, and in
actual fact no such tribe exists, but they were supposed to live
in fortified villages along the Patkoi Range which separates India
from, Burma. Thence they would descend on the plains, and
carry off men, women and children to slavery and even for
sacrifice. I once made a lengthy tour along the formidable
slopes of the Patkoi and one day came to a valley which was
said to be their traditional home. It was a valley to tempt the
myth-maker to excess; I cannot think what Herodotus would have
made of it. The hills descended precipitously to a raving stream
cascading down from the great ridge above; winds thwarting
winds, ‘bewildered and folorn’, bent the trees before them; and
on a crag above there was a lonely village, aloof, witch-haunted,
—-the clouds lay low about it. Yet when I went there I found the
people very agreeable; they were hospitable, friendly, kind, a
little suspicious at first, but far being the monsters of popular
legend.

The Tirap Frontier Division, a rather narrow strip of turbulent
mountains dividing Margherita and the Brahmaputra Valley
from the Burma border, is populated by several different tribal
groups. The Wanchos are the most virile and picturesque; the
Noctes, who have adopted a very elementary form of Vaishnav-
ism, have been most in contact with the plains; the Tangsas, who
tie their hair in a top-knot and wear a sort of sarong of a Scottish-
plaid colour, have close links with Burma whence they migrated
centuries ago, and are just emerging from an opium-dominated
indolence into a new vigour and prosperity. Singphos allied to
those in Lohit, live in the fairly level forest areas near the plains.

Wancho and Nocte society is organized under great Chiefs, each
controlling a number of villages from which he receives tribute.
There are three classes, the families of the Chiefs, the proletariat
and an intermediate class of the descendants of the sons of Chiefs
who have married commoners. They do not keep slaves. The
Chiefs’ houses are often very large, probably the largest in the
whole of NEFA, and the Noctes and Wanchos use massive blocks
and pillars of wood which some of them carve with fantastic
designs. There are Morungs for boys and young men in all the
villages and in some places also dormitories for girls.

The Wanchos traditionally are not fond of clothes, but make
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up for this by the use of splendid ornaments of ivory, bone, horns,
shells and beads, while the imore ephemeral grace of feathers and
flowers distinguishes their ears and hair.

Opium-pipe used by the Tangsas of Tirap

The Noctes and Wanchos were formerly head-hunters and the
Wanchos in particular were expert in carving wooden ornaments
of which the central motif was the human head. They wore
them in their hair, round their necks and on their baskets. In
one village I did not see any of them and was told that they had
been destroyed. In the Chief’s house there was a large portrait
of the President, Dr Rajendra Prasad, hanging on the wall—for
such pictures are presented to leading men on special occasions.
I took it down to clean it, and there in a cache in the wall behind
it were the missing wooden heads. I thought this was a fine
symbol—the emblems of violence put away behind the great
symbol of peace, the President of the India which 1s trying to
bring tranquillity to a divided world.

The Imponderables

Dr S. K. Chatterji has said that it will be for the future to
decide what influence the Kirata or Indo-Mongoloid population
will have on the mentality and culture of India as a whole, and
suggests that it will be a ‘temperamental’ rather than a material
or spiritual contribution. This is an interesting idea and, though
today there are signs that the Indo-Mongoloids may give a new
and tonic inspiration to the textile and other arts, it is probably
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true that their most substantial contribution will be in the field
of character and temperament.

It will be worth while, therefore, to glance at some of the
psychological imponderables that distinguish the people of NEFA.
The first is their exceptionally co-operative character. Every
village works as a whole for agriculture, ceremonial, war and,
today, for ‘development’. There are no heretics in religion, few
dissidents in village society. The clan system still further unites
the members of the various exogamous groups and extends the
co-operative spirit over a field wider than the village community,
to some extent counteracting the separateness caused by the great
distances and the memories of war and feud.

Then the people are very self-reliant. The country is so hard
and the conditions of life in the past have been so severe that
only the strongest have survived. Even though until recently
they have had little medical assistance and are still often short of
food, many of them are splendid specimens of humanity. In the
past they did everything for themselves, constructed their inter-
village paths, built their bridges and gave relief to one another
in time of need. Some of them have devised ingenious machines,
worked by water, to husk or grind rice and millet. They have
made their own cloth, their own hats and rain-coats; they have
prepared their own cooking-vessels, their own substitutes for
crockery; some of them even have their own cosmetics. They
have made and administered their own laws.

Although for hundreds of years the tribesmen resented the visits
of strangers, and even as late as 1913, when F. M. Bailey ran out
of supplies at Dirang Dzong he could not get anything to eat and
was ‘reduced to drinking a local form of tea which grew wild
and tasted very nasty’, their former attitude was probably due
to a rather natural suspicion and fear; today they are the most
open-hearted and generous of people, and the spirit of hospitality,
which was always one of the most treasured of virtues as among
themselves, is now extended to their visitors. Even the poorest
will welcome you into his house and set something before you; it
may be only a hard-boiled egg with a little rice-beer or tea, or it
may be a grand feast of delicious rice with some wild bird or fish.
There are class divisions in some of these tribes, but there 1is
nothing remotely resembling caste, and highest and lowest, master



28 A PHILOSOPHY FOR NEFA

and slave or servant, rich and poor sit down together as friends
and brothers. And if you are a friend and brother you can sit
down too. When they visit the plains they cannot understand
why they are not treated in the same way.

Although there is no matriarchy in NEFA, women hold a high
and honourable position. They work on equal terms with the
men in the jhums and make their influence felt in the tribal
councils. Women can become shamans and their intimate rela-
tions with the unseen world gives them great authority: Adi
women, with daos in their hands and wearing sacred ornaments,
often lead the ceremonial dances. There is an Aka Rani, wealthy
and powerful, and the wives of the great Wancho and Nocte
nobles are very fine ladies, possessed of a natural grace and
dignity; they have many privileges and social duties.

A belief in the importance of truth, a hardness of moral and
physical fibre, courage before impossible living conditions, the love
of adventure and exploration, a fresh, candid, simple attitude to
life’s problems are among the other qualities that the NEFA
people have to give the world.



Chapter Two

THE FUNDAMENTAL PROBLEM

Separation and isolation are dangerous theories and strike at
the root of national solidarity. Safety lies in union and not in
isolation.

—A. V. THAKKAR

The problem of the best way of administering so-called ‘primi-
tive’, ‘aboriginal’ or ‘tribal’ populations has been debated for
hundreds of years, and those people who even today so unfailingly
remind us, whenever there is a proposal for a scientific approach
to the subject, that we must not keep them as ‘museum specimens’,
are in fact only intervening in a very old controversy.

It 1s an interesting controversy, for it i1s linked up with several
allied questions. Is mankind really progressing? Is civilization
any good? Is the country better than the town? Is Man better
in a state of Nature or of Art? Is the untutored ‘savage’ happier,
more moral, in a word better than the sophisticated and urban
product of the modern world? Mahatma Gandhi, inspired to
some extent by Ruskin and Tolstoy, set thousands of people
thinking about these questions, and it may be worth while taking
a brief glance back through history to see what replies have been
given in the past.

The Classical Indian Tradition

In the classical Indian literature, the tribes get a very mixed
press. The first Aryan settlers in India regarded them with anti-
pathy, characterizing them as devils, man-eaters, black as crows,
sprung from the sweat or dung of cows. The Vishnu Purana
describes them as dwarfish, with flat noses and a skin the colour
of a charred stake. The Mahabharata classes them with the
‘sinful creatures of the earth’, akin to Chandalas, ravens and
vultures. The poet Bana opens his account of the Sabara army
in his Kadambari with a procession of fifteen unflattering similies.
The Sabaras were like ‘all the nights of the dark fortmight rolled
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into one’, ‘a crowd of evil deeds come together’, ‘a caravan of
curses of the many hermits dwelling in the Dandaka Torest’
Their leader was ‘wet with the blood of buffaloes’. ‘Ah! says
Bana, ‘the life of these men is full of folly, and their career is
blamed by the good. For their one religion is offering human
flesh to Durga; their meat is a meal loathed by the good; their
shastra is the cry of the jackal; their teachers of good and evil
are owls; their bosom friends are dogs; their kingdom is in deserted
woods; their feast is a drinking-bout; their friends are the bows
that work cruel deeds; and arrows, with their heads smeared, like
snakes, with poison, are their helpers; their wives are the wives
of others taken captive; their dwelling is with savage tigers; their
worship of the gods is with the blood of beasts, their sacrifice with
flesh, their livelihood by theft; and the very wood wherein they
dwell is utterly destroyed root and branch.

On the other hand, there are many passages which refer to the
tribal people in friendly terms. A late passage in the Mahabharata
describes how a Brahmin visits a village of Dasyus and finds them
wealthy, truthful and hospitable. Even Bana cannot altogether
withhold his admiration for the Sabara Chief. ‘Horrible as he
was, he yet inspired awe by reason of his natural greatness and
his form could not be surpassed.” And he was certainly good to
look at. He filled the woods with beauty sombre as dark lotuses,
like the waters of Yamuna; he had thick locks curled at the end
and hanging on his shoulders. To ward off the heat he had a
swarm of bees which flew above him like a peacock-feather parasol.
He was surrounded by hounds whose throats were covered with
strings of cowries.

In the Katha Sarit Sagara, the great anthology of tales current
in India in the eleventh century, we find a still kindlier and
almost romantic approach. It is true that some of the Sabaras,
Bhillas and Pulindas are described as brigands and cattle-lifters,
practising human sacrifice. Yet they are attractive in their simpli-
city and have many virtues. Adorned with peacock’s feathers and
elephant’s teeth, clothed in tiger-skins and living on the flesh of
deer, they are famous for their dances and have sufficient social
sense to recognize the institution of kingship. There is a Saora
king who is merciful and intelligent; he goes to find pearls on the
heads of elephants and on the way meets an exquisite maiden
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riding on a lion. Since she is ‘like the digit of the moon resting
in the lap of an autumn cloud’, he at once thinks of his friend,
Vasudatta, goes to fetch him, takes him to the Himalayas, and
arranges his marriage with her. Here we have an important
Hindu of good family, son of a rich merchant, cherishing the
friendship of a tribal Chief. Indeed he considers that he has
attained all that his heart could wish ‘in having Manovati for a
wife and the Sabara prince for a friend.’

The King of Vatsa also owes much to a Sabara who came from
the mountains of the sunrise and guides him to find his wife.
Vishnudatta describes another tribesman as performing an act of
‘surprising courage, characteristic of men of mighty minds.’

And Mrigankadatta says to the tribal King Mayavatu, ‘When
the Creator made you here, he infused into your composition
qualities borrowed from your surroundings, the firmness of the
Vindhya hills, the courage of the tigers, and the warm attach-
ment to friends of the forest lotuses.’

The most famous reference to the tribes in Indian antiquity is
in Valmiki’s Ramayana, which describes how Rama and
Lakshman, in the course of their search for Sita, came to the
banks of a lake or river, Pampa, lying to the west of ‘Rishya-
mukha’s wood-crowned height’, where an aged ascetic Sabari, be-
longing to the famous tribe of eastern India, had made her home.
Knowing that her visitors were on the way, Sabari collected the
fruits for which the place was famous and offered them to Rama
for his comfort. She showed him the hermitage saying, ‘See the
charming great forest abounding in flowers and fruit, resembling
a bank of clouds, filled with all sorts of deer and birds; this is
famed on earth as Matanga’s forest.” Rama then gave her per-
mission to depart from this world, and in the presence of the two
brothers, she went into a fire and ascended into the heavens, while
all the sky was lighted by her glory.

There is, of course, no idea as yet of ‘doing anything’ for the
forest people—rather it is they who are doing things for their
rulers—but it is most significant to find, even so long ago, an
attitude towards them which anticipates the friendliness and res-
pect which has come to fruition in modern times. And in the
figure of Sabari there is a symbol of the contribution that the
tribes can and will make to the life of India.
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The Pastoral Tradition

Turning now to the Western world, we must first note what is
called the pastoral tradition, which has always idealized the
peasant and his simple life. It derived its ideas from the classical
poets, Horace, Virgil and Hesiod, and even from such Latin prose
writers as Cato and Columella, who wrote enthusiastically in
praise of agriculture and farming. The life admired by these
authors was not altogether ‘primitive’; it had its elements of com-
fort and decorum; but it was simple, obscure and self-contained,
in sharp contrast to the mercenary and unhealthy life of the towns.
Many English poets extolled it in some such terms as those
used by Cowley in a translation of one of the Horatian Odes:

Happy the Man whom bounteous Gods allow
With his own hands Paternal grounds to plough!
Like the first Golden Mortals happy he

From Business and the cares of Money free!
From all the cheats of law he lives secure,

Nor does th’ affronts of Palaces endure.

You will, of course, always find an enthusiasm for agriculture
among people who have never handled a spade.

In the Middle Ages, at least in Europe, there was no problem
of what to do for the peasant, still less for the tribesman. This
came later with the discovery of the New World, with its exciting
populations of primitive people, which brought the problem before
the whole of Europe. Opinion, then as now, was divided. Some,
of whom Montaigne is an example, were in favour of leaving
them alone. He considered that the inhabitants of the ‘unpol-
luted and harmless world’ of the hills and forests were naturally
virtuous as compared to civilized man. In his essay, Of Cannibals,
he declares that the American Indians are only wild in the sense
that wild flowers are wild, but that in them are ‘the true and
most profitable virtues and natural properties most lively and
vigorous.” Civilization has ‘bastardized’ these virtues, ‘applying
them to the pleasures of our corrupted taste” He regrets that
Plato did not live to see the discovery of primitive America, for
he might then have given a better picture of the Golden Age.

Many other writers took the same view. Spenser has a gentle
noble tribesman in The Faerie Queene; Drayton enthuses over the
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reports from America; Beaumont and Fletcher write of ‘Sunburnt
Indians, that know no other wealth but Peace and Pleasure’. And
many deplored the corrupting influence of the first colonists and
planters; Fuller spoke of Christian savages who went to convert
heathen savages.

Other reporters, however, took a less optimistic view. We find
the Indians spoken of as ‘human beasts’; they are ‘perfidious, in-
human, all savage’; Sandys says that the Indians, like the Cyclops,
are ‘unsociable amongst themselves and inhuman to strangers.’

Shakespeare on the Tribes

It may surprise many readers to find Shakespeare quoted as
having views on tribal affairs, yet in The Tempest he does make
a serious contribution to what was then an urgent problem, the
relations of the contemporary colonist with the aboriginal peoples
of the countries in which he settled.

In this play, Caliban (whose name has been derived from
Carib, an aboriginal of the New World, and cannibal) stands for
the Indian, and Prospero for the colonist or planter, and the
conflict between them reflects the current controversies about the
character and status of primitive man.

Caliban, who i1s of a ‘vile race’, the product of witchcraft, ‘a
freckled whelp hag-born’, scarcely human in appearance, ‘as dis-
proportioned in his manners as in his shape’, is the original owner
of the island on which Prospero and his daughter have been
marooned. His own description of the process by which he loses
his rights makes rather uncomfortable reading.

This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother,

Which thou tak’st from me. When thou cam’st first,
Thou strok’st me, and made much of me; would’st give me
Water with berries in it; and teach me how

To name the bigger light and how the less,

That burn by day and night: and then I loved thee,

And showed thee all the qualities o’ the isle,

The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile:
Cursed be I that did so! '

Rebecca West has suggested that Prospero’s ‘treatment of the
indigenous population, even though it numbered only one, would
be hard to justify, according to the theory of natural law, for dne

3
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whose grievance against fate lay in the infringement of a title
recognized by that theory. His excuse for introducing the colour
bar and peonage is not congruous with his special wisdom. Yet
in taking over tribal territory, he does not neglect some measures
of social uplift and education, and in this his daughter Miranda
is a keen and efficient assistant. Even though they reduce Caliban
to a mere slave and woodcutter, she ‘pities’ him, takes pains to
make him speak, teaches him each hour one thing or another.

This 1s not altogether successful. As Frank Kermode has
recently pointed out, ‘Caliban’s education was not only useless,
but harmful. He can only abuse the gift of speech; and by culti-
vating him Prospero brings forth in him “the briers and darnell
of appetites”—lust for Miranda, discontent at his inferior position,
ambition, intemperance of all kinds, including a disposition to
enslave himself to the bottle of Stephano.” Such is, of course, the
very common result, even today, of a too rapid acculturation,

Not only has Caliban been wronged, but he himself is not wholly
without virtue; he has an ear for music and, like tribal people
elsewhere, he has poetry at command, and for a moment speaks
words of sublime beauty. And the representatives of civilization
who follow Prospero -to the island do him nothing but harm.
Stephano and Trinculo are drunken buffoons; Antonio is a mali-
cious degenerate; the life of Alonso is deeply stained with guilt.
It 1s under the inspiration of these representatives of the modern
world that Caliban takes to drink and turns treacherously upon
his master. It is surely not without significance that Shakespeare
shows us this primitive man becoming a ‘footlicker’ of a drunken
butler.

Shakespeare’s view, then, seems to be that, although primitive
man 1is not much good, contact with civilization can only make
him worse.

Adam and Eve

Throughout the seventeenth century, however, this realistic
attitude was obscured by a widespread sentiment in favour of the
innocent shepherd, the happy husbandman, the Hortulan Saint.
Under the stress of the Civil War and the prevailing Puritanism
of the Roundhead movement, ‘Nature’ and the country life
became more and more idealized; it was here alone that man
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could commune with God; it was here that the purest virtues
could be practised. The most famous of the writers who infused
the classical ideal of the Golden Age with a mystical enthusiasm
was the Polish poet Sarbiewski, to whom the Biblical motif of the
hortus conclusus or Earthly Paradise was a living reality. He
seems to have influenced the Welsh Vaughan and the English
Marvell, especially in the latter’s garden-poems.

Along with this belief in the innocent beauty of the uncorrupt
life of Nature went the theological problem of Adam and Eve.
Today it may be a little difficult for us to take this famous couple
seriously, but in the seventeenth century they were quite as real
as any contemporary and far more cultured than Cromwell’s
Roundheads. The modern world, somewhat confused by the
conflicting theories of the evolutionists, is clear on at least one
point; that the first men were not nearly as good as we are. They
were cither tarsioidd dwarfs, with big wondering eyes, or uncouth
shaggy anthropoids; comic strips depict primitive man dragging
his Eve about by the hair and knocking her over the head with
a club for failing to clean the cave out properly. Milton saw
things very differently. The first couple were ‘of noble shape,
erect and tall, godlike erect’. With ‘native honour clad, in naked
majesty’, they seemed lords of all:

For contemplation he and valour formed,
For softness she and sweet attractive grace.

It is true that, like the Boris and Daflas, they had plenty of
hair: Adam’s ‘hyacinthine locks’ hung clustering to his shoulders,
and as for Eve—

She as a veil down to the slender waist
Her unadorned golden tresses wore
Disshevelled, but in wanton ringlets waved
As the vine curls her tendrils.
They were a lovely pair; ‘truth, wisdom, sanctitude’ inspired
them; ‘simplicity and spotless innocence’ was their’s,

Adam the goodliest man of men since born
His sons, the fairest of her daughters Eve.

Adam and Eve in fact were created perfect—Aristotle is but the
ruins of an Adam. The course of history was commonly sup-
posed to have been steadily downhill, and civilization was a
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steady corruption of what had originally been faultless. This led
logically to Rousseau’s back-to-nature movement in the following
century.

Primitivism

The result of this was the emergence of an attitude to life
which has been called primitivism and has been studied in great
detail by a number of American scholars, Lovejoy, Boas and
Margaret Fitzgerald. This has been divided into cultural primi.
tivism, which regards modern ‘uncivilized’ societies as being, in all
the fundamental values of life, better than civilized populations,
and chronological primitivism, which holds that the earlier, pre-
civilized periods of human life were the happiest and best. Adam
and Eve were better and happier, partly because they were earlier
in time, partly because they lived beyond the Inner Line that
circled Eden.

Seventeenth century primitivism led to an increased interest in
primitive peoples, and R. W. Frantz, in an important study of the
travellers of the period, has pointed out that ‘certain voyagers
discovered, or thought they discovered, traces of a universal and
fixed morality and the prevalence of three cardinal virtues—piety,
benevolence and self-control—which seemed to be fundamental to
all peoples, whether semi-civilized or totally savage.’ The 1idealist
was easily able to persuade himself that ‘the good and noble life
was to be lived not in towns and cities, but in the solitude of the
American forests or the South Sea Isles.’

An interesting result of this was that, unlike later Imperialists
who justified themselves as having to bear the white man’s burden
of native superstition and ignorance, the first colonists tried to
encourage immigration to the tribal areas by painting their in-
habitants in glowing colours. Thus when Walter Hammond
wrote his pamphlets on Madagascar, he called the first of them
(published in 1640) ‘A Paradox, proving that the Inhabitants
of the Isle called Madagascar, or St Laurence, are the Happiest
People in the World’. Who then would not jump at the chance
of going to live among them?

Primitives were further divided into ‘hard’ and ‘soft’. In anti-
quity, says A. O. Lovejoy in his Documentary History of Primi-
tivism, ‘the men of the Golden Age under the Saturnian dispensa-
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tion were soft primitives, and the imaginary Hyperboreans were
usually soft savages; on the other hand, the noble savages par
excellence, the Scythians, and the Getae, and later on the Germans,
were rude, hardy fellows to whom “Nature” was no gentle or
indulgent mother; they were extolled for the fewness of their
desires and their consequent indifference to the luxuries and even
the comforts of civilized life.” In more recent times, the soft,
sensuous and elegant primitives of Tahiti or Bali have excited the
admiration of artists and poets, while the virile hardy primitives
of, let us say, the North-East Frontier of India have won the
respect of soldiers.

Even at this comparatively early period, there is evident, in the
attraction felt for the ‘soft’ primitives, a delight in the erotic free-
dom, the lack of inhibitions and the sexual innocence supposed
to have been enjoyed by man before he was corrupted by modern
society and its rules. It is significant that the expression ‘the
Noble Savage’ did not originate, as is so often thought, with
Rousseau, but with the astonishing Mrs Aphra Behn, that ardent
missionary of free love, whose poems, plays and stories constantly
compare the advantages of the simple rural life with the frustra-
tions of sophistication, and look back to fulfihnent,

In that blest Golden Age, when Man was young,
When the whole Race was vigorous and strong;
“When Nature did her wondrous dictates give,
And taught the Noble Savage how to live...
When every sense to innocent delight

Th’ agreeing elements unforced invite.

The hero of Mrs Behn’s Oroonoko, though a ‘native’ of Suri-
nam, is a great gentleman who found happiness by refusing to be
‘civilized’.  Mrs Behn was no anthropologist and she assumed, of
course quite wrongly, that primitive man had no need for external
government (which only exists to curb the greed and ambition of
educated persons) and enjoyed all the raptures of free love.

Other poets of this century who exalted the primitive were
Thomas Heyrick, whose poem, The Submarine Voyage, describes
the people of the South Sea Islands as ‘happy in ignorance’ and
‘strangers to care’, and Waller who, in his Battle of the Summer
Islands, draws an idyllic picture of the inhabitants of plantain-
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shaded atolls of sensuous beauty and ease. And the great Dryden
himself, in a famous couplet, spoke of the happy days,

Ere the base laws of servitude began,
When wild in woods the noble savage ran.

The last thing that the poets and travellers of this period wanted
was to ‘improve’ or ‘uplift’ these aboriginals; what they desired
was to go and share their lot. There was no question of keeping
them in a museum; they wanted to enjoy their earthly paradise.

In the following century, the voyages of Captain Cook and
other explorers provided factual support for these sentiments.
According to Captain Cook, the ‘savages’ of Australia may indeed
appear to be the most wretched people upon earth, but in reality
‘they are far more happy than we Europeans, being wholly un-
acquainted not only with the superfluous but with the necessary
conveniences so much sought after in Europe; they are happy in
not knowing the use of them. And visits to Tahiti and the
Friendly Islands confirmed this picture of the Noble Savage.

This fitted very conveniently into the more advanced thinking
of certain philosophers and revolutionaries, especially in France,
The doctrine of original sin, it was supposed, was discredited by
what Bougainville found in the Pacific. The child is happier and
better than the man. The existing state of modern society
appears decadent before the peaceful and truthful civilization of
the 1slanders; it must therefore be overthrown. Christopher Lloyd
epitomizes the views of Diderot, whose article on ‘Savages’ was
so subversive that it was omitted from the Paris edition of the
French Encyclopedia. In a remarkable dialogue, which he pre-
tended was a supplement to Bougainville’s Tahiti journal, Diderot
‘accused his countrymen of acting the part of the serpent in this
new Eden. He makes an old islander beg him to go away and
leave the natives in peace. Otherwise such men as he will return
with a cross in one hand and a gun in the other to enslave their
bodies and poison their minds. For civilization, according to
Diderot, was indeed a kind of poison injected into the mind of
natural man, thereby creating a sort of war within ourselves which
lasts all our lives. Natural man is at odds with artificial man,
and the best description of the unhappy product was, in the words
of his friend Buffon, Homo Duplex.
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A similar view was expressed by the fur-merchant, D. W,
Harmon, who spent sixteen years among the Canadian Indians
in the early years of the nineteenth century.

‘I very much question,” he said, ‘whether they have improved
in their character or condition, by their acquaintance with civilized
people. In their savage state, they were contented with the mere
necessaries of life, which they could procure with considerable
ease; but now they have many artificial wants, created by the
luxuries which we have introduced among them; and as they find
it difficult to obtain these luxuries, they have become, to a degree,
discontented with their condition, and practise fraud in their
dealings. A half-civilized Indian is more savage than one in his
original state. The latter has some sense of honour, while the
former has none. I have always experienced the greatest hospi-
tality and kindness among those Indians, who have had the least
intercourse with white people. They readily discover and adopt
our evil practices; but they are not as quick to discern, and as
ready to follow the few good examples, which we set before
them.

This attitude was not shared by everyone. Already in the
eighteenth century Dr Samuel Johnson had declared it nonsense.
Boswell, who after all had personally visited Rousseau, was all
for the Noble Savage. Johnson was not. ‘Don’t cant in defence
of savages,” he exclaimed, and when Boswell attempted to argue
for the superior happiness of the simple life, he retorted, ‘Sir,
there can be nothing more false. The savages have no bodily
advantages beyond those of civilized men. They have not better
health; and as to care or mental uneasiness, they are not above
it, but below it, like bears” He thought that the American
Indians had no affection; had he been born one, he must have
died early, for his eyes would not have served him to get food.
One evening he poured scorn on those who preferred living among
savages. ‘Now what a wretch that must be, who 1s content with
such conversation as can be had among savages!

And now came the new European Imperialism and with it a
great expansion of the missionary movement. Colonists and mis-
sionaries alike had to justify their existence by showing how
necessary they were to the heathen world. Henceforth primitive
man was painted in the darkest terms. Even in Java, as Bishop
Heber suggested, though every prospect pleased, man was vile,
blind, benighted.
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Can we whose souls are lighted
With wisdom from on high,
Can we to men benighted

The lamp of life deny?

Darwin, who visited Tierra del Fuego in the course of the epoch-
making voyage of FHLM.S. Beagle, said that the difference between
the Fuegian ‘barbarian’ and civilized man was greater than that
between a wild and a domesticated animal, and he found it hard
to see a ‘fellow creature’ in him.

We have come a long way from Cook and Hawkeworth, from
Boswell, Rousseau and Diderot. To them primitive man was not
fallen, he was better than modern man; we had much to learn
from him; and the best thing we could do for him was to leave
him alone. To the missionary and the colonist, however, primi-
tive man seemed to exemplify the ancient doctrine of original sin,
and it was above all neéessary that he should be saved.

The Policy of Charles Dickens

Charles Dickens, who strongly disapproved of the missionary
movement, considering it more important to reform society in
unregenerate England than to send preachers to foreign parts, had
a policy of his own. In a little-known ‘reprinted piece’, he
declares that he has not the least belief in the Noble Savage, but
considers him a prodigious nuisance. ‘Howling, whistling, cluck-
ing, stamping, jumping, tearing’, he is something ‘highly desirable
to be civilized off the face of the earth’.

Dickens draws on his enormous vocabulary and all his powers
of invention to heap scorn on the unfortunate savage. He 1is
‘cruel, false, thievish, murderous; addicted more or less to grease,
entrails, and beastly customs’; he is a ‘conceited, tiresome, blood-
thirsty, monotonous humbug.” He makes fun of the Zulu Kaffirs
who were then being exhibited in London; they are, he admits,
rather picturesque, but he cannot resist making fun of their
methods of war, their marriage customs, their attitude to disease,
their system of Chiefs. He parodies everything recorded about
them in a manner that is itself far more savage than the inoffen-
sive Zulus who were the objects of his contempt.

Another tribe which excited Dickens’ scorn was the Ojibbeway
Indian. Catlin had written ‘a picturesque and glowing book’
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about them, which the great man considered nonsense. ‘With his
party of Indians squatting and spitting on the table before him,
or dancing their miserable jigs after their own dreary manner, he
called, in all good faith, upon his civilized audience to take notice
of their symmetry and grace, their perfect limbs, and the exquisite
expression of their pantomime; and his civilized audience, in all
good faith, complied and admired.” Yet as mere animals, they
were ‘wretched creatures, very low in the scale and very poorly
formed.

What irritated Dickens was not so much the savage himself,
but the sentimentalizing over him—the ‘whimpering over him with
maudlin admiration, and the affecting to regret him, and the
drawing of any comparison of advantage between the blemishes
of civilization and the tenor of his swinish life’ It is extraordi-
nary, he says again, ‘how some people will talk about him, as they
talk about the good old tunes; how they will regret his dis-
appearance.’

Dickens concludes: ‘My position is, that if we have anything
to learn from the Noble Savage, it is what to avoid. His virtues
are a fable; his happiness 1s a delusion; his nobility, nonsense. We
have no greater justification for being cruel to the miserable
object than for being cruel to a William Shakespeare or an Isaac
Newton; but he passes away before an immeasurably better and
higher power than ever ran wild in any earthly woods, and the
world will be all the better when his place knows him no more.’

The result of this sort of propaganda, which was fairly common
right up to modern times, was to give the peoples of the West
a thoroughly low opinion not only of the tribes but even of Indian
and African culture in general. When Swami Vivekananda
visited America at the end of the last century he was amazed to
find the misconceptions about Indian civilization that were current
in spite of the labours of such European Orientalists as Max
Muller and Sir William Jones. Later, the work of Miss Mayo
encouraged those who wanted to believe that subject nations were
not, and could never be, fit to govern themselves.

The Pendulum Swings Back

Yet the pendulum swung back again, and the poets and artists
regained the influence that they had for a time lost to the Church.
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Picasso discovered African sculpture. Gauguin went to Tabhiti.
A score of poets exalted the simple life of nature. Ruskin and
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