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PREFACE

The National Seminar on Hill people of North Eastern India was held in
Calcutta from 3rd to 6th December, 1966. More than 100 eminent representatives
of the hill people and a much larger contingent of social workers, scholars,
administrators and intellectuals of the plains attended the Seminar.

A number of illuminating and interesting speeches and papers presented in
the Seminar during its sessions held on the first two days in the Centenary Hall
the Calcutta University highlighted different social, cultural, economic apd
w@—problmugung the hill people of North Eastern India. There is
little surprise in the fact that the news of the Seminar hit the front page
headlines of many national newspapers all over India but what is more important
is that the Seminar succeeded in pointing to the need for vigorous, unbiased,
national thinking on these problems. It brought home to responsible Indian
citizens the truth that narrow, limited, administrative approach would be a poor,
insufficient and ineffective substitute for such thinking in attempts to find answers
to these intriguing problems.

Cultural performances at Rabindra Sadan on the last two days with which
the Seminar concluded were no less exciting. Hill artists from Mizo Hills,
Nagaland, NEFA, Khasi Hills, Manipur etc., participated in the cultural
programme along with some artists of the plains of Bengal and Assam.
It was a rare occasion for an audience of the plains to have a direct
acquaintance with the rich, colourful and diverse cultural streams of the hill
peoples and also glimpses of a common cultural heritage preserved through
centuries. An exhibition was also sponsored as a part of the Seminar with the
co-operation of the governments of Assam, Manipur Nagaland and NEFA. It drew
large crowds everyday and earned admiration of citizens of all shades of opinion.

Divergent, often conflicting, opinions naturally found expression in the
Seminar. Neverthless the speeches and papers produced more light than heat.
The Seminar, for the first time in the history of India, provided a sort of national
platform on which the representatives of the hill people of North Eastern India
could speak out their minds and the intellectuals of the plains could also express
and exchange their viewpoints. Person-to-person and group discussions that took
place from morning to late hours at night outside the Centenary Hall of the
Calcutta University perhaps proved more useful in clearing much confusion and
coming closer to each other. Whether at the Mayor’s reception to the visiting
delegates or at the Chief Minister’s tea-party in Assembly House, at the dinner
at the Calcutta University Rowing Club beside Rabindra Sarobar or at the dinner
hy the Metropolitan of India, Burma, Pakistan and Ceylon in St. Pauls Chathedral
compound, one could always hear invigorating, friendly discussions and see warm
handshakes and smiles forging links of friendship.

The Seminar did not aim at arriving at a conclusion. It only marked a
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beginning—a very significant beginning—by bringing to the surface all sorts of
opinions in a national context on the varied problems affecting the hill people
who live in the “sensitive” areas of North-East India surrounded by foreign
territories. It will legitimately claim for itself a place in the pages of future
history of this country.

Most of the speeches and papers presented in the Seminar have been
complied in this volume. For the reader’s convenience papers have been classified
under different sections, such as, Cultural History, Anthropology, Social Studies,
Political Evaluation, Economic Development, Christianity, Education, Law etc.

These papers, it is believed, will provide valuable material for scholars,
research workers and also serve as an intelligent lay reader’s guide to this
highly sensitive area where diverse forces are at work. Any reader going
through these papers will be able to judge the problems in a broad social,
economic, cultural and historical background often minimized and lost in the
midst of the heat of political arguments and disputes.

The problems discussed in the papers included in this volume essentially
reflect the birth-pangs of a modern, unified and progressive nation emerging out of
the multilingual, multi-racial and multi-religious Indian society which still has all
over it innumerable scars and wounds left behind by centuries of backwardness
and uneven development.

A thorough and proper understanding of these problems and a conscious
and radical approach for their solution will also bring out the inherent possibilities
of democratic methods in meeting the challenge of such hitherto unknown
problems of vast magnitude. In finding answers to these problems, India will
certainly discover new, unexplored and exciting dimensions of democracy. It is
needless to say that the world outside will also keenly watch and await such answers.

It is sincerely regretted that some contributions to the Seminar had to be
left out in the present volume owing to unavoidable reasons. To mention only
a few—the speeches and papers by Swami Ranganathananda, Prof. Barun Dey,
Shri Ashok Mitra, Shri H. K. Bawichhuaka of the Mizo National Union, Shri
Akum Imlong, Rani Gaidiliu, Dr. M. Aram of Peace Centre, Kohima, and the
leaders of the All Parties Hill Leaders’ Conference, Capt. Williamson Sangma
and Shri Stanley Nichols-Roy, both of whom very forcefully placed arguments
in favour of forming a separate State for the hill people of Assam as an essential
condition for solution of the problems related to the region of North East India.

Tremendous effort and inexhaustible goodwill on the part of many alone
could ultimately succeed in ensuring publication of this book. Nevertheless, the
reader may find many lapses in this compilation but he is expected to bear in
mind that it was brought out in the face of severe handicaps and obstacles.

RATHIN MITTRA
BARUN DAS GUPTA
Jt. Editors
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“LET US DISCOVER A UNIFYING FORCE....”

No. CMS/GEN/17/66.
NAGALAND
Chief Minister
Kohima, the 18th Nov. '66
My dear Pannalal Das Guptaji,

I am happy to see that scholars and intellectuals of our country have come
together to consider, analyse and assess the problems of the hill people of the
North Eastern India. The co-operation which the National Seminar has received
from the Eastern States in itself is an indication of our interest in the deliberations
of our leaders of thought and writers of repute.

Political anthropologists, curious story hunters and persons interested in ‘out
of the ordinary life’ have had their fill. Now it is the time for clear thinking,
rational attitude and for sympathetic study of the tribal behaviour and frontier
spirit. We, the people on these Eastern hills, are equally concerned in the
welfare of our country. In a way, the brunt of defending the country from the
onslaught of our rapacious neighbours falls on our shoulders. The country will
be strong if the people on the frontiers are strong, well-fed well-looked after and
happy. They have to be given a due place in the scheme of the Union. The
life-giving water has been rolling down from our hills from the day life sprang
on the surface of this earth. We have been the custodians of the pristine culture,
manliness, simplicity and nobility. Let this be accepted and let now the stream
of our cultural heritage flow from the plains to the hills. Let us discover a
unifying force and let us emphasise the similarities instead of underlining the
divisions and differences. As your circular says, India is a multiracial, multi-
lingual country where all the religions of the world have prospered without
engulfing small communities and small groups having their own beliefs; we have
shown tolerance, but at times this tolerance has made us unmindful of our
other brethren. Let us try to discover why all of a sudden an unrest has erupted
on the peaceful hills reputedly the abode of saints and thinkers.

I am sure your deliberations will be able to clear mists and doubts
surrounding several issues facing the people on our hills. I assure you the hill
people will be watching your deliberations with keen interest and your findings
will go a long way to mould the public opinion in the country. I warn you
against facile solutions and summary dismissal of issues which the people of the
hills deem cardinal and basic. ’

I wish the deliberations of the Seminar a complete success.

Yours sincerely,

Sd/- T. N. Angami
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Hon'ble Mr. D. N. Sinha, the Chief Justice of Calcutta High Court is addressing

the seminar. Next to him sitting Mr. Tkom Imlong, Nagaland Minister, Swami

Ranganathananda, Rev. Dr. H. L. J. De Mel, the Metropoliton of India, Burma,
Pakistan and Ceylon, Rani Guidalo and her two secretaries.

Some of the Delegates of the National Seminar on Hill People of North-East India.






MEASURE HEARTS, NOT HEADS

Rev. Dr. H. L. J. DE MEL

Metropolitan of India, Burma, Pakistan and Ceylon

The world has now shrunk into a neighbourhood in which no part is
farther from the other than twenty flying hours in a jet plane. We can no
longer keep apart whatever the divisive factors of history and geography may
have been in past centuries. We can no longer tolerate the misunderstanding
and aloofness which have led tragically to strife and bloodshed in human affairs,
For myself I am not directly concerned with the political aspects of the situation.
This Seminar has been convened by professors and social workers (counting
myself with the latter) concerned about the basic need for all human beings
to know each other and to develop that degree of understanding and cooperation
and fellowship which lead to the development of human personality in fellow-
ship. Such development to my mind is true progress, as it places the emphasis
on the dignity of man. Just as every human being has his own personality,
so have certain groups. To eliminate this would be a loss. Neat modern
international patterns would lose much if the decoration provided by a
variety of cultures were to be done away by the relentless march of a kind of
neutral culture which some seem to imagine would be the future of the world.
Anything that turns men into obedient robots or colourless children of regimenta-
tion, degrades human nature and its true development. I maintain that real
progress is the development of the human personality in fellowship. We have
to steer clear of fanatical ideologies or political ambitions which trample on
the idea of dignified diversity as a constituent part of any true human' unity.
A much fuller exploration will be made by many wise speakers who will explain
to us the immense fields of social, anthropological and cultural studies with
which we must enrich our minds so that after this Seminar we may be able to
project a better spirit into human affairs in our corner of the modern world.
We meet together not merely to make vague utterances about modern civilization.
We are here as responsible people who are all of us in love with our own
inheritance and who want to learn how to enrich it further by fruitful contact
with other inheritances, so that a better future awaits all of us. This will not
come except through effort and the maintenance of a high morale, which is
able to encounter and overcome many mischievous and selfish tendencies which
find influential utterance in some quarters. With this in view I would just wish
to indicate the spirit in which our Seminar should be conducted :

1. In the neighbourhood which concerns all of us who are here today
there is a great variety of creed, culture and conduct. In which attitude are
we to face this diversity ? I feel certain that everyone here today will under-
line the need for tolerance, but I want to ask for something warmer than
tolerance. We must have sympathy and from sympathy we must go on to
appreciation. This is the atmosphere in which we can advance to a better state
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of affairs. We shall not create the suspicion of domination by a majority or
the fear of extermination in the heart of minorities. We shall have instead the
exhilaration of belonging together, in an association which treasures all that
is best in every culture. What a liberating happiness it will be when our defence
mechanisms are thrust aside before the growing warmth of mutual appreciation
and sincere respect one for the other. Once we are caught up in a spirit such
as this we can communicate it to many who are not here, and when any
sizeable part of the world busies itself in this sane operation there will be a
corresponding result in all the world. There are world organisations fortunately
which tend in this direction but there must be the spirit which upholds and
makes these institutions fruitful. Human institutions unless uplifted by the right
spirit can be both lifeless and ineffective. '

2. Without any particular knowledge of the subject I would like to plead
with all who enter into our discussions, for great care in the language we use.
So often speech divides us through careless expressions or unintentionally offensive
terms which have continued to exist long after they have been appropriate. It
is sometimes possible so to offend the susceptibilities of other people by some
outdated expressions that relationships are ruined. May I give an example
which might stimulate thought in this gathering. I myself increasingly dislike
the term “tribal”. There is something in it that does not seem to fit the happy
peoples whose sense of community, whose dance, song and art and firm adherence
to certain religious principles, commands the admiration of those whose ignorance
has been corrected by modern studies. Can one of the fruits of this Seminar
be some better word which we might coin for the benefit of all concerned ?
In the meantime I am perfectly certain that no one here is likely to take
offence if something is accidentally expressed in a less than ideal way in our
exchange of views in these two days.

3. We need all the knowledge and even more, the wisdom we can muster for
the benefit of mankind in our own neighbourhood and indeed in the whole world.
We have had men who have inspired us and to whose memories our souls pay a
tribute as we sit here today. We are also fortunate to have in our midst some who
are influential in the tumultuous days in which we live, and have served by
giving counsels of moderation and peace when others through lack of under-
standing or love of power have sought to deride, oppress or ignore. Let all
the good examples we can muster lead us on to make our contribution in the
Seminar. Nor can I end without holding before you the memory of a well
beloved man known to so many of us, whose sympathy and wisdom are an
example to us all. Verrier Elwin, had he lived would, I feel, have repeated to
us the remark that was made to him by a Cambridge anthropologist over twenty-
five years ago who said to him “Don’t try to measure heads, measure hearts ;
it is much more fun”



ONE STATE OR MANY STATES?

NIRMAL KUMAR BOSE

As one tries to gather the important points raised by different speakers, one
is struck by the emphasis which has been laid by many upon the need of ‘self
determination’ of the tribal communities, who live in the eastern and north-
eastern portions of -India. The view has, again and again, been expressed that
the culture of these communities would be in danger if they are tied up with
an alien group like the Assamese people, for instance. The latter speak a
different language, profess another culture; and, at the same time, are large
in numbers when compared to the indigenous communities. Under these
circumstances, there is every danger that through their numerical superiority
in a common State, they would pull all the benefits of economic development
in their own direction. This is, at least, the view expressed either openly or in
a veiled manner by many of the speakers who have addressed the House this
morning. The remedy, according to them, is that the areas with a tribal
majority should be separated into a new State. This will help to preserve their
cultural identity, keep them satisfied, and also promote economic development.

There can or should be no difference of opinion about the desire of tribal
communities to be able to regulate their social life through shared political
power. But whether this can be best attained by participating in the governance
of a State along with others, or without them, 1s the question which has to be
examined a little more carefully.

When the tribal communities of Assam say that the Assamese will do
nothing but exploit them (it has even been alleged that they have always done
so in the past), it is implied that no man, or no section of a community can
rise above its very narrow sectional interests. Personally, I believe, this in itself
is a wrong view. For, in the present world, do we not see that those who have
been trying to promote the interests of the working classes do not often belong
to those classes ? If it is possible for some, at least, to rise above their class
interest, why cannot that particular trend be made stronger? Would not such
an effort automatically weaken those who can never see bLeyond their petty
sectional interests, even if they happen to be larger in number at a particular
point of time ?

The question thus is: Is it inevitable that that section of the Assamese
people who stand by the rights of the tribal people shall always remain weak ?
And therefore the tribal people want to have no truck with the Assamese,
whether they are selfish or unselfish, whether they work for a broader nationalism
rather than for a narrow provincialism ? If this were the only argument,
namely, the impossibility of strengthening the progressive forces among the
Assamese, then the demand for a separate State is perfectly in order. But is
it really so ?

Personally, I believe, the situation is not as hopeless as that. But supposing
it were so, let us pursue the argument to its logical extremity.
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Supposing the tribal people set up a State of their own, does it mean that
such a State will necessarily promote the interests of the weakest and the poorest,
and not, either directly or indirectly, give priority to the interests of those
tribes or sections who are already comparatively more advanced ? There is
sufficient reason to believe that just as there are ‘exploiters’ and ‘exploited’
among the people of the plains, there are also nearly similar class-divisions
among the hill-people too. There is no doubt that there is a difference in the
degree of polarization of class differences ; but this is a difference in quantity,
not in kind.

If political power descends from above, then it is likely to be dried up
before it sinks down to the lowest layers. And this is the reason why, Gandhiji
always tried to fashion an instrument of ‘non-violent’ organization in peace and
war, so that power would descend ‘unto the last’, when they would feel the
glow of freedom. '

The fact that many educated persons belonging to the tribal people think
that they can only be saved if they have a separate State of their own, need
not blind us to a parallel case which led ultimately to the division of India.
Pakistan was formed, ostensibly because the Moslems felt that, in India, Islam
would be in danger. But after the formation of Pakistan, it has perhaps now
been realized that power has come to the aristocracy, dnd a little to the middle-
classes there, just as in India it has descended principally to the middle-classes,
while the ‘working classes’ or ‘masses’ of Gandhi have yet failed in both States
to attain Swaraj in Gandhi’s sense of the term.

The substance of what I have tried to say is that the formation of a State
with a majority of tribal population does not necessarily mean that we are any
nearer the socialistic society which we have decided to build up in India. If
there have been lapses in the past, if we have faltered in our steps, that is no
reason why the present trend should be continued instead of being reversed.

What else do our tribal friends indirectly say when they do not want to
associate with us in the endeavour to build up a socialistic society ? Do they
think that they will be able to build up one equalitarian society by unifying
all the tribal folk into one ‘nation’, and allow the plains people of Assam and
the rest of India to go their own ‘damned’ way ?

To my mind, it is undoubtedly important to Dbring together the tribal
communities into a unified whole. But personally I believe it would be far
more worthwhile to unify people in the same economic class together so that
exploitation can be ended, not for one depressed class like the tribal communities,
but for all, whether they live in the hills or the plains.

My tribal friends would perhaps at once say that this is beyond their
capacity to achieve. Moreover, if the plainsmen and hillmen, are welded together
into a common brotherhood, what would happen to the language and culture
of the tribes ? They are small in number, and under the project outlined above,
the culture of the tribal communities is likely to be swept away, by the
numercially dominant non-tribal people.

My feeling is that a mistaken view is thus being taken of common political
endeavour. In India, we live today under one political system, as we had
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never done in the past. We have, moreover, a common economic aim, in which
a certain amount of freedom is enjoyed by local regional units. But the
limitation is that such freedom must never come in the way of the effecuve
execution of plans which are of benefit to the whole of India.

All States of India are thus tied to one another, or integrated with one
another, in so far as political and economic life are concerned. The decper we
promote cooperation at these levels, the nearer we approach the aim which we
have collectively set before the nation.

But this integration at the political and economic level can be achieved
without any strain upon our cultural freedom. Let every State pursue its right
to worship, to promote its language and literature, arts and crafts in its own
way. Let all these elements of culture enrich the life of the ‘masses’ or the
‘working classes’ to the utmost extent possible. In a vast country lhke India,
with more than twice the population of the USA. or the USSR, and with
what is nearly equal to the population of Europe minus Russia, where is the
harm if we have many languages, many religions, many kind of arts and crafts
in order to beautify our lives ? Provided, of course, that we march hand in
hand, and with an increasing degree of involvement in building up and sharing
in a common political system and economic order, whose aim is o end all
exploitation, and enrich hunman life ; and all that through the organized non-
violent strength of the masses, both in peace and in war, both in the task of
rebuilding our lives by common labour and also in resisting authority when
abused. For that was the defimtion which Gandhi gave of the mecaning and
content of Freedom.

If such an aim is emphasized again and again, and if we work together for
ity attainment, then many of the divisions which have arisen to the surface in
Indian life today will wither away like leaves in winter and be replaced by
the green shoots of life which will appear once more when spring comes.

APPENDIX

Gandhiji’s Concept of Swaraj

1. By Swaraj I mean the government of India by the consent of the
people as ascertained by the largest number of the adult population, male or
female, native born or domiciled, who have contributed by manual labour to
the service of the State and who have taken the trouble of having their names
registered as voters. I hope to demonstrate that real Swaraj will come not by
the acquisition of authority by a few but by the acquisition of the capacity
by all to resist authority when abused. In other words, Swaraj is to be attained
by educating the masses to a sense of their capacity to regulate and control
authority.

—Young India, 29th January, 1925, pp. 40-41.
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2. The Swaraj of my dream is the poor man's Swaraj. The necessaries of
life should be enjoyed by you in common with those enjoyed by the princes
and the monied men. But that does not mean that you should have palaces
like theirs. They are not necessary for happiness. You or I would be lost in
them. But, you ought to get all the ordinary amentities of life that a rich
man enjoys. I have not the slightest doubt that Swaraj is not Purna Swaraj
until these amenities are guaranteed to you under it.

—Young India, 26th March, 1931, p. 46.

SOCIAL INTEGRATION OF THE HILL TRIBES
AND THE PLAINSMEN

Dr. SURA]JIT SINHA

The violent political activities launched by the Naga National Council since
1956 and the more recent disturbances in the Mizo Hills have made a section
of non-tribal Indians suddenly aware that there are areas of social tensions in
the frontier Hill areas of Assam the nature of which is not quite clear to them.
It became apparent that the intelligent public in the rest of India had very
little knowledge about the pattern of living in the frontier tribal areas.

In the background of such paucity of information some scholars see the
root of these tensions in the confrontation of unique and incompatible sets of
values of the egalitarian, animistic tribals and those of the caste-bound, puritanical
Hindu peasantry. Such apprehensions of some scholars have, however, not been
explained on the basis of detailed factual enquiry.

Who are the Tribals ?

Anyone who has gone through the reports of the various Census Commissioners
since 1872 and of those of the different Commissioners for Scheduled Tribes
and Scheduled Castes will realize that administrators as well as the advising
anthropologists had a lot of difficulties in deciding where the ‘tribe’ ends and
‘caste’ begins. In most parts of Central India and the Chotanagpur plateau
one may indeed think of a regular continuum between nearly isolated and
unstratified ‘tribes’ and the so-called tribal groups like the Raj Gond or the
Bhumij who have been thoroughly integrated with the social structure of the
Hindu peasantry. It is only when one travels to the Andaman Islands that
one comes across fully ‘autonomous’ tribes. Even in the Assam Hills many of
the groups labelled as Schedules Tribes are in varying degree of articulation
with the Hindu peasantry of the Plains or of the foothills. One may, for
example, find a continuum between the interior Hills Garos upto the Hinduized
Koch, Hajang or Rajbanshi of the foothills and the plains. The cases of the
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Kochari and the Ahom are earlier examples of wholesale integration of the
former autonomous tribal groups in the Hindu socio-economic order.

It appears that wherever the so-called tribal groups, regardless of the specific
patterns of their culture, have been exposed to the encroaching Hindu Society,
they have been gradually integrated with the former. In the state of Manipur,
for example, it is well known that tribal groups belonging to the Naga-Kuki
ethnic stocks settled down in the fertile valley and evolved a more complex
level of civilization around an indigenous kingship and transformed themselves as
Hinduized (Vaishnavite) Meithei peasants.

It may be assumed that in pre-British period the tribals of the foothils
and the plains areas were becoming gradually integrated with the Hindu peasantry
as caste groups.

The relatively inaccessible jungle-clad hills remained relatively isolated like
nearly autonomous tribal communities. Some of these tribal chiefs, however,
had accepted the formal suzerainty of the Hinduized Ahom or Manipur Kings
and they had also some feeble trade links with the markets of the plains. There
are also records of periodic lootings and raids in the plains villages by some
of the Hill Tribes and an image of mutual estrangement grew up between
the tribals and the peasantry of the plains in some areas.

In the light of the above review it appears that much more than any
quaintness of their social customs or religious beliefs it is the lack of physical
communication and economic interdependence that kept these Hill people so
insulated from Hindu influence in the pre-British period.

British Policy of Consolidation, Isolation and Restricted Modermization

Soon after the annexation of Assam in 1827 British Government became
interested in the special problems of the Hill tribes. In the light of their earlier
experience in the rest of India they decided to isolate the hill tribals from
spontaneous and increasing contact with the plainsmen. Besides creating the
Inner Line Regulations for the North East Frontier areas they also set up
“Excluded Areas” where certain degree of political autonomy was granted to
the various tribal groups. Movement of the plains people into these areas was
severely restricted. The British also interfered with the internecine warfare
among the tribes and established large administrative units like the Garo Hills
District which brought together hitherto disconnected segments of the tribe. The
British also encouraged the coming of the Christian missionaries into these
secluded areas to preach the Gospels and spread literacy. The British regime thus
brought about a certain degree of unity between the various isolated tribal groups
and created a small cadre of educated persons who became interested in raising
their standard of living after the model of the British officers and the Christian
missionaries. The British regime tended to insulate the aspirations of the tribals
from sharing a common destiny with the plainsmen.

Since Independence
When India attained Independence in 1947, the Hill Tribes of Assam became
a part of independent India without self-consciously involving themselves in the
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experience of struggle for independence. The national Government of India, as
also the State Government of Assam, who were no longer committed to the
perpetual segregation of the Hill peoples from sharing common experience with
the plainsmen, were not very clear as to the phases through which a fruitful
integration could be brought about with the spontaneous approval of the tribals.
It must be admitted here that except on romantic and crudely pragmatic levels,
the problem was not often thought through in depth.

One of the assumptions of some of the leaders of India was that adult
franchise would be an effective means for integrating the aspirations of the
tribals with that of the other people of India. However, with the acceptance
of separate tribal constituencies, it became apparent that the new democratic
elections were, to a large extent, consolidating isolationist interest and not
generating mutual understanding between the tribals and the non-tribals. Ex-
periences have been similar in the Chotanagpur Plateau in connection with the
Jharkhand movement.

Summing up

It appears in the light of the past experience that political process of adult
franchise has a tendency to consolidate viable primordial units at the cost of
large co-operative associations. Also, these parochial consolidation movements
may be controlled by an emerging middle or upper class literate elite, who
were not as much interested in economic development of their region as in the
preservation of their political control based on sectarian loyalties. Unless the
expansion of franchise is effectively coupled with the problems of development of
a vital economic region, which includes tribals as well as non-tribal peasantry,
political particularism cannot be effectively neutralised. It also appears that
without creating an economic base for inter-group integration mere interaction
on the level of symbolic understanding will not set up a stable relationship. Any
sentimental programme for the artificial preservation of the quaint customs of
either the Hill people or those of the plainsmen as fragile hot-house plants will
not serve the purpose. However, self-conscious exercise of the typical Indian
tradition of inter-cultural tolerance, will greatly aid the process of socio-
economic integration.
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General Introduction

A COMMON PERSPECTIVE FOR NORTH-EAST INDIA

My association with this region—north-east India—is quite long, for over three
decades, although intermittently and with one long break. The attraction for the
East was irresistible with me, not only for its verdant beauty—it being the most
beautiful region of India, rich in every material and natural wealth—but also for
its very vivacious and colourful people as well.

In those earlier days of my contact, this region was more or less known by
one denomination-—Assam. It then consisted of other areas, too, which are now
in Pakistan. But today it is not just Assam, it is Assam, Manipur, Nagaland, NEFA
and Tripura and the process of diversification does not appear to be complete and
the creation of more states is in the offing. The political conception of Assam then
had only one political meaning in the face of the domination of British Raj and
mostly British capital deeply entrenched in the tea gardens, mines, oil, timber,
railways and steam navigation. Due to a superimposed development from above
and from abroad, this region needed and invited Babus and coolies in lakhs from
outside—from the great plains of India, as the locality lacked that kind of human
material from the “sons and daughters of the soil itself.”” The vast tracts of fertile
but uncultivated land and jungles invited peasants in lakhs from East Bengal to
develop its agriculture and meet the requirements of industrial growth and in this
process a class of merchants also flocked in from as far as Rajasthan. In those
days Assam was a host country. Today the picture is very very different. Mean-
while, local intelligentsia, local middle-class, local mobile labour and local ardent
peasants are developing by leaps and bounds and the claims of the sons of the soil
are the dominant political and cultural overtones of the contemporary age. Hence
a reverse process has set in, creating an atmosphere of unwantedness for the people
from the plains. The reverse process has become all the more intensive even among
the people of this region. Even the people of the Brahmaputra Valley—the
Assamese—are also not wanted in the hills and as such there is a growing demand
for more and more separation from what has been left off of old Assam. The
demand for separation from Assam sometimes gathers such an intensity that unless
it is conceded, it tends to develop a desperateness to get out of India itself. This
craze for separation which first started between the people of the plains of India
and those of the plains of Assam, has now extended between those of the plains
of Assam and the hills of Assam and it may, in future, develop between the hill
people themselves, as different groups of hill people begin to feel that they can
manage their own respective affairs.

This conflict of feeling and the atmosphere of crisis appear to be due to growth
and not due to decay—a new development from the bottom, from the soil, from
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the locality, taking the shape of sub-nationalism. And yet, this growth is not free,
it is a stunted growth due to many difficulties involved in the process of develop-
ment. A real growth has the inexhaustible capacity to absorb people and ideas
from outside, as we saw in the growth of America where people from all corners
of the world with various colours, creeds and languages flocked but got themselves
immediately absorbed into more or less one American personality, excluding, of
course, the Negroes, who have yet to get themselves integrated into the main stream
of American civilization. Thus, if the real growth-process had been released in
Eastern India, if there were a real economic upsurge, Assam and the hills would
still remain host countries, inviting people from all corners of India, and not resent-
ing their presence or developing an infiltration-phobia. Yes, the present crisis is
due to growth, not real growth, accelerated growth being halted at every step.
But the urge for growth is felt everywhere and is spreading like a wildfire even
to the distant hills of Mizoland. The psychological or subjective urge to become
modern lacks miserably the material base to sustain it, so that people here rather
hang on the hooks of modernisimn than stand on their own legs. How can we be
really as modern as the Europeans and the Americans without a corresponding
material and industrial base as in Europe and America ? We can possibly borrow
certain habits and manners and live a life on loan, creating all sorts of psychological
complexes based on an all-round dependence on borrowed things and ideas. Europe
and America do not simply present themselves with their consumption goods and
manners and mannerisms typical of a certain high standard of living, but also
vibrate with a giant productive force. But, India, particularly the backward
regions of it in the East, suffer terribly from lack of growth in productive forces.
And, therefore, the fundamental problem here, as elsewhere in India, is the problem
of development, how to release the creative and productive forces of the people, an
awakened people. As it is, the picture looks like too many people chasing after
too few jobs and opportunities and a suffocating middle-class atmosphere, accen-
tuated by corruption, nepotism and other concomitant ills of present-day India.

And yet, we can see, how very rich is this region—rich in minerals, oil and a
fertile soil producing plenty of rice, jute and tea, immense forests, giving us valuable
timber, beautiful wild animals and many other things of which the enemies of
India are so envious. This is one of the richest—if not the richest—regions of India
and perhaps one of the richest regions of the world, too. It is not an exhausted or
barren land and indeed the Brahmaputra Valley is much more rich than the
Gangetic Valley and it is not difficult to make this region not only a self-sufficient
food-producing zone but a surplus area as well, if only a drive for total mobiliza-
tion can be arranged with full participation of the people, both of the plains and
of the hills. The hydro-electric power potential from its many surging rivers and
falls is immense and can easily meet not only all the requirements of its own indus-
trialization but also of the needs of further west. Had all these potentials been
seriously tapped and released, the people of the region would have found out the
common grounds at once, and instead of fighting one another for petty little things,
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a bold, youthful, integrated personality would begin emerging, assimilating all
modern ideas and maintaining its continuity with their rich and colourful heritage,
synthesizing into a real renaissance. This would introduce a youthful vigour and

drive into the senile leadership of the rest of India. Thus, a rejuvenating process
could begin for India from the East.

The objective potentiality of the material and natural wealth of this region
is not its only attraction but its human wealth is particularly significant. Here
innumerable tribal people who were content to live in their hibernation in tribal
life for millenia and never liked to be disturbed by any extraneous forces, suddenly
woke up and are rushing forward to join the front-rank of the hurnainty in the
march. The impact of the last great war, the emergence of a mighty revolution
demanding ideological and spatial expansion in China, division of the country and
the emergence of Pakistan with all its hostile moods, have all made this rear land
a veritable fighting and live front of India. The continuing revolution in Burma
presents another challenge to this region, too. The total impact of this external
challenge and the internal emergence of an awakening tribal people at the Hima-
layan belt have made this region most significant—at once highly encouraging and
dangerous. The challenge of China and Pakistan is not merely territorial. It is
essentially ideological, social and political. The essential challenge of China to
India in general and to this region in particular, is whether or not we are a really
socialist union and better equipped to help the tribal people to liberate themselves
from their age-old backwardnes. The challenge of Pakistan is essentially a test
whether India is a nation with all her nationalities, with all her various languages,
dialects, religions and ethnological diversities and whether India has the capacity
to assimilate various contradictory trends, accumulated from her hoary past and
not resolving them, into one harmonious unity of ‘Manab Tirtha’, by one single
mighty stroke of a revolution. India is, indeed, in the throes of a revolution—but
perhaps a protracted one, gropingly hitting here and there for its clear emergence
and sometimes, if not very often, hitting wrong ends with bitter results and frus-
trations.

The meaning of these challenges from without and within is not clear to the
votaries of revolution in India today, whether they are for violent means or demo-
cratic peaceful means, whether they belong to the plains or to the hills. Our
intellectual grasp of the situation miserably lags behind our emotional urges, we
have failed or are failing to give meaningful content to the all-round and ever-
growing expectations and therefore all struggles appear to be blind and unable to
forge out the common path and destiny for all.

The Assamese-speaking people of the Brahmaputra Valley feel particularly
frustrated at this moment to see the ever-growing grouse of the hill people and
other communities entering Assam once as invited guests against the supposed
chauvinism of the Assamese. But the Assamese people are a nice people, full of
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youth, characteristic of a new people and they are completely “Indian” in culture
and outlook. They claim, and rightly so, that they are the immediate medium
of the message of India, the united India of “Manab Tirtha”, to the hill tribes who
were kept isolated by the British Raj from the direct touch of Indian plains and
who kept themselves aloof in their tribal exclusiveness for centuries, creating
physical and psychological obstructions in the way of their natural absorption into
the main stream of Indian civilization. An Assamese asks: How can you help
these un-Indian, half-Indian and non-Indian tribal masses to become complete
Indians without our help, who are their natural neighbours, influencing them and
getting influenced by them? Hindi or Bengali or English is not the hill people's
nearest language to understand India—it is Assamese. Do not all tribes of Assan,
Nagaland, NEFA etc. know a samttering of Assamese even to conununicate between
themselves® And whatever the natural, mineral, hydro-electric and defence poten-
tials of the hills and their present and future role, you cannot mobilize or utilize
them without the Brahmaputra Valley—however narrow that land may be. Assam,
even if reduced to that Valley only, is still the backbone of this region. Assam
is and will ever remain the connecting link between all these hills, the base of all
development and defence. If today, the Assamese seem to warn us all Indians,
the tribal people want to separate from Assam, they do thereby fight not Assam
only, but India mainly. Fighting against Assam is the first step to getting out
of India herself and, therefore, they plead, when the Assamese fight back for unity,
they actually do so for India’s integration. Assam being at the fighting front in
this defence for India, she (Assam) becomes the immediate object of grouse for
all disintegrating un-Indian forces, often helped and instigated by the enemies of
India around. So, please, cry the Assamese, do not make us the whipping boy
for all the ills of the hills. Don’t you see the uphill tasks of ours in defending the
cause of India in the most dangerous front, the North-East Frontier region, which
is precariously linked up with the main land of India by a narrow strip of land
easily vulnerable to being completely cut off by the designing enemies of India
from north and south? Do you forget, they remind us, that the main historical
problem for all ages in the past and for today and tomorrow is the problem of
integration? Is it not on this rock of fissiparous tendencies that India foundered
again and again? So, beware of the disintegrating forces, by whatever name, creed,
religion and ideology they appear, the Assamese urge, and therefore do not belittle
our role in the East. Assam is not just one of the States in this region along
with other States. She is the backbone of all the other States here.

The counter-argument seems to contradict the above claims not on theoretic-
al grounds as such, as on the practical behaviour of the Assamese. They charge
that the Assamese leadership, by its practical chauvinism has more alienated the
cause of India and more tarnished her image than helped to bring these people
closer to her or has made the image of India more attractive in any way. The
undue haste to ‘Assamize’ the entire region by the Assamese language, even though
it is the language of the minority in the entire region, and by behaving like a
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majority community with big-brotherly hossism and ostentation, the Assamese have
overplayed their game and harmed the cause of India, etc., etc.

Hence a process has set in in the hill people and other people’s iind, which
is full of apprehension and they seemi not to see reason unless they are given
Swaraj to look after themselves. In a milieu of claims and counter-claims, what
is determining the basic ideological stand for the political parties, both of the
plains and the hills, is this psychology of universal distrust at the one end and to
canvass votes by instigating all sorts of hullabaloo in a competitive fashion, at the
other. The basic truths of the life of the people are not studicd and even the all-
India leadership now know very little of the tribes, nor have they any base in the
hills anywhere. And yet, in a country where the great Tilak propounded the idea
of Swaraj and Mahatma Gandhi assured and tried to build up Swaraj from the
bottom and Swaraj for everybody in the comity of an independent, united India,
why this cry for Swaraj in their own home by the hill people frightens the Con-
gressinen even, who swear by Gandhi every now and then ? And why the all-
India Left parties, in spite of swearing by Lenin with his doctrine of self-deter-
mination, should be found so chary of the hill people’s demand of it even in a very
moderate dose ? A school of them even supported this claim in the case of the
Muslims for Pakistan, not for any Leninist loyalty, but for practical exigencies,
with the result that they got a rude shock at the end, so much so that all claims
for Swaraj simply frightens them. Besides, the democratic politics in our country
has been reduced to the game of purchasing votes at any cost without concern
for principles. Gandhism, Marxism, etc., when tagged to petty party and group
interest, gradually lost their enlightening role and all the visions due to affiliated
interests that made our task difficult, so that they ceased to [unction as guides to
action but rather helped to create confusion. This was the reason why the all-
India parties failed to make any base in the hills and the hill people are found to
resist ideas of socialism, communism, Nehruism etc.

And the hill men, in spite of their very dynamic outlook, seem to suffer from
two contradictory trends. At one end they are seeking a larger identity breaking
out of their age-old tribal insularity and at the other end they seek to realize that
identity in their very little locality—in their local nationalism or sub-nationalism.
What that larger identity should be, they have not been able to locate as yet.
Some of them seem to jump over to a kind of Western-world identity, ignoring the
very presence of Assam or India at their door. In an effort to make a gigantic
leap like that, some are eager to forget their own language, culture and heritage
completely. But then, after all, one can never be a European or American or
Russian thereby and that is an impossible feat, which cannot but create a psycho-
logical vacuum at the bottom. This angry attitude to their past will not last,
and this indifference to Assam or India will also be less once the causes of their
irritation with Assam and India are removed. Since the emergence of Nagaland
as a separate State outside Assam, most of the grouse against Assam and the
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Assamese langugage has almost evaporated and they have begun to look upon
Assam as a helpful neighbour and Assamese as a useful language, too, to carry on
ordinary business of life for the common Nagas-—even for communication betwcen
themselves. The process may be hastened if the basic needs of the Brahmaputra
Valley and contact-needs with the rest of the country and the world are better
fulfilled more through the Assamese language than either through Hindi or English,
at the common plane of the common man.

Once they are satisfied that they have got their Swaraj to develop themselves
and raise themselves to the fullest vision of their own larger identity, they will at
once see the requirement of the need for defending that Swaraj, which cannot
but be a joint and cooperative effort of all their immediate neighbours. For
larger developments they will feel the need to utilize their local wealth and to
forge a common link with the entire common men of the North-East region and
the rest of India. And then, perhaps, their vision of the larger identity will be
clear to them and not remain as vague and as contradictory as at present. And
in order to realize that personal fulfilment for each one of their rising intelligentsia
—men and women—they will have to be closer with their own folk than what
they are actually today. Simple anti-Indian feeling will not count and, as Prof.
Nirmal Kumar Bose has said in his concluding speech, the leadership of Indian
politics cannot satisfy the Indian masses now by their old anti-British talk. Then
perhaps the full meaning of their renaissance will be clear to them and the way
to identify with the larger world through a proper understanding of the modern
men and women of the world and they shall sit down to understand the books and
the works of research left by the great thinkers of the world. After all, how
modern is a modernist hill intellectual today ? Has not their modernism got feet
of clay, inasmuch as they have so far made no contribution to it or had a creative
understanding of it ? This may be true for the intelligentsia and the modernists
of India as a whole, but more is expected from these youthful intelligentsia of the
hills who might have some justified contempt for the senile and decadent intelli-
gentsia and leadership of old India.

It is true that India in her depth is a sick country, which projects a poor
image to attract the awakening people of the North-Eastern Indian hill men. But
which historian can claim that India has been built from Delhi always ? Why
not a vital and vigorous east-wind take the country’s leadership by a sweep ?
Thus I asked this question again and again to the youth of the North-East. Why
are you afraid of India ? Is it the fear that the Benagalis, Oriyas, Hindi-wallahs
can ever dare to suppress you physically or otherwise ? You are perhaps afraid
of the rot that has set in the image of India, you are perhaps afraid to link up
your fate with the ailing India. But in that case you are not courageous enough,
bold enough, revolutionary enough. You are perhaps not aware of the reality as
to what is meant by complete separation from India, because in that event you
will have to raise yourselves by the strap of your own boots. In case of separation,
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you perhaps get yourselves independent of your immediate neighbour, but you
bank more on Central help and subsidy. In that case your Swaraj will make you
more dependent on the Central Government or on foreign governinents in case of
complete separation, as independent India is today appearing to be more and more
dependent on foreign help and losing her real independence. Hence the funda-
mental weakness of the Indian people is more or less the same with us as with
you. We perhaps suffer equally from schizophrenia and a split-personality, suffer-
ing quite contradictory urges at the same time and in the same breath, giving us
no real inspiration in our work but creating all the while more heat and no light,
more smoke and no fire.

Once I, too, had my political affiliation. But gradually [ felt these affiliation-
interests were making me more helpless and isolated. I, therefore, ceased to think
in the old way and approached this jungle of problems in a different way. Instead
of talking to them, I thought, why not allow them all to talk and speak for them-
selves 7 Let me sit and observe how they themselves formulate their policies,
analyse their problems. I felt both we and they perhaps talk the same thing
more or less, but in such languages that are not audible or meaningful to one
another. Hence this idea came to me, let us have a seminar, a get-together of
some sort at a place which is more or less neutral—away from their immediate
fighting grounds, where people will find the necessary congenial atmosphere to be
a bit more objective, analytical and less fanatical, where all schools of thought and
scholars and human-geographists can sit together and discuss the problems of the
hill men.

Hence this Calcutta seminar, which was held from December 3 10 6, 1966. It
was a fair success, as admitted by all, plains and hill people alike. The plainsman
looks at himself in the mirror of his brother of the hills and vice versa. Hill people’s
problems, as posed and understood today, are not so much their own problems with
themselves as their problems with the plains people. It is more or less a question
of mutual relationship at the outset. But at the bottom of all the relationship
problems, the fundamental problems of the common men of both hills and plains
remain and their solution will depend upon the recognition of equality for all and
even that is not all. What is more important is the unity of all common men
everywhere—in plains and in hills. United we stand, divided we fall—remains an
eternal truth. The get-together created the required psychological atmosphere to
realize that truth. So our non-party, non-partisan objective approach was amply
rewarded. All schools of thought,—conservatives and radicals—could meet and
talk together and argue dispassionately. More than fifty papers came for discus-
sion. All could not be discussed. They are being published now in a book form.
That will be a valuable document, not because of their erudition and scholarship,
but because they are mostly works of those who are in the battle for ideas in the
region and who wrote it for themselves.
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The next Seminar, if and when it takes place, will find a record of what was
the picture at the first Seminar. In the meantime, things will further change. The
decision to usher in another Hill State in link with Assam Valley State, has perhaps
broken a political stalemate and brought a new light—the light of a composite
personality of the entire North-East India, beckoning all the people of that area
to forge out a common goal for all, based on equality and unity. But this step,
if accepted by all the contending parties in right earnest and goodwill, is not by
itself enough. More and more steps should be followed and one step at the right
direction will reveal more and better space for the next steps.

A summary of what happened in the Seminar and what was spoken and read
is given in this book. Meanwhile, the hill-politics has begun to move, in which
not only the people of Assam along with the hills are deeply interested, but people
of NEFA, Manipur, Tripura, Nagaland, etc. must be feeling kecnly interested.
What is happening now in Assam hills may, if handled with enlightenment and
explained and analysed by the intelligentsia who participated in the Seminar, help
the building up of a really conscious, appreciative and healthy public opinion and
that, we hope, will lead to the thawing of the ice in the entire Himalayan belt.

Let me acknowledge here our deep gratitude to all who cooperated with us
to make this Seminar a success, a Seminar which for the first time created such a
good impact upon the Calcutta citizens as well as upon the visiting delegates from
North-East India. Indeed, cooperation from most quarters was overwhelming and
unstinted.

Calcutta,
20-1-1967. PANNALAL DAS GUPTA



ASSAMESE CULTURE AND THE HILL PEOPLE OF
NORTH-EASTERN INDIA

Dr. BHUBAN M. DAS
Reader in Anthropology, Gauhati University

Assamese culture is a distinct type of Indian culture. It is of composite and
hybrid nature. No doubt, Assamnese culture is Indian or Aryan and an integral
part of the commmon Indian heritage in its main features, which it has received
from north-western part of India ; but at the same time it has incorporated within
its fold ideas, beliefs and institutions of the surrounding Mongoloid populations.
In this respect north-eastern part of India provides a place of classic example,
where fusion of different cultures has taken place, the blending and assimilation
of cultural traits being harmonious and spontaneous.

From very ancient time, Assam, which provides a ground for formulating
and testing validity of principles of science of man and culture, because of its
geographical position, has become almost like a highway through which passed
from India on one hand and south-east Asia on the other, people of diverse racial
origin in successive waves. They had not only laid their cultural substrata on
the land, but also contributed ethnic elements, the remnants of which are noticed
in different parts and among different populations of the State. These racial and
cultural traits interacted in such a manner so as to evolve a complex but composite
culture, a parallel of which is hardly to be found in other parts of India. Racial
harmony is a characteristic feature of the cultural system of Assam.

Of the various populations who took active part in building up an Assamese
culture, mention may be made of the speakers of the Austric language. at present
represented by the Khasi and the Pnar inhabiting the Khasi and Jaintia hills of
Assam. The numnerically dominant group is formed by the people who speak
Tibeto-Burman languages. This family is divided and subdivided into a number
of branches and sub-branches. One of the most important group of tribes of the
Tibeto-Burmans is Bodo, which includes the Kachari, the Rabha, the Koch, the
Lalung, the Dimasa, the Garo, the Chutiya, the Maran, etc. The Nagas also
speak some branch of the Tibeto-Burman language. The Kuki and the Mizo also
speak a language which form a section of the Kuki-Chin sub-branch of the Assam-
Burmese branch of the Tibeto-Burman. The Adi, the Dafla, the Miri, the Mishimi,
etc. of the north-eastern frontier, are also included under North-Assam branch of
the Tibeto-Burman family.

In historical time came the Ahomn, a section of the Tai or Shan, who in the
13th century overran and conquerred Assam and established their kingdom. Other
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members of the Tai, namely, the Khamyang, the Khampti, the Phakial, the Aiton,
the Turung, also followed the Ahom.

It is not perfectly known at what time the Caucasoid Arvan entered into the
valleys of the Brahmaputra. But there is no doubt that they came at a fairly
early period, as suggested by the references in the Ramayan and the Mahabharat.
The conflict between Lord Krishna and the great kings of Assam, like Narakasur,
Banasur and Rukmi, son of Bhismak, and also between the PPandavas and Babru-
vahan and Hirimba, give clear indications of early contact of Assami with Aryan
India. Traces of Kalita settlements in the Sadiya tract of eastern Assam is also
suggestive of early Aryan contact with the Mongolid settlers of Assam.

As regards the ethnic make-up of Assam, very broadly it may be said that the
caste populations, who mainly occupy the valley of the Brahmaputra, are Caucasic
in origin and that they came from the west. In physical features and scopic
characters they are comparable to those Caucasic people of some part of northern
India. On the other hand the most predominating constituent ethnic element of
the tribal population is Mongoloid. The Mongoloid people entered Assam from
the north and the east and to some extent from the south, by various routes of
migration. An old Veddid strain is also noticed in the basic substratum of some
of these populations. There is no doubt that a considerable amount of admixture
between these two major ethnic groups, nanely, the Caucasoid and the Mongoloid
took place. The Mongoloid infiltration becomes more and more marked as one
goes up the valley towards the north-east.

Assamese culture, as we know today, is a blend of ideas and beliefs, elements
of cultural pattern, social institutions, etc., of the Caucasoid Aryan on one hand
and the Mongoloid people of the hills and the plains on the other, who are living
side by side in quite harmony from time immemorial. Therefore, there is no
wonder that the Assamese culture evolved in the plains of Assam shall penetrate
into the hills and likewise, cultural elements of the hill people shall find their
way into the plains. It is more or less like a two-way traffic.

Language is an ingrediant of culture. It is, however, not the sole determinant
of culture. As has already been mentioned, the people of Assam present a mixture
of different ethnic groups speaking various languages, of which Austric or Mon-
Khmer, Sino-Tibetan and Tai are noteworthy. Under such circumstances, it is
quite natural that the phonological and morphological characteristics of Assamese
language would greatly be influenced by these languages. And as a matter of
fact, these languages, more particularly the Austric and the Tibeto-Burman have
made remarkable contribution towards the growth and development of Assamese
language, which form a branch of the Indo-Aryan. While contributing towards
the development of Assamese language and culture in the natural course, some
of the non-Aryan speaking people, gradually lost grip over their original language.
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They became bilingual at the first stage, and then finally became speakers of
Assamese. This phenomenon occurred in case of the Rabha, the Kachan, the
Koch, the Mikir, etc. The Buddhist tribes, like the Phakial, the Khamyang, the
Turung, the Aiton provide another set of example of this process. The Ahom had
their own language. But gradually it became obsolete as a spoken language. The
rulers preferred to use Assamese as a medium for daily intercourse. The Ahom
language was used only on ceremonial occasions.

This is true not only in case of the plains, but also in the hills. Linguistic
interaction has led to the development of a new speech, popularly known as Naga-
Assamese or Nagamese, which forms a common lingua franca among the various
Naga populations. It has also been the medium of communication between the
people of Naga hills and the people of the plains.

Most of the hill people of NEFA living in the adjoining territory of the politi-
cal boundary of Assam, also keep contact, do their daily transaction of business with
the plains people through the medium of Assamese language. Some section of the
British rulers could realize the importance of a common language in such a linguist-
ic set-up, and therefore, as early as 1844, Capt. Jenkins, the Agent to the Governor-
General of India on the North-East Frontier, brought to the notice of the proper
authority the necessity of establishing a school at Saikhowa, where youths of all
the tribes will be brought together to learn a common language. And that com-
mon language was Assamese. Jenkins thought in that direction because he knew
that Assamese was successfully used as a medium of communication in the Naga

hills. His idea was, however, not materialized, as it was not befitting the policy of
the British administrators.

Language is not only an important facet of culture, but also undoubtedly a
good vehicle for transporting social and cultural habits, beliefs and ideas, rites and
ceremonies from one population to another. Lauguage is also one of the most
potent unifying forces. And therefore, spread of Assamese language and its inter-
action with the others in the manner described above, to a great extent, resulted
in a slow but harmonious ethnic and cultural fusion.

Most of the hill people in varying degrees had to depend on their trade
with the Assamese. They carried barter with the peoples of the plains of the
Brahmaputra valley. This led them to learn Assamese and thereby the two popu-
lations came closer to one another. In 1841 W. Robinson observed that “the
dependence of the Nagas on the Assam market for exchange of grain and other
articles for salt had contributed to a mutual good understanding between the two
people. The Naga hills have, in consequence, been accessible to the people of the
plains, whilst the Nagas have on their part been permitted access to the markets

of the frontier.” The Lhota and the Ao “frequent the markets of Jorhat, Kachari-
hat and the hats of Dhansiri.”
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Writing in 1935, W. C. Smith mentioned about the free use of Assamese
language among the Lhota Nagas, and this, according to him was due to the fact
that they raise cotton, which is sold to traders in the Assam valley. As a result of
this sort of trade-relationship “‘Assamese terms were creeping into their language
on account of the new material elements which they have adopted.”

Interdependence of the hill people and the plains Assamese in economic sphere
is a commonplace event throughout the whole region, as a result of which not
only linguistic traits but also other cultural elements have entered into the hills.
This process is not a dead one, but a live process, and thereby exchange of cultural
and material elements has become a regular feature. This is taking place in its
natural course spontaneously, though the two parties may not be quite conscious
of what is happening.

Religion is one of the most important aspects of culture. A common religious
faith always brings the various people together and facilitates flow of other cul-
tural traits from one people to another. There is, therefore, no doubt that along
with the gradual spread of Hinduism, many other associated cultural traits also
made their way into those regions. There are several instances of non-Aryan
Mongoloid people of plains who have embraced Hinduism. A good section of the
Bodo tribes is Hindu. The Ahom also embraced Hinduism towards the end of
the seventeenth century.

Hinduism spread to the hill regions also. It has a considerable foothold in
the Jaintia hills among the Pnars. It has penetrated into the Mikir hills and
Cachar hills as well. It is interesting to note that the Hinduized Mikir, Kachar,
etc., have accepted many of the gods and goddesses as their own, giving some name
in their respective languages. The rites and ceremonies associated with these,
distinctly reveal blending of cultural patterns. They tell the stories of the Ramayan
and Mahabharat with some modifications giving their own colour.

In this context, we must gratefully remember the name of Srimanta Sankardev,
the great Assamese Vaisnav saint and social reformer of 15th-16th century. He
aspired and worked to achieve the very same goal which we are at present trying
to attain, namely, a harmonious integrated society composed of all sections of
people irrespective of caste, creed and culture. His Satra organization made
notable social contribution by rendering services among some of the tribes of
Assam. Non-Aryan people like the Koch, the Chutiya, the Maran, the Kachari,
the Ahom, on their own accord, came under the fold of Vaisnavisin. Vaisnavite
missionary activities were also conducted amongst the people like the Naga, the
Miri, the Nokte, the Aiton, etc. Many of the hill people were attracted by his
ideals and were initiated into his faith. Some of his disciples among the hill
people held distinguished position of Ata, i.e., venerable preacher. His Naga dis-
ciple Norottama Ata following his ideals, established a Satra in upper Assam.

12
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Similarly, the Garo disciple Govinda Ata and the Mikir disciple Bolai Ata orga-
nized Sankarian activities in their respective places.

Culture does not merely mean language, trade or commerce or religion ; it is
the total way of life of a people. Looked at in this manner, we should also consi-
der the material traits and activities of the Assamese people and the people of the
hills as manifestation of their respective culture.

The hill people of north-eastern India get their food by practising agriculture
and also to some extent by collection from natural sources. Most of them practise
shifting cultivation, and in this respect the method of cultivation is distinctly differ-
ent from plough cultivation practised by the people of the plains. Some section of
the hill people who have migrated into the plains (for example the Plains Garo)
have taken to plough cultivation. This method has fruitfully been utilised by the
Garo, the Mikir, the Bhoi, etc., in the plain tracts of the hilly areas. Besides that,
the food habit of many of the hill people has undergone significant changes. They
have included in their dietary some new items of food borrowed from the Assamese.
In their day-to-day life one might also notice the use of large numbers of material
goods and equipments which formed a part of the traditional Assamese culture.

Assamese female dress has also been familiar in some parts of the hill for
a long time. Assamese mode of female hair-do has enthusiastically been adopted
by many hill women. The Galong female very often use Assamese dresses. The
Nokte girls also like to wear riha, mekhala and chadar especially while coming to
school, market and also on festive occasions. Assamese dress has also found a
distinctive position among the Mikir, the Garo, the Dimasa, etc.

The Bihu, an Assamese national festival, is considered by some authorty to
be a contribution of the tribal folk. Now the Assamese formi of Bihu festival has
become a common feature of many of the tribes, both in the hills and in the plains.

One can hear the familiar Assamese songs and tunes of the plains echoed in the
distant hills.

In this fashion, one can cite numerous exaniples of give and take in the cul-
tures of the hills and the plains, that may be in the realm of agriculture and food
habit, dress and apparel, the arts of spinning and weaving and other domestic
industries, or in the realm of social habits and customs, beliefs and ideas, rites and
ceremonies and dance and music.

Some of the Tibeto-Burman tribes. namely the Kachari and the Coch estab-
lished their own kingdoms in Assam. They formed very powerful groups. The
Ahom ruled Assam for about six hundred years. The Ahom king Rudra Singha
had conquered Cachar and Jaintia, and thereby, he not only extended his terri-
tory but also brought the different populations under one fold. With the support
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from both the hills and the plains, he planned to bring the ancient territory of
Kamrupa under his rule. The Jaintia, the Coch and other tribal chiefs helped
him to raise the army for that purpose.

The Ahom tried to maintain a peaceful relationship with all the neighbouring
hill people. They realized the efficiency of material alliances for better under-
standing and intimate contact. There are instances of Ahom princes marrying
daughters of tribal chiefs of the hills, who on the other hand accepted girls from
Ahom families and other plains people as their wives. They admitted many tribal
people into their ethnic fold. The new entrants enjoyed all the privileges of the
older members. One Naga was given a very high position of Barphookan. The
other ruling families, namely, the Koch, the Chutiya and the Jaintia also followed
a similar principle. Thus the Ahom and other rulers besides consolidating their
military power also gave cohesion to the social organization and cultural integra-
tion. The process of gradual evolution of a composite culture out of hetero-
geneous elements was intensified by the cooperative efforts of the divers populations.
This process was, however, slow, but harmonious and spontaneous.

This condition prevailed upto the time of coming of the British. The reciproc-
al cultural relations between the hills and the plains underwent distinct changes
with the introduction of Western influence, including religion and administration,
in north-eastern India.
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THE LANGUAGES OF TRIPURA

C. R. GOSWAMI

(The present study has been based on some field work, and on a number of
relevant publications. The figures are hased on 1961 Census Report, but later
movements in population have not been left out of account.)

Tripura is a colourful State. Her physical appearance is made of hills and
plains, plateaus and valleys, barren hillocks and richh verdure. All the ethnic
groups are represented by her meagre population of hardly 12 lakhs. Religions—
higher and lower and of all denominations—thrive here side by side. But as
regards language, the variety one comes across is simply unsurpassing.

Of the four groups of languages prevalent in India the Austric is the oldest.
But the sway of the Austric language has been usurped by later arrivals—the
Sino-Tibetan, Dravidian and Aryan languages. Consequently Austric languages
are at present traced only in remote hilly regions and among backward tribes. In
this old State of hill Tripura, Austric languages are spoken by a small number
(350) of ‘Khasi’ people and by a larger number of immigrants—Santhals (about
1600), Orangs (about 2,800) and Mundas (about 4,400). Kbhasi, though an
Austric language, is not, however, very closely related with the languages of the
immigrants, most of whom are tea-plantation labourers coming from Bihar. Khasi
is more akin to a different branch of the Austric family of languages, namely,
Mon and Khmer of Burma, Siam and Indo-China. The position mav be showr.
in the following manner :

The Austric
Austro-Asiatic ~ Austronesian
Kol o Mon-Khmer
Santhali II-Io Mundari Orang Khasi Nicobarese

The other tribal inhabitants of Tripura (the total tribal population of Tripura
divides itself into no less than 15 different groups, namely, Chakma, Garo, Halam,
Jamatia, Khasi, Kuki, Lusai, Mog, Munda, Noatia, Orang, Riang, Santhal, Tripuri,
Uchoi etc.) speak mostly some dialect of the Sino-Tibetan, with the exception of
the Chakmas who speak an Aryan language—Bengali, though, of course, the
Chakmas have retained a number of words (about 20) of Tibeto-Burmese origin in
their parlance. The position of Sino-Tibetan languages in India is no better than
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that of the Austric group of languages. Rather, they are found, unlike the Aus-
trics, only in the Northern and Eastern outskirts of the country, and they do not
have, like the Austrics, any noteworthy contribution of words and phrases to Aryan
and Dravidian languages of the North and the South respectively. *It will be
seen that the Sino-Tibetan languages in all their complex raniifications do not
have much numerical importance or cultural significance in India . . .” writes
Dr. S. K. Chatterjee.  However, the geneology of the Sino-Tibetan languages—-
rather dialects, since most of them fall far short of the norms of a language—
spoken by numerous tribes of 'I'ripura may be shown thus:

Sino-Tibetan

Tibeto-Burnmese Siamese-Chinese
Himalayan Group North-Assam Group Tibetan Group Assam-Burmese Thai
Bhutia | Ahom
Bodo-Naga Mikir Burmese-Kukichin
Tripuri Kachari Garo Koch Naga dialects Manipuri Kuki Lusai Mog Chakma
(Riang, (extinet)
Jamatia
Rupini
Mulsung
Noatia etc )

The number of speeches current in this small territory is imposing, but the
number of people using them is negligible. All the tribes together form but 28

per cent of the population of Tripura. As for the standard of these speeches, the
position is still more deplorable.

Santhali and Khasi have a small literature. They have been given recognition
by the University of Calcutta, ‘the former as a mother tongue which can be offered
at the School Final Examination, and the latter upto the B.A. stage.’ Santhali is
written in Nagri script and Khasi in the Roman. But the Santhals of Tripura
have no connection, illiterate that they are, with the written form of Santhali and
its literature. Booklets on the Bible and Christianity written in Khasi language
are imported in a small quantity from Assam for circulation among the converted
Khasis (the total number of Khasis in Tripura is 350).

Of the Tibeto-Burmese group of languages in India the most important is
Manipuri and Newari (spoken in South Nepal and in a small area of North India).
Both of them have a considerable literature. Manipuri is written in Bengali
script. The Manipuri community of Tripura (27,940) is not counted as a tribe.
One section of this community known as Bisnupuri speaks a dialect very remote
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from standard Manipuri (that of Imphal) ; the other section maintains a connec-
tion with Imphal, but since they, too, have been having their education in Bengali,
the cultivation of Manipuri among them does not go very far.

There is no Newari-speaking people in Tripura. Other speeches of Tibeto-
Burmese origin in Tripura had no written form till recently. The Baptist Mission
of New-Zealand has brought out lately a few booklets in Tripuri and Lusai for
the purpose of proselytyzation. Pamphlets in Lusai are imported from Assam by
the Catholic Mission for the same purpose.

Some pioneering work was undertaken for the development of Tripuri by a
number of educated Tripuris (dubbed as ‘Thakurlok’ who have, however, ceased
to use the language at home, they speak the local dialect of Bengali like their
Bengalee nighbours). Il.ate Radha Mohan Debbarman, ex-Commander, Tripura
army, and ex-District and Sessions Judge, Tripura, published in 1902 a Tripuri
dictionary and a book of grammar and translation in Bengali script. Having
based on these pioneering ventures, the Social Education Deptt., Govt. of Tripura
has carried on some work in the field and brought out a number of books in
Trpuri (in Bengali script) for the edification of the adult.

Tripuri is the most important tribal language of Tripura. It is spoken by
the largest number of tribals (about 190,000) and is understood by many other
co-tribes like Riang, Jamatia, Rupini, Noatia, Mulsung etc. Although education is
imparted to tribal children through the medium of Bengali, the necessity of the
knowledge of Tripuri on the part of the teacher is felt keenly for effective com-
munication. Tripuri has, therefore, been made a compulsory subject of study
for every trainee in the Basic Training Colleges of Tripura. Tripuri has a store
of love and heroic stories some of which have appeared recently in Bengali version
in a local weekly—'Samhati’ (now extinct).

The future of the tribal languages of Tripura does not seem to be bright.
Even the most important of the Austric (Santhali, Khasi, Mundari) and Tibeto-
Burmese (Newari, Manipuri) languages of India do not have a hopeful prospect
due to the tremendous force of the Aryan languages with cultural and economic
advantages going with them.

From the earliest days of its growth, Bengali has found a place of honour
in the royal Court of Tripura. Till the integration of Tripura with independent
India, Bengali had functioned as the official language of the State. All the odd
jobs of the state excepting foreign affairs have been conducted through Bengali.
In her attempt at employing Bengali in official matters, West Bengal may well
learn a good deal from Tripura ; she will find many useful words and terms well-
established here. The present popular Government has again declared Bengali
as the official language of the state ; during the intervening period of about 16
years English was the official language.
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About 65 per cent of the population of Tripura is Bengalee speaking—Hindus
and Muslims. Over and above them a large number of Tripuris, Chakmas and
Manipuris speak Bengali in their daily life. The rest of the population, too, is
having its education right from the elementary level in Bengali. The royal Court’s
judicious support to the cause of Bengali is wellknown. Rajavali (12th century ?),
the oldest Bengali book on the history of Tripura, happens to be the earliest speci-
men of Bengali prose. Princess Anangamohini Devi (d. 1918) is notable poetess
in Bengali. The kings of Tripura particularly the later ones had been actively
connected with the thought movements in Bengal carried on mainly through

Bengali. All these have given Bengali an unshakable place of importance in
Tripura.

So we fear that with the march of time, advancement of learning and moder-
nization of social life, Tripura may not perhaps have any other language as its

own than Bengali in which of course stamps of tribal association will be discernible
for some time more to come.
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LANGUAGE & LITERACY IN THE NORTH-EASTERN
REGIONS

DR. SUHAS CHATTERJEE

The Constitution of India affords linguistic safeguards to minorities, under
Article 29(1), which states that “any section of the citizens residing in India or
any part thereof having a distinct language, script or culture of its own shall
have the right to conserve the same.” There is an added safeguard in Article
350A, which calls upon every state and local authority to provide facilities for
instruction in the mother tongue. But how far have these promises been fulfilled
with respect to the North-Eastern Hill region ? It is with this question that the
present paper is concerned. It discusses the problemns associated with the question
and offers certain solutions.

The people inhabiting the vast areas of North-Eastern India mostly speak
languages belonging to what is called the Tibeto-Burman family of languages ; of
course, with the exception of Khasi, which is of Austro-Asiatic afhiliation.

So far as the governmental deal with these languages is concerned, it can be
said without any reservation that those in authority have not shown any marked
desire to take the Constitutional commitments seriously. The gap between promises
and performance is very wide.

Before I could delineate on the different aspects of the problem, let me discuss
the theoretical assumptions relevant to the problem. It is unanimously accepted
that a child should start his schooling in his mother tongue, because thus he will
have fewer adjustment problems in beginning school, because it is psychologically
easier for him, and because he learns more rapidly, and operates more quickly
and efficiently in his mother tongue. Adult literacy courses also should use the
mother tongue, because through the use of the mother tongue unwilling adults can
be easily persuaded to accept literacy and education. The assumption of opera-
tional ease and principle of quicker learning through the use of the mother tongue
applies equally to adults and children alike.

It might be pertinent to note in this connection that in 1951 UNESCO con-
vened a meeting of specialists to consider the different issues concerning the use
of vernacular languages in education. These specialists, along with their recom-
mendations that every child of school age should attend school and that every
illiterate should be made literate, also unanimously prescribed that the best medium
of teaching both for an adult and a child is the mother tongue of the pupil.
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Indian Constitution also recognizes the importance of the mother tongue in
primary education, and I have shown earlier that in Article 350A it recommends
that the authorities should do everything in their power to create the conditions
which will make for an ever-increasing extension of schooling in the mother tongue.
But the actual situation in the North-Eastern regions presents a dismal contrast
to all these. Only a very few of these languages are used as inedia of instruction,
and in most of those that are so used there are no text books adequate for elemen-
tary classes and adult literacy courses. It has been alleged that in many places
Bengali or Assamese books are used. There have also been attempts, it has been
reported, to impose Hindi in some places. Such attempts are, to a great extent,
responsible for the general allegation that instead of giving these people their
legitimate linguistic rights what is being currently attempted here is the imposi-
tion of some sort of an intellectual domination. It might not be wrong to suppose
that the violent political turmoils in these regions that have been threatening to
shake the very root of Indian democracy are at least partly, motivated by the
desire to free the people from this cultural tyranny.

Let me allude here to a typical case which reflects the general attitude towards
these languages. Recently, a group of people from one of these regions met a
linguist having international fame, and solicited his advice as to how their language
could be used for primary education and literacy courses. The linguist sensed
a camouflaged political motive behind this urge of the tribals and reprimanded
them for having such narrow parochialism. According to him their language is
doomed to extinction, and so they should learn the neighbouring Aryan language,
and the sooner it is done the better for them. It is easily conceivable what the
repercussions of the tribals were!

Most of the officers in charge of the different educational enterprises in these
areas not only do not care to learn these languages, but also bluntly refuse to be
aware of how best these languages can be put to use. Among them there is a
general belief that through the collection of folk tales and folk songs etc. they
have been doing linguistic justice to these people. I had an opportunity to meet
one of these officers whom I asked what his administration was doing to introduce
the local tribal language for elementary and adult literacy courses. He readily
admitted that the medium of instruction should have been the mother tongue of
the pupil, but he added, “You see, unfortunately here they do not have a language,
what they speak is an illiterate dialect, lacking grammar and orthography”. His
utterances are typical, not exceptional.

Now, every speech, no matter whether one calls it a dialect or language, has
sets of patterned rules, following which sentences are formed. Communication be-
tween individuals presupposes structured patterns, randomness does not make
communication feasible. These patterned structural rules are called the grammar.
These rules can be worked out and codified if and when there is a need for them.
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Also, a structurally suitable orthography and an adequate system of spelling can
be devised in order to reduce the speech to writing if such demands are there
Besides, there is nothing in the structure of a language which makes it unsuitable
for becoming the vehicle of modern civilization, and no language is inadequate
to fulfil the needs of elementary education. Therefore, in matters of providing an
elementary education in Tibeto-Burman speech-communities, the claim for using
the mother tongue of the pupil, which is psychologically and pedagogically the
ideal choice, cannot be disowned on the false pretext of structural inadequacy,
lack of grammar and absence of orthography. These problems, therefore, are not
genuine. Let us see if there are other problems.

No one knows, except very vaguely, how many Tibeto-Burman languages are
there. However, it seems that the number is alarmingly large. Some people, with
the best of motives, want to play down the diversity factor. They, anxious to
help towards the cultural unification of India, abhor the very idea of giving any
recognition to these languages. They feel that it will divide India further and
further. Therefore, their recommendation is : suppress the fact that they exist, or

ignore them as if they do not exist. This naive good intention aggravates the
the ailment instead of curing it.

Some might argue that though it is psychologically and pedagogically most
advantageous to begin schooling through the mother tongue, it might not be the
best choice for those who want to go beyond the elementary stage, because they
would anyhow need to know other languages. If the contention of this argument
is that the tribal languages are not adequate for becoming the medium of higher
learning, I would like to say that I beg to differ. Any language is theoretically
capable of becoming the medium of instruction for every stage of learning from
the lowest grade to the highest. What stands in the way of realizing this proposi-
tion is that it is not compatible with the exigencies of a State. It is generally
accepted that getting oneself educated is a personal matter while providing a
modern education is a State enterprise. The State through its collective efforts
provides the individual with the facilities of education which he cannot indivi-
dually attain. To provide education in all levels of learning through a particular
language involves huge expenditure. Thus, planning to give all kinds of education
to linguistic minorities through a host of minor languages means undertaking
a giant entreprise demanding vast outlays from the collective treasury of the State,
which perhaps no modern State can bear. Therefore, let us be content with the
humble aspirations of finding the means to support the programmes of providing
elementary education through the different minor languages.

The fact that a few who would go for advanced studies would need to know
other languages, should not be the excuse for starting elementary and adult literacy
courses through a language which is not the mother tongue of the pupil. Consi-
derations for a few should not deter us in undertaking programmes affecting mil-
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lions. The elimination of illiteracy should be our prime concern and it should
form our main point of departure in planning educational programmes.

Some might feel that I am advocating the perpetuation of hundreds of minor
languages. I, however, hold that recognizing these languages—whatever might
be their number—for elementary and adult literacy courses might ultimately con-
tribute to the gradual reduction of their number, provided other conditions are
met. Let me explain what are the reasons of my expectation.

An analysis of the evolutionary history of any standard wrnitten language,
which has its sway upon wide areas covering many speech-communities, reveals
that the emergence of such a language depends upon the development of inter-
dialectal or interlingual communication based upon the mutual or uni-directional
intelligibility between the speakers of these dialects or languages. Such commu-
nication, in its turn, depends upon the development of favourable inter-ethnic or
or intercultural attitudes and relationships. Rise and growth of prestige centres
help forming such an intercultural link, viz. a common written language. With
it there comes into picture all kinds of standard language attitudes affecting its
properties and functions. Thus, sets of doctrines of correctness with their panoply
of rationalizations and justifications come into operation and thereby some kind
of stability is achieved.

In eminently pre-literate societies, like those in the North-Eastern regions,
favourable intercultural attitudes and relationships do not develop. In such a
situation there being no prerogative for interlingual communication, the members
of different speech-communities characteristically develop linguistic isolation. These
are negative conditions for the formation of written standard languages having
jurisdiction over many speech-communities.

It follows from the foregoing discussion that the prerequisite for the forma-
tion of written standard languages in North-Eastern regions is to plan to provide
for universal literacy, which will help towards the growth of intercultural atti-
tudes and relationships, and also interlingual communication.

In order to provide for universal literacy immediate steps should be taken to
devise orthographics for as many languages as are required. Adequate lesson mate-
rials should also be set up for adults and children.

A second programme should concern itself with the aim of planning a gradual
reduction in the number of languages. Obviously, it must have a very long-range
perspective. In the realm of conscious planning, it should try, by programming,
to duplicate within a reasonably short period, say a few decades, the actual evolu-
tionary process through which known standard languages have come into being
during thousands of years, or so. The programme, it should be emphasized, by
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necessity must be phased over years. Similar conscious planning, it might be
pointed out in passing, has shown considerable results in other parts of the world,
notably in Africa. The programme should carry out its work according to the
accepted principles of language standardization. The workers must try to profit
from the experience of workers who have acquired similar experience elsewhere in
the world. The programme, to be successful, should try to determine from time
to time whether or not, in a given area, there are positive signs of having the
vital need for the various functions of a standard language, and if so, to what
extent ? For this purpose it will be required to carry out from time to time inten-
sive researches into the nature of inter-cultural attitudes and relationships, and
interlingual intelligibility between structurally related languages. The non-linguis-
tic factors mentioned above should receive due attention. In the past, in many
areas of the world there were attempts to fuse languages having structural similari-
ties. These projects failed, because these did not take due care of the fact that
linguistic proximity alone is not the decisive factor in interlingual communication ;
intercultural attitudes and relationships also play significant roles in this regard.
)

T strongly believe that the steps that I have suggested here are not only imme-
diately best, but also in the long perspective of history are the best, both for these
people and for the whole of India. I believe that these steps will lead to planned
homogeneity amidst heterogeneity, and in course of time there would emerge a
handful of standard Tibeto-Burman written languages, created by the genius of
the local people. Neither Bengali nor Assamese, nor any other Aryan language,
can fulfil the function that these future languages will do.
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ROLE OF SUPERSTITIONS AND BELIEFS AMONG
INDIAN TRIBES

P. C. RAY

Introduction

An attempt has been made in this paper to deal with some of the psycho-socio-
cultural factors which have got tremendous bearing not only on the personality
make-up of the tribes such as the Baiga, Lodha, Santal, Maria, Abor and the
Gallong, but on their way of life as well, in so far as their transformation is

concerned.
THE STATUS PERSONALITIES IN THE LIFE OF THE TRIBES

The Baiga

In the year 1956, the author conducted a psycho-cultural survey among the
Bhumia Baiga inhabiting the hills and forests of Dindari Tehsil in the District of
Mandla in M.P.! The problem was culture-contact and personality change.
Three areas, namely, Somnapur, Jaldabona and Baigachak were investigated.
Somnapur might be considered as the most-contact area. The Baiga of this region
had no beware, because the Forest Department abolished this practice. The Baiga
of Jaldabona who appeared to be less affected, had also no beware, and so, they
also took to ploughing. However, whenever they would get any opportunity, they
did not hesitate to fall back on their old practice by adopting illegal means.
Baigachak was the least affected area. The people of this region could not think
of their existence without beware, which was considered by almost all of them as
part and parcel of their lives. While the author was investigating in that area,
the Divisional Forest Officer visited the place. He persuaded and even threatened
the Baiga to give up beware in favour of plough cultivation. They resisted stub-
bornly and ultimately declined the offer, and told the officer that they would rather
die than give up the practice.

The important point that deserves special mention in this connection, is that
the attachment of these people to cultivation does not involve only the economic
consideration. It can be reasonaly assumed that their ‘do or die’ attitude towards
beware cultivation appears to be rooted in the deeper aspect of their personality
structure. To make it more clear, it may be said that the underlying causes behind
this practice appear to lie in their emotional involvement and religious attitude
towards it. The life history data collected at Baigachak revealed that they were
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unable to give up this habit, because, according to their belief, beware had been
granted to them by Bhagawan, Who taught their ancestors how to sow seeds and
cut beware. Moreover, ploughing, according to them, was to commit a mortal
sin by tearing the body of the mother-earth. They considered the earth as a
mother-surrogate, and so, it was not possible for them to tear it off; rather, they
should die.

So it may be concluded in view of the above that unlike the changes pertain-
ing to material culture, as for cxample, substituting bows and arrows for guns,
which do not affect the core of personality, any change in their attitude towards
beware having religious involvement, and replacement. of the same by ploughing,
is likely to affect the deeper aspect of personality structure, and hence, due cogni-
zance should be taken of these factors which influence tribal transformation.

Another instance may be cited with regard to their belief underlying bathing
and using water after defecation. Dr. Elwin 2 mentioned in the year 1939 that
“what they believe is that if they wash themeselves with water after defecation,
they may be eaten by a tiger.” With regard to bathing, the author collected some
information for a very old magician of Dhaba. According to his account, the Baiga
did not take bath, because they believed that if they took bath after defecation,
then, all their sins would have been washed away, and subsequently, these would
inevitably fall on earth which was considered by them as mother-surrogate.

So it appears in view of the above observation that the causes underlying
their attitudes towards bathing and using water after defecation, lie in their deep-
rooted prejudices and religious beliefs.

It may be said with regard to their belief in witch-craft that according to Elwin’s
account?, “The Baiga think themselves most powerful magicians on earth. If
he cannot always raise the dead, he can at least ward off the demons of disease.”
While investigating at Baigachak, the author observed that they would seek the
help of Gunia (magician) in order to cure diseases, which were generally believed
to be the result of witch-craft. While investigating at Dhaba, the author was in-
formed that a Sudhe (witch) was living there. They also expressed that anyone of
them might fall ill and die due to witch-craft and that they were passing their
days in great anxiety and insecurity. They even applied to the Government for
the removal of the witch from their village.

So it may be pointed out here that witch-craft may be considered as another
potent factor, dominating their mental life to a great extent. It is plausible to
assume that their psychological state roughly corresponds to that of a people who
are passing through a crisis.
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The Lodha

During the author’s investigation among the Lodha ® in the year 1960, he
observed that if an air fish or a tortoise was caught by a Lodha in a pond belong-
ing to another man, then it was taken away without informing the owner. On
enquiry, the author came to know that they acted according to their belief. 'The
air fish or the tortoise must be taken away at any cost, without bothering about
the legality or illegality of the action. On the contrary, if they would fail to do
so, then any member of the family of the man concerned might die.

In the past, the spirit-possessed men among the Lodha wielded great power, so
much so that these people would not hesitate to act according to their prediction.
Still now, these status personalities have got considerable influence over them.

The Santal

In May, 1966, the author had been to the Santal Parganas. He had the op-
portunity to work among the least affected Santals. They inhabit a region, near
about Bokrabandh in Godda subdivision. It was observed that during market
days, adolescent boys and girls visited the market. The boys generally offered
betel and nut to the girls with whom they were more or less intimate. After that,
the boys and girls would retire to the nearby jungle in pairs, in order to perform
coitus. Omn enquiry, the author came to know that these activities were socially
acknowledged by the Santals. It may be mentioned that when viewed from our
socio-cultural standard, these are no doubt punishable offences.

The Maria

An interesting case ol murder committed by a Maria due to his strict adherence
to a tribal practice has been cited by Elwin in his book, “Maria Murder and
Suicide” ¢ Among the Maria tribe, a murder was once committed by the deceased
husband’s younger brother. On the day of the tragedy, he went to the house of
his deceased brother’s wife and asked for tobacco. She refused and he murdered

her.

To us, it appears to be a cold-blooded murder. But actually, this is not the
case. According to tribal practice and belief, prevalent among this tribe, a younger
brother has a right over the person as well as on the property of his dead brother’s
younger wife. Asking for tobacco in this case meant symbolizing form of inviting
for intercourse. So he demanded his right which was not granted.
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The Abor and the Gallong

The author conducted a survey on culture and personality among the Abor
and the Gallong in the year 1952-53. He also collected some accounts pertaining
to their superstitions, beliels and prestige of the status-personalities.

They believe in spirits; almost all of them are considered as malevolent. The
causes of any calamity and disease are attributed to their evil design, and so, they
are propitiated by the sacrifice of animals, They also believe that certain persons
can create bad weather and also do harm to people. In order to counteract all
these, they seek the help of the magician (Miru).

They look on the medicine-man as a person having special status. The reason
being that he is not only considered as their benefactor but they are also afraid
of hiin, as these people do believe that the medicine-man can even kill a man if he
so desires.

The suspected thief is required to take out an egg from a bamboo tube filled
with boiling water. If he does not receive any injury, then he is considered to be
an honest man.

So it appears that beliefs and superstitions are treated by thein as established
truth and actions are taken accordingly. It must be remembered that what is re-
garded as ‘normal’ by these people might be judged as ‘abnormal’ by the plains
people, and so, the method of ‘approach’ to these people should give due cognizance
of their mores.

The tribals are haunted by these beliefs not only in this country but in other
countries as well. Linton as cited by Kardiner *, observed that in Marquesan
culture, revenge was considered as a sacred duty according to local customs. The
male relatives of the killed shaved one half of their heads till their kinsman was
avenged. Another belief among these people, which led to murder even, was that
fanaua was considered as a supernatural being. They were the spirits of the dead
men, who became the familiars of women, helping them in injuring other women
at their bidding. Occasionally, women who had a fanaua were killed by the irate
relatives of women whom their spirits had attacked.

It may be said in view of the above that these performances are no doubt
criminal activities when judged from our socio-cultural standard. On the other
hand,; in so far as these people are concerned, they .ave only performed their
natural obligation as demanded by their socio-cultural set-up.

In order to draw an over-all picture of what has been said, it may be pointed
out that superstitions, beliefs, local customs and activities of the status-personalities
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exert great influence on the lives of the aboriginals. It is also evident that these
people act in accordance will their cultural norms. They think and feel that they
are discharging their obligations, imposed on them by the society. On the con-
trary, if they do not act according to their social standard, they might be ostracized
from the society.

Conclusion

It may be concluded in view of the above considerations that a proper apprai-
sal of the psycho-socio-cultural set-up of the tribal population should be made when
dealing with special problems in tribal transformation. What appears to be ab-
normal from the point of view of our cultural standard may be quite normal from
their socio-cultural standard.

It appears that superstitions, beliefs, local customs and the activities of the
status-personalities, such as spirit-possessed men, witches etc. exert tremendous
influence on the activities of the tribes, so much so that not only are crimes often
committed but they may stick to their own beliefs till their last breath.

So it may be suggested that a thorough understanding of their beliefs, supers-
titions etc. is essential not only for finding out the root-causes underlying the acti-
vities under discussion but also for developing friendly relation with them. It should
be remembered that the tribal people act in accordance with their socio-cultural
norms. In other words, they think that they are discharging their obligations to
the society. These considerations, the author thinks, should form the cardinal
structure on which a scientific investigation dealing with psycho-cultural problems
during tribal transformation, should be based.
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MUSIC OF THE HILL PEOPLE OF
NORTH-EASTERN INDIA

SUKUMAR RAY

MUSICAL COMMUNICATION

The attitude of the connoisseurs of North-Indian music towards the music
of the people of the North-Eastern frontiers of India should now be directed to
find out the actual common ground wherein both meet. Unless this is done, all our
attempts to understand each other will be futile. On this point of our approach,
there may be possibility of being prejudiced by our ideas of traditional Indian
music. On the other hand, there is a lack of materials on the basic music of the
hill people and proper knowledge of their racial character of music, which ex-
plains the normal and psychological inclinations. Examination of bare facts and
apparent features of their music cannot explain their inherent tendencies. We
know, people of Assam and Bengal have significant relationship with the people
of north-east India, which an anthropologist can better explain. But it should
be admitted that excepting the people of Assam, most of the Indians did hardly
know them just one and a half decades earlier. We may today study the treatises
on the life and tradition of those people easily and know much about their cul-
tural and social life, since villages in India are not remaining at a distance, segre-
gated as they were hefore.

To start talking on music, it is easy to treat on the points of non-conformity,
but difficult to decipher the things common, because, diversity of languages kept
each one far from the other in the past. The ideas of mutual understanding were
never thought of, for obvious reasons. But it is a fact that for centuries they lived
close to each other and indirect psychological and racial impacts acted upon them.
For ages past, broken-Assamese was the lingua-franca of communication of the
people of the north, east and central hill areas of Assam and broken Bengali
dialect near Kachhar and Tripura areas. Hill people kept contact with the plains
by annual assemblage at various areas in Assam. There is hardly any record to
prove as to whether music and dance were presented in those fairs, as the villagers
do in Bengal. But it seems quite clear that Assamese Bihu and East Bengal folk
songs made a natural point of musical communication in certain areas.

In a broad sense, we have to point out that we have some folk music of
Assam and Bengal in common with the music of Nagas, other hill people of
Manipur, Tipperah, Assam and NEFA. It means sp far as the theme and sub-
ject matter are concerned, we are very close to each other. But from the music
point of view, our approach should be directed to the inmost recesses of the
musical heart for appropriate knowledge. Otherwise the nature of the song.
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which is generally audible and which forms the raw material for present-day
music, may confuse us very much. Normally a music critic in India does not
bother about treating on the popular music like simple monotonous folk songs
which have rare variations. It seems a musicologist has very little to speak on
this matter, because, for him music with adequate creative work only makes
an interesting study. After all, one ceases to be a musicologist when he studies
folk or tribal music as a literary critic, an anthropologist or at best a philo-
sopher. Because music, in a formative state, where monotony in combination
of notes not more than two to three together make out a complete item, cannot
generally be an interesting study of a musicologist unless he is motivated to do
so. And here, again, one of our questions is: “where lies the common ground?”
In this connection, it may be pointed out that our present-day popular music
is a guide to a region where the very form of tribal music many find its
way easily.

The theory of classical Raga melody cannot be a bar to such aims and
objects, because the principles of classical music differ from the principles of
popular music in many respects. Apparently there is dismal prospect of bringing
popular music of Bengal and Assam on a level with that of the hill peoples’
music for comparison. Folk music and modern songs of these two states are
gradually undergoing a process of development or change, whereas music of the
tribals is saturated in a calm reservoir. As a result you may come across the
same type of literature on different aspects of this life but hardly anything on
music itself. Music gets expression in their calmness and in a state of tranquility,
happiness, joy and victory. Emotional expressions remain dormant or secretly
expressed in solitude beside the hilly stream, inside the bush or in the lonely
corner of the valley. Music, we know, like other forms of art, originates from the
doings of an individual mind. Tt is the individual capacity that introduces the
form. In most of the people of the eastern hill areas of India you will find the
songs to be utilised by the community. We, the plains people, are ignorant about
the fact that for ages they were gravely concerned with their community and
the group and not the individual. Because the urge for survival in the forest
areas, jungles and hills, imposed on them the sense of the community more than
the people of the plains and valleys. The nature of their life made them cons-
cious of the community rather than individual. Therefore, individual composi-
tions were represented in group songs and hardly in solo. The old musical
forms of the individuals were scarcely enquired into with interest and are almost
lost in many tribes. Unless the peculiarities of the inherent tendencies are dis-
covered in solo music, the musical character cannot be understood properly. It
may also be observed that music of the groups diverted them more towards
dance at different places differently. 'Thus, drumming and accompaniment of
indigenous musical instruments were devised, system of foot-steps were developed,
rhythmic body movements were expounded, and socio-artistic traditions were
created for festive occasions. They had their community music normally.
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DANCE

So far as the tribal music is concerned, dance and vocal music are correlated
with each other and they go hand in hand. Since development of music needs
long intellectual and cultural training, progress in music cannot be expected
at any stage of the growth of tribal or folk cult. Spontaneity in musical
compositions is a normal feature at this stage. It may depend on the individual
knack. But at a primary stage, dance and music stand side by side contributing
to each other. In old Indian musicology, treatment on dance and music go
hand in hand. We find in Bengal music hardly helped the development of
dance in its various early phases, but this feature is distinctive in Assam, Dance
had its various expressions in different peoples of the plains and hills. There
are expressions of Assemese cultural life in Bihu dance, which is today
undergoing moderation along with time. The tribals retain their original form
of dance normally. In Nagaland and NEFA, dance is presented as the main
community-performance of the individual or group emotions. Dance has a sort
of academic growth in the groups of Adis in NEFA, especially much has already
been said on Padam-Minyong culture. (Since I had only two occasions to
record Padam’s music and observe their dance at Gauhati in 1958-59, I cannot
profitably remark on their musical peculiarities here. But it appeared that
high-pitched musical expressions on various subjects like agriculture, rain,
valour, love and ballads on their own historical theme did not create as
much variation in tune as in dance. This singular instance proves that a few
races in NEFA preserve their racial character of the art of music and also
the fact that they dance with vigour and rigidity. The quick and measured
footsteps of the party members moving in a circular way with the pitched
vocal recitation of the leader standing at the centre of the group and singing
at the top of the voice—somewhat shrill and exulted—created an atmosphere
of joy and vigour by chanting. The arrangement of musical notes in songs
did not appear to have any definite musical shape).

Let us mention here what the great friend and philosopher of the Tribals,
Dr. Elwin says, “The great dancers of the NEFA are the Adis of Siang and
North Western Lohit. The Ponung, as it is called, is justly famous and has
a large variety of steps and movements; it has its ceremonial aspects, for at
certain festivals the leader chants the traditional epics of the tribe, but it is
also enthusiastically performed on all possible occasions simply for recreation.”
This proves that these tribes never lost their creativeness, rather they have
had their dance developed in the best form and it was the dance of this
group which has given us scope for connecting the world with them. While
mentioning the others of the NEFA another short picture may be given from
Dr Elwin: “Along the northern frontier, the Mompas and Sherdukpens, the
Membas and Khambas have a large repertory of ceremomal pantomimes,
which the Mummurs perform in gorgeous dresses and finely carved and painted
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masks, during the chief festivals of the Buddhist year. They are accompanied
by a band of drummers, trumpeters and Lamas clashing great cymbals, and
are done in front of the local Gompa or temple. They generally tell a story
or point a moral, but there are clowns to provide refreshing humorous
interludes. But they are too elaborate, too expensive to be performed often,
and for recreation boys and girls have simpler dances for every-day use.”

“I'he Akas, Buguns and Majis have charming dances, performed mostly by
girls. The Daflas and Bangnis are more vigorous than artistic, and so are the
Apa-Tanis, though some of their performances, which may be classified as
either games or dances, such as snake-games or dance of the short-tailed
bird are expertly done and are a delight to watch. Dances of the others are
also to be mentioned in this connection. Mishmis restrict their dance to their
festivals, Noctes and Wanchos of Tirap are reviving their war dance with
their music instruments. Big ceremonial drums are beaten, Jews-harp is a
common instrument, but flute is not very common with them.... In the main
dances and songs are accompanied.”

While speaking on the tribes of NEFA, Dr. Elwin has given some construc-
tive suggestions and encouraged introduction of dancing in the school curriculum
though there are some handicaps for such act. It is difficult to choose and
select dances of general character for performance of all concerned. Some
items may not be suitable for the others and further implementation of all
such work need an elaborate arrangement and training facilities. Different
hill people inside Assam are now-a-days consciously reviving and presenting
their dances to the public. Dress, movements—speedy or slow—theme etc. are
creating ideas of variety in different sections of spectators. The spectacular
dance items of the Kabui Nagas need mention in this regard. They have had
a reciprocal inspiration from the plains people of Manipur, who have developed
dancing as pure art having systematic intellectual and emotional background.
Kabuis have peculiarities in their dance and they impress upon their spectators
their tradition in their art. A foreign observer’s remark on Naga dance runs
thus : “Both sexes join in slow figure dances-—commemorative of love episodes.
Onlookers sing bars before and clap hands after each figure. Women dance,
themselves a lively quick step.” All these dances at every stage are still
maintained almost in original form and most of the tribes keep to their
tradition.

As for ourselves, we who are almost in the dark about the various sections
of people of NEFA, artistic slow movement of the Jayantias, folk dances of
the Lushais, the delicate break of the body of the Bodo-Kachharis, the war
and other dances of the Nagas, the variety of the Kabui dances with their
luxurious white-feathered head-dresses and also innumerable other dances of
the like in other tribes, would come forward to accept and imbibe them as
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much as possible in our own. We could introduce these items in our own
institutions today, saying “We participate in your expressions of joys and
vigour of life”. Dr Elwin has suggested ways and means to introduce the
original dances in the tribals academically. We also need at least an attempt
like that of late Gurusaday Datta of Bengal. Popularization of the tribal
dances in the purest form in Bengal and Assam schools may open the way
to a greater understanding in life.

I have mentioned the dances first, because this form of art has become
comprehensible to us through the pictures and the annual social performances
arranged by the Government of India each year in Delhi. We have brought
them forward within us of course. And since there is no confusion about the
art of dances and also the subject matter being quite understandable, we find
them very near to us. If dance is taken as the representative feature of music
of the hill people, we would face no confusion in mutual exchange. It would
not be out of place to mention that in north-east India, it is the Manipuris
who have taken the advantage of introducing the tribal dance in their own
drama and stage. It may be observed in Manipur state, that the relationship
of the Manipur king with the Nagas established this contact earlier and the
Manipuri playwrights have successfully implemented this in their own.
Manipuris have done a spade-work for us. I believe this should be the mode
of approach. We should look into this matter in the same manner. We have
to get their stories told in our languages, dramatically implementing some of
the original dances and present these to them again to create an atmosphere
of a greater’ mutual understanding. Actually, it may also be observed that
Manipuri stages have by dint of their racial predilection for histrionic art,
assimilated the forms of the dance of the Kabuis and Angamis and have
introduced them in the plays in their own language.

PROBLEMS OF VOCAL MUSIC

In vocal music, the ways are not as clear as in dances. Dancing in the
most hill tribes retained their original character and once the theme is known
it is easier for us to know and appreciate. Further the ideas are not too many
and forms of expressions do not vary in opposite directions as in vocal music.
Thirdly, external influences could not deform their original character in
dances, though some have undergone changes along with time and these
changes are more or less acceptable to spectators of every type. You observe
the dances, you know the traditions they have developed along with their
inclinations and thoughts.

So far as vocal music is concerned, there are diverse trends like the
diversity of dialects and languages in the entire region. The basic character
of musical expressions are lost in some places. And the musical repertoire of

33



A COMMON PERSPECTIVE FOR NORTH-EAST INDIA

today can hardly give you the exact tendency of the people. The study needs
a psychological approach in the original racial character of musical forms—the
spontaneous expression of music. So far as the different tribal groups inside
Assam, Naga Hills, Manipur and Tripura are concerned, we may find various
features of original and extravagant nature of musical forms of dissimilar type.
Diversity in the nature of musical trends, conflicting with each other, cannot
help the discovery of the fundamentals clearly; but these are essential for the
progress of the musical talents. The problems are :

1. In some of the tribes, chanting of chours music, as they learnt in the
Churches from the Christian Missionaries, predominate as the form of group-
music and they do not lay importance on the basic solo performance which
they had originated earlier.

2. In some there is natural inclination towards imitating the light Western
music in their own way, as in Khasis and Mizos. Trace of local influences can
also be marked in Khasi folk music if very closely observed.

3. Garos have developed in their songs a predominating feature of Bengali
folk music (of Mymensing and Sylhet) and Assam, though there are mixed
expressions of Western forms also. Jayantias retain their original music to a
large extent which are akin to Assamese Bongeet.

4. The tribes like Hmar, Thado, Pyte, Gangte, Kuki etc. of Manipur
border are influenced by the Christian Missionaries and hardly encourage their
own indigenous forms, which remain still undiscovered.

5. Tripuris, who belong to the Kuki group (spread over Tripura and
some parts of Lushai hills), maintain their peculiar tradition of solo music of
melody pattern.

6. Some other tribes of Tripura like Riangs have the original musical
forms characterized like folk songs of the borders of Bengal and Assam.

7. Assamese Bongeet is a type of folk music having diverse characters,
which may have originated from the tribal musical forms and has influenced
a few tribal musical forms in reciprocal manner.

8. The representative tunes, though grew up spontaneously like orchids,
were never encouraged and retained but the types of original phrases are
still existent in the talents which are characteristically shy in open per-
formance.

9. There is no indication of the use of any standard musical instrument
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which actually delineates the character of musical phrases and preserves it
for future growth.

10. The characters of NEFA-tunes have been described by Dr. Elwin :
“The songs of NEFA are often inspired with poetic imagination and many of
the tunes are beautiful. But they are not very easy to hear. People are not
accustomed to sing to order and, in some places, there are taboos on women
singing in the presence of their menfolk or children in front of their parents.
But when you do hear it, the reward is great. To hear NEFA-singing at its
best you have to travel far patiently. I shall never forget listening at night
to girls in a lonely village on the Patkoi singing exquisitely as they pounded
grain in a great mortar, or to Kaman Mishmi girls high up in Khamlang
Valley engaged in the same task. I have heard beautiful Ashing singing in
villages on the right bank of the upper Siang as the girls went to fetch water
amid the stupendous scenery of the snow-clad mountains. Aka boys and girls
travelling through the forests break out into spontaneous bursts of song that
stir the heart. Songs sung during dance have vigorous rhythm and may be

very pretty.

In other places, however, the singing tends to be rather uninspired and to
have little variety, while everywhere there is not enough of it.”

These are some valuable information about the musical forms of NEFA
which also apply to the other regions equally. While recording Naga songs
at Kohima in 1958, T could know one of the basic songs sung by a Naga
Party as “so-hi-mo-zo-so-no-di-yo-le” monosyllabic expressions presented in
monosyllabic musical notes in chorus. Later I found that the same song was
recorded by Gramophone Company. The same song was recorded in solo and
in group at Kohima by other parties like southern-Angamis. The musical notes
were monotonously juxtaposed in different groups. This proved the origin
of the musical worded expression in basic solo form though the performance
of the same in solo and chorus sounded differently. If available, the original
nature of the music may be analysed from this type of original song. Though
solo music is almost neglected in some areas, the Nagas (Angami, Ao, Sema,
Lotha) have their folk-lores and folk-tales which are presumed to have been
recited in solo when they were composed.

I had occasions to arrange for recording a few solo Tanti Songs (as they
are called) after a great endeavour. The songs were sung by two Southern
Angami young men. The instrument is of Ektara type (A drone-instrument
of one string). In it a few love songs were sung by a male voice and the other
in a type of female tone by another male voice. After listening to the recording
of the music, the artists became conscious of the magic of the solo tuneful
performance for the first time in their life. A similar type of melody was
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recorded by me two years later in the Garji forest of Tripura, sung by a Riang
young man, who did it with the accompaniment of a “Champreng” (Dotara)
played in Ektara manner.

Tuneful performances are not sometimes brought to the fore-front in the
Naga society since the selection and encouragement to all depend on the leaders
of the parties or the Gaon-Budas, whether they have musical ears or not. In
some group-songs, therefore, one may find lack of musical element presented
in chorus; they are not able to understand the music of the voice, far from
understanding the harmony of notes. But they have been habituated to chant
in the same manner before the Church and they also sing in the same way
when they are made to order.

In 1887, David Pain observed on the musical gift of the Angami Nagas,
saying, “They have considerable capacity for music with a good idea of time.
Among themselves many musical calls “Hollas” are in use, and bugle calls are
readily and correctly initiated by whistling.” This proves the musical quality
of the Angami Nagas and similar other tribes which is also a predominant
character.

FOREIGN INFLUENCE

The sonorous musical effects in chorus songs have been developed by
Southern-Angamis, Chakhesangs, Rengmas and Jeliang Nagas. It will be found
that the sense of the arrangement of one or two notes in harmony is musically
maintained in rhythm of their own. In this connection I also remember the
chanting in harmonious notes with appropriate timing played on big drums by
Kabui Nagas. Tankhul Nagas are satisfied with their publication of psalms
by Missionaries and they also perform in the same manner. To find out a
solo musical voice devoid of shyness in performance is a problem in most
of the Nagas. The Ao-Nagas also have imbibed the same type of songs like
chanting, but they have their folk-lores intact. There are interesting stories
for performance—sometimes inprovised during musical recitations. Khasis and
Mizos and also a group of Garos generally try blunt imitation of light-Western
music of cheap type. Most of the performers of original music of the other
tribes are shy and they confine their range of musical notes to one or two
only. So far as the solo music is concerned, Mongoloid Pentatonic character
can hardly be detected. This proves that they are different from the particular
stock of music. The northern borders of NEFA retain Buddhistic influence and
the musical expressions carry the stamp of a cult in the background. There,
most of the tribes are free from foreign-influence.

Almost every attempt of the cultured young people in most Nagas, Khasis
and Mizos, is normally diverted to a sort of Western way of music, on which
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Dr. Elwin’s indignant remark is to be quoted: “It may well be that in the
long run all the tribes will lose their distinctions and sink into a drab uniformity,
possibly dominated by the overpowering American civilisation that is so rapidly
spreading across the world. It is true that many of the more sophisticated
tribes have lost nearly all their culture and individuality, but there are others
which have retained a great deal that is good.”

So far as imitative music is concerned, the situation is more complex.
Imitation is in sway at many places. Western film music and cheap tunes are
also imitated in some cheap types of songs in Bengali, Hindi and other
languages. But, we are sure, it will have its proper consequence, because, side
by side, classical and popular traditional forms are there to maintain balance
in the original character of music. As for the tribes, who have lost their basic
musical character and have discouraged the fundamentals arising out of their
spontaneous voices of the past, they may remain stagnated to a phase where
individual freedom of creation will never be attained to. It will not be possible
for anyone to assimilate the process of Western music in the racial habit since
it does not surely confine to sense of mere harmonization of a few notes or
imitation of a few songs only. It needs adequate intellectual process to he
applied to the inherent musical sense for a long period. During these days,
when originality is placed above all, the intellectuals of the hill people may
think of the mode of revival of the forms lost. Mere imitation cannot help
any one in any way.

It is on this point that Nehru stressed, “I am anxious that they should
advance, but I am even more anxious that they should not lose their artistry
and joy of life and the culture that distinguishes them in nany ways.” The
impact of modern Westernization had first made its way in music, if I may
say so. By neglecting the original forms of music some have reached the limit
of destroying creative impulse, as held by one of the greatest friends of these
hill-people. But certainly there is a ray of hope to point out there are certain
tribes who have their distinctiveness of individual tradition in music and have
woven a pattern of their own. I would not hold quoting Dr. Elwin’s remark
of comparison again: “Khasi and even mere Lushai music is now largely
assimilated to the hymn or the cinema-hit and may make them lazy, so that
they will prefer to listen rather than sing themselves. Later, when NEFA
song and music is established, and the people are proud of it, it will be a
different matter.” The remark refers to “originality in music” of course.

COMMON FEATURES

A man from the plains with some experience of Indian music will certainly
shudder at the sharp yelling of the Naga participants performing in a group.
Yelling is a common practice with them. Most of the hill people have their
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music in community assemblage. Yelling is produced normally in music by
Angamis, Kachcha Nagas, Ao, Lotha, Sema, Kabui, Kuki and other tribes of
Manipur in their community songs. I was told that Tripuris also had vyelling
earlier. This expression is one of the clues of connecting some Bengali and
Assamese folk songs. The use of a sort of yelling in north-Bengal folk-music
is a peculiar feature. Bengali folk music must have borrowed it from the
Eastern tribal people and have normally neutralised and converted it to their
own 1n Sari songs of East Bengal—the Boatman’s song. North-Bengal folk
music utilises the expression “HO” and “HE” predominantly. We are not to
confuse it with the Naga war-cry “Huh” “Huh”—because this differs in
articulation. Yelling in a shrill voice is used by most tribes as a break in
music. This masculine natural element is one of the clues to connect us with
them with our folk music and proves affinity. The expression of Ho-Ho,
He-He may be hilarious joy, and sense of victory which is a normal feature
in all. I again quote David Pain’s remark of 1887 on Angamis: “When
climbing hills, when marching with loads, they emit a clear flute like note
which appear to relieve their distress, if considerable party be at work this
is done in unison, producing far-reaching sound which has a pleasing effect.”

The role of nature in the original songs of the tribes connect them with
us mainly. This is also a predominant factor in the folk music of Bengal and
Assam i.e., sounds received from nature combine with spontaneous musical
patterns. But to establish natural link of affinity, we are to face difficulty
for missing nature’s treasure from some of the hill people’s life. The Missionaries
introduced Roman script in them and published books of hymns and psalms
in their language. This gave them psychological habitation. They were also
taught how to recite in monotonous harmony of single or couple of notes that
sounded to them as a satisfactory medium, of course. This is an instance of
perfect service no doubt. But there was another part of it. To quote from
Dr. Elwin: “Certain types of Missionaries also have forbidden their converts
to dance or to sing the old songs, permitting them only to sing hymns—or
American ragtime.” Recital of hymns and psalms have good effect no doubt,
but distinction of original music destroys creative impulse in humanity and
brings for the breakdown to creative emotions making people third-rate in
culture. The trend of thought that developed in them, created a segregation
from their traditional natural music and has put stone-block before normal
progress. The racial character of vocal music, with normal articulation of the
local language should have the facilities of development, like that of folk and
popular music which have had their present form in Assamese and Bengali in
the contiguous regions. It should be mentioned that various forms of original
folk tunes are now-a-days encouraged all over the world and much of exchange
in thoughts are being attempted. Folk artists of various parts of India are
invited outside. The importance of local music in original colour (non-imitative)
should be appreciated thus by the local intelligentsia of the hills. Tuneful
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talents are required to be found out in each sector. As mentioned earlier,
the Nagas had a lingua-franca which was a sort of broken Assamese language.
We get Naga-Assamese hybrid language in this manner. AIR, Kohima, recently
broadcast some sort of Naga-Assamese songs to construct a natural musical
bridge. But that also needs a very careful composition of a few straight-
forward tunes of their own. There is also a possibility of the growth of
hybrid music (Local-cum-Western) if handled by trained talents.

The following measures, suggested to be effective in the present circum-
stances, may help us to find a way to integration of the local music, even
though some of the intellectuals of the hill people may also go in for learning
Western music with all seriousness :

1. To encourage composition of simple songs in actual local tunes, which
Assamese and Bengali songs may borrow effectively. It should be borne in
mind that original tunes may be mono-tonic, or at best tri-tonic or tetratonic
of a very simple nature. Be it scanty, but adequate performance may prove
it to be an effective melody.

2. To introduce prevalent stories of hill people in musical dramas and
features and filmize them with actual local colour.

3. To introduce musical instruments in hill people for preservation and
development of original local tunes.

Dr. Elwin has suggested the introduction of flute. Natural inclination towards
bow-instrument (indigenous violin) was marked by William Carlson Smith in
Ao-Nagas. There is a growing popularity of guitar in sophisticated young
folk; it is now-a-days used for accompanying with modern Bengali and
Assamese songs. 1 have marked the use of Dotara and Sarinda in certain
tribes of Tripura. A Manipuri folk song utilises an indigenous bow instrument
called Pena. Thus the mode of introduction of simple bow instrument may
also be considered by the people themselves. Drumming is inherent in most
of the hill people of different areas. A Manipuri folk ballad Khangjam Parva
has imbibed Dholak effectively. Since some of the characters of foot-steps and
movements in dances are coherent with the technique of Indian folk music,
percussion instruments of some of these folk types may be effectively introduced
to certain dances. In this connection, application of Dhol in Bihu festvial is
the most interesting feature in Assam.

Finally, it may be pointed out that a close examination of the whole
situation may easily indicate that we, in north-Indian popular music (light),
cannot remain segregated from the music of the hill people in any way.
Normally, our popular music also undergoes external influences. The principles
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of popular music move to opposite dircction from the classical forms.
We accept freely the tunes, rhymes and rhythm, even composition of
notes from various external sources. Actually this nature is often charged as
ineffective by the purists, the critics of classical music. We are, however,
motivated to do it for ourselves, because it is normally demanded by the
present day programme of integration. ‘The days are not very far when we
shall be able to receive the cream of the original musical forms of Nagas,
people of NEFA and other hill people and reproduce them in our music of
our languages effectively and present them musically again for their listening.
At least folk and popular modern songs of Bengal and Assam are able to do
it in their own forms even Bengali and Assamese modern songs can reproduce
the articulations of their music, I believe. Working of an eager mind with a
careful approach and appropriate attention to the subject matter can do the
job. Understanding of the original musical forms 1is essential. As Nehru
suggested, “Our mentors who go to them frown at their ways and tell them
to desist from them in the name of reform. A musician’s attitude is different.
His religion is not confined to Hinduism, Mahomedanism or Christianity. His
religion teaches him to train up the ear, grow taste and he lives in the
inherent character of his own tune. He also borrows and assimilates. Let his
materials be very thin and a few only.

As for ourselves, plains people of Assam and Bengal, let us have time to

borrow from these a little in our music first and then show them the miracle.
And this may also create a common ground for us.
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SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CHANGES IN THE HILL
AREAS OF NORTH-EAST INDIA

B. M. PUGH

Prior to independence, the social and cultural changes in the hill areas
of North-east India were greatly influenced by their coming under the
jurisdiction of the British rulers. These changes were most marked wherever
the impact of British rule was more intense. The location of the headquarters
of the British administration in Assam in Shillong, in the Khasi Hills District,
brought about more extensive social and cultural changes in this district than
in the more outlying hill districts of Assam.

In fact, it may be said that the changes which later took place in the
Mizo and Garo Hills districts and to some extent in the North Cachar Hills
district also were due to the glamorous changes which had taken place in the
Khasi Hills district where the headquarters of the Imperial British administra-
tion in Assam were located. The changes from the old customs and traditions
of the primitive societies to those of the West was, therefore, fairly rapid,
although the change was very superficial. Sophistication or lack of depth was
the outcome of this change. In other words, the hill people who were most
influenced by this change had a thin veneer of Westernalism which made them
turn their backs on things indigenous and which in turn was looked down
upon with secret contempt, pity and occasionally with sympathy by the
Westerners themselves. This process of change was going on in all the hill
districts of Assam, and was slowly permeating the rural areas as well. The
villages in the more inaccessible areas of the Hills, however, were the least
affected. -

These social and cultural changes were, therefore, most noticeable in the
matters of dress, of religious persuasions or beliefs, forms of worship, sports and
recreation, home life, social customs, in their attitude towards different forms
of labour and to life in general. There was no doubt at all in the minds of
the hill people of these regions that innovations from the West were all good.
British imperialism left them in no doubt about this. This was part of British
strategy in their desire to continue with world domination. The aspirations
of the hill people, therefore, were to become the image if not the substance
of the people of the West. Beauty, especially in women, was inextricably
linked up with the whitishness or colourlessness of the skin of the individual.
In men, superior intelligence was considered to be closely associated with the
whitishness of the skin colour. The knowledge of the English language was
looked upon as the hall-mark of a civilized person, so much so that no educated
man could converse in chaste Khasi or any of the tribal languages without
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bringing in a string of English words. The European 1.C.S. officer was looked
upon as the acme of perfection, so that even his mistakes or bad habits were
copied without any discrimination. In this period of change the indigenous
political systems also went through a gradual process of transformation. The
native chiefs took on the form of a British monarch and the elected myntris or
ministers of elakas became a council of ministers more or less after the
British fashion.

With the advent of a new era of independence, the hill people were sud-
denly caught unprepared with the change-over. Many of them being perplexed,
tried in various ways to resist the change. From the adoration of the ways of
an Englishman to adopting the much despised Indian ways of life was too revo-
lutionary for the hillman. Swadeshi was a very much despised doctrine throughout
the long period of the Indian struggle for independence. The image of Gandhiji
held up before the eyes of the hill people was one usually painted by an English-
man in their midst, the image of a poor helpless faqir struggling against the
might of the all-powerful British Empire. Few hillmen even as late as 1946 ever
thought that the mighty British Empire would ever leave the shores of India,
the brightest jewel of the British crown, a phrasc dinned to the ears of every
educated hillman.

But the change has come ever since this country achieved independence.
The hillman is now beginning to realize that the wind of change has come and
that the change is unrelenting and inexorable. Before independence, the number
of British rulers was a negligible quantity. lToday our I.A.S. and other officers
of Gevernmtnt are penetrating every nook and corner of these hills. Their impact
on the urban and rural societies, therefore, has been more extensive and inten-
sive than in the days of British rule. The figure of a white ruler has disappeared
from the Indian scene. In his place the hill people see their own brown men
and women occupying positions of authority. The age of a necktie as a symbol
of a higher culture is gradually disappearing. At any rate, the necktie has lost
its importance and so has Western culture in general. With the change that
has inevitably come to this country as the result of independence the hill people
have become more discriminating and more conscious of the values of their indi-
genous customs, practices, usages and modes of life. This new consciousness is,
at thc same time, having to contend with other outside influences from the rest
of the country (India) as well as from the West. New factors such as the spread
of education, the speed of transport and communications, the radio, cinema,
newspapers and magazines, freedom of expression, and the impetus given to demo-
cratic institutions are opening up new vistas, new horizons and new outlook in
life that it will be difficult to predict how these forces will mould the character
and personality of a hillman. The writer was so surprised to see the other day
a bevy of Naga ladies in elegant sarees strolling about the streets of Jorhat. It
simply shows very clearly that the process of acculturation has heen at work
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even in Nagaland, which should make the heart of every Indian glad, especially
as the Nagas, of all the tribes in this north-eastern region, are loudest in their
protestations that they are not Indians. The change is bound to be more and
more rapid as the races which inhabit this sub-continent mingle with each other
in various walks of life. The life of freedom which hill people have enjoyed in
their long period of history will be a contributory factor towards this rapid
change, whatever that change may be. It is this quality of the hill people, namely,
a lack of that attitude of conservatism which is so common in Indian society,
which is at once an asset and a disadvantage to the hill people. The leaders of
this country, therefore, will do well to make a special effort to see that these
changes will not be to the detriment of the hill people themselves or go against
the interests of India as a whole.
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KHASI LITERATURE
A Brief Survey of Its Century of Growth, 1841-1940.

Dr. HAMLET BAREH

The Beginnings — 1841-1895

Khasi literature was born in 1841 when Khasi was put down in the Roman
alphabet by the Welsh Calvinistic (Presbyterian) Mission. On their arrival at
Sohra (Cherrapunji) in 1841, Thomas Jones and his wife took upon themselves
the study of Khasi, and for the benefit of children reading in Mission schools,
wrote a First Khasi Primer. Jones also wrote a few other booklets which, despite
their small size, laid down the foundation of Khasi literature. They became
widely used in the schools and, as time passed by, reading and writing in Khasi
became regularized.

Great attempts were made both by the Missionaries and their Khasi asso-
ciates during the last century to compile books in prose. The Mission’s greatest
achievement was the translation of the Bible which was accomplished in 1891.
The translators were Thomas Jones I, William Lewis, John Hughes, Dr. Griffiths,
Robert Evans, Hugh Roberts and Dr John Roberts, while Khasi joint translators
were U Khnong, U Ksanbin, U Sympot, and others.

By the middle of the last century, a few grammar books had been written
by the Missionaries. The first was W. Pryse’s Introduction to Khasi Language
(1855) and the next was Hugh Roberts’ Grammar which was not published
until 1891. It treats of Khasi under three main heads—(1) orthography,
(2) etymology and (3) syntax.

The Missionaries and Khasi writers also translated a large number of hymns
which brought the readers in touch with the prosodic rules of English poetry.

But the most creative writer in the last century was John Roberts who lived
in these hills from 1870 till his death in 1908. The three Readers written by him
were regarded as the basic books, and among them, the Fourth Reader was his
greatest contribution (in respect of his secular work); it is a collection of short
and simple stories, essays, moral lessons, adventures and thrilling descriptives.
He also endorsed in it a number of Khasi phawars (oral and traditional verses)
chanted on occasions of sports, festivals and hunting, which originally were
couplets in eight accents and rhymes and were original creations of Khasi musi-
cians and composers handed down from generation to generation. They are
ethical though humorous. In that book, he also included imitatives, adverbial
phrases, wise sayings and dialogues. Thus his life-long service was dedicated to
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promoting the academic interests and building up this literature. One of his last
works was the translation of the Pilgrim’s Progress which he left unfinished, but
was completed by Mrs. Roberts and M. Bareh, one of his pupils. He had already
completed the translation of the Bible and rendered into Khasi hundreds of
hymns. He ranked mainly as the architect of Khasi literature during the last
century.

But Khasi literature in the 19th century was primarily Christian. There had
been a demand for a literature which would represent and revive Khasi ideals and
thought in their indigenous form. It was after fifty years of its growth that
Khasi writers started to take interest in developing their language into a great
literature. And the beginning of the 20th century saw the growth of the cultural
reorientation which has not yet exhausted itself till this day.

The Next Phase — 1895-1919

Cultural awakening started in 1895. The pioneers in this field were U Hormu
Rai Diengdoh and U Jeebon Roy. A great expounder of Khasi thought, Roy
made an invaluable contribution in his book Ka Niam Jong ki Khasi (1895)
towards preserving culture and perpetuating Khasi traditions, beliefs, proverbs and
moral ideas. His other book that followed, Ka Kitab shaphang Uwei U Blai, 1900
is a powerful exposition of Khasi monotheism.

Another contemporary writer was U Rabon Singh who combined in himself
the gift of a poet, novelist, humorist and rhetorician. An indigenous story teller,
Rabon preserved some interesting animal fables in his Kitab Jingphawar and a
number of legendary stories in his Kot Puriskam. As a rhetorician, he perpe-
tuated idiomatic expressions and maxims of the classical Cherra language; as a
prosodist, he collected old phawars (verses) throwing light on the way in which
they were composed and the way in which the Khasis used to cite proverbs and
parables on important occasions. He laid emphasis in his works on the religious
belief and practice of the people. The sense of his humour added something
new to Khasi literature.

Next we come to Sib Charan Roy. A great interpreter of religious beliefs,
Sib wrote a number of books. His Niam Tip Blei Tipbriew (the religion that
knows God and man) carries a great concept of moral and spiritual values and
contains a philosophic doctrine and an ethical course. He treated monotheistic
beliefs in greater detail.

Journalism played its role in this cultural awakening. The first monthly
magazine was U Khasi Mynta (Khasi Today) started in 1895 by Hormu R.
Diengdoh. The next was U Nongphira (The Watchman) edited by Jeebon which
was to go into criculation for 15 years. Both journals were popular; the sponsors
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insisted on keeping intact this heritage and of saving their culture from ruin and
extinction in the face of so many adversities. Another monthly, U Lurshai
(Morning Star), was started in 1903 by S. Tham and went in circulation for
almost fifty years. It gave expression to the political feelings of the Khasis and
sought to create better civic conditions. It was edited by S. Tham, W. Reade
and D. N. S. Wahlang successively.

Khasi polity has not yet received attention. B. K. Sarma Roy’s History Jong
ka Ri Khasi (1914) is historical and gives a faint clue to a few political institu-
tions, laws and traditions of the people.

There were also miscellaneous works. Books on arithmetic, geography and
health were written by various writers. Studies on language were in progress, for
in 1895 an English-Khasi Dictionary, A Guide to Write Khasi Language by Job
Solomon, the first Khasi writer on the subject came out. In 1905 Nissor Singh
published a Khasi-English Dictionary.

Yet Rabon Singh’s Ka Niam Khein is another powerful narrative of religious
usage. His main attitude was to perpetuate forms of worship and observance, to
preserve the religion and to commemorate some vanishing traditions.

Radhon Singh, another renowned author, ranked as the first poet. His work
Ki Jingsneng (I and II) which came out in 1902 and 1903 consists of Khasi
phawars (traditional verses) put into couplets. They stress the need of retaining
Khasi moral ideas, of promoting them and of carrying them into practice.

Works on drama were scarce. Roberts included in the Fourth Recader a tran-
slation of Shakespeare’s Julius Caeser but it is an excerpt only. The only one
original drama U Tipsngi was produced by Dino Nath with four main characters.
The work is a satire and raises a voice of protest against the degenerating spiritual
and moral life in the society.

True, the above writers wrote in the old fashioned style. Their care was pre-
serving of culture; their paramount objective was to protecting it from adver-
sities; they aimed at the rediscovery, regeneration, reawakening and resurgence of
their tribe. Their concern was to make it a great community intellectually and
spiritually. Almost all the writers of this school belonged to Cherrapunji, the place
where literature was born and a place believed to be an abode of enlightened
culture.

The Third Phase — 1919-1940

This period marks another transition. Attempts to improve the general works
were made. During the First World War, Soso Tham (then Editor, U Lurshai)
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produced Ka Phawar U Aesop, an adaptation to the Aesop’s Fables which is
considered to be a standard work. In it the author has not only been successful
in giving Khasi colouring to the underlying thought but also in creating typical
expressions. All humours, irony, satires and idioms carry a Khasi mode of ex-
pression.

A few scholars evolved a simplified form of Khasi by creating good grammars
and dictionaries, The most exemplary among them is Nissor Singh’s Hints on the
Study of Khasi but the English-Khasi Dictionary printed about 1919-20 is his
greater contribution. Khasi is a living language and has got inexhaustible re-
sources—its dialectal variation is immense and yet more has to be done to assi-
milate words, technical terms, idioms etc. from the other dialects into the Cherra
form of speech—a common language. The Missionaries and educationists did
good work in making the Cherra dialect a medium of instruction. It is a rich,
resourceful and effective dialect and has power of modification and assimilation.

This period shows a growing journalism in size and number of magazines.
Thus in 1915-16, Ka Seng Presbyterian, a social quarterly was edited by M. Bareh
while U Lurshai and U Nongphira were in circulation, the latter was however
banned by Government in 1917-18. There were over ten leading but short-lived
monthlies over a span of 10 years’ time edited by various social leaders and educa-
tionists. To quote a few, they were Ka Jingshisha (Truth), U Paitbah (Public)
U Woh (A Jaintia) and others which grew between 1920 and 1930. An educa-
tional monthly magazine Ka Jingshai Jong Ka Ri Khasi was edited in 1930-31 by
M. Bareh. An important cultural journal sponsored by a group of scholars
entitled Ka Syngkhong Jingtip was edited in 1937 but stopped circulation after a
couple of years.

Khasi culture had its later protatoginsts in Dr H. Lyngdoh and Soso Tham.
Dr Lyngdoh’s monumental work was Ka Niam Khasi which came out in 1937
and U Soso Tham’s was Ka Sngi Barim U Hynniew Trep (which may be called
the Illiad of the Khasis) which also came out in the same year.

J. Bachiarello’s small book Ki Dienjat U Longshwa (Footprints of our Prede-
cessors) in 1931 gave a pen-picture of investiture ceremonies of chiefs, the origin
of the Syiems (chiefs) and political institutions. He also mentions other religious
beliefs. But a more monographic account is G. Costa’s Ka Riti Jong Ka Ri
Laaphew Syiem (Land of Thirty Syiems) which appeared in 1936-37, a treatise
on Khasi culture and polity. Costa added more details and his work is a substan-
tial contribution to the subject. Both Costa and Bachiarello are Catholic. Salesian
Missionaries have had their part also in the cultural reorientation.

But it is Dr Lyngdoh who did far more to present culture in a modern
coherent form. Not to speak of his style and originality, his logical approach in
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the very Khasi manner added new flowers in the field of literature. His book
Ka Niam is a classic in prose which covers a wide range and contains fascinating
descriptions of important ceremonies.

In 1938 Lyngdoh brought out his history K:i Syiem in which he sought to
preserve the antiquities, throwing some light on the growth of polity. But he
treats the subject-matter in outline only which was mainly based on the old
Government reports of D. Herbert, P. R. T. Gurdon and other administrators.

* Folk-tales were also growing side by side. Fascinating and lively stories were
gathered from P. Gatphoh’s Ki Khanatang (1938). Folk-tales are inexhaustible
and modern writers have been trying to create epics and drama from
them.

POETRY

U Rabon and U Radhon were the first poets. They made use of
Khasi phawars in their work which also are of considerable ethical value.
Dr Roberts wrote some verses, some of which were translated from English. But
it was with the appearance of U Soso Tham’s Ki Poctry Khasi later renamed
Duitara Ksiar (A Golden Harp) that a new life in Khasi poetry was infused and
felt. Tham departed from the style of Radhon and adopted the rules of Western
prosody, which demonstrates his wide range of humanistic feelings, his deep attach-
ment to nature, his profound love of village life, his sympathy with the poor and
depressed and his romanticism. The silent hills and streams, the isolated wood-
lands and quiet fields were to him as to Wordsworth, spiritual beings. The
peasant women were to him (as to Robert Burns) fair damsels, their smoke-stained
huts were to him royal palaces, and in the simplicity of things, he stored the true
abundance of life. His parabolical expressions are very truly Khasi after the
fashion of the old Khasi minstrels and poets. In nature he found a way to
eternal bliss —

Oh spring time, Oh spring time,
Thou harbinger of joy

Safe to thy tranquil shade

For shelter T'll retreat ;

In the realm of nature

Poesy unfolds,

On thy wings will T soar

Then to eternity.

But Tham’s crowning work is Ki Sngi Barim U Hynnicio Trep (Light of the
Seven Huts), a master-piece. While Ka Duitara reflects him as a romanticist,
Ki Sngi Barim ranks as a classical work. Khasi ideas, the originality of Khasi
thought and search after the ultimate truth are the leading themes. The Khasi
conception of heaven and hell are clearly portrayed, based as it were, on his com-
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prehension of moral ideas. The magnitude and richness of vision and fancy, and
the nobility of conception lead to readers to another scene of a Utopia.

The poet took pride in the celestial beginning of his race which sprang up
from the seven huts —

God coming down is revealed
On earth to walk with men
In the garden of flowers.

He was praying for a light to lead him into the past —

As much diamond as thou couldst gather,
Oh diamond, Oh pen of gold,

Awake them into the glare

Of thy shining light.

He worked for the rediscovery of his tribe, which he was proud of.

The feeling of oneness which fostered a creative sense of nationality in the
past is interpreted—

In time they grew into a populous race
With one but polished language.

The same religion though offerings differ
One uniformity of dress in dancing grounds.
In time they made a constitution

That united the country into one.

Feelings of remorse consumed him day and night for the moral degradation
of his kinsmen, for their departure from the established rules of God and for
their spiritual degeneration. Disaster, disorder and confusion in intellectual and
social life became intensified and hope was gone for man’s gaining of salvation.
People became servile to evil influences, but God produced a saviour (the cock)
who repaired the lost communion of men with God.

Yet the poet still had a spark of hope for the spiritual resurgence of his
community. He is dedicated to the creation of a conscientious, healthy and
strong community.

The work provides an ideal picture of Khasi thought and ways of life with
fine metaphors, similes and idiomatic expressions. He plays a great role of a
satirist. Tham’s efforts in preserving culture will go a long way to develop this
infant literature.
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Soso Tham has found a place in the masses of his readers. His songs and
verses are on their lips, his sentiments find room in their hearts.

Other notable works in poetry (during 1936-37) include B. ‘Thangkhiew’s
Ki Tienrwai and P. Gatphoh’s U Sier Lapalang. Tienrwai is a collection of lyric
verses; nature in its radiance is eulogised, flowers and all beautiful things are
adored by the poet. He uses parabolical terms in protest against the modern
modes and artificiality and the degenerating code of conduct in society.
Gatphoh’s is an epic of the wanderings, adventures and experiences of a stag
(lapalang) who met its tragic end at the hand of bowmen and archers in the
heart of the Khasi land. He came up the hills from his plains. ‘The poetry is a
dirge of his mother.

Another eminent work is H. Elias’ Ka Pansgniat Ksiar on Khasi scenes and
ways of life. Special emphasis was laid on the old political glories of the Khasis,
the Khasi royalty evolving in the face of many problems, the eminent syiems
assuming care and protection of their children urging them to be capable,
industrious, responsible and creative citizens. He also depicts the modern social
conditions in the society in his work. Many nursery rhymes were also in the
making.

Thus is told the story of Khasi literature upto 1940 which is now flourishing
with many more contributions of the young writers in prose, drama and poetry.



Anthropology

THE NAGA SEARCH FOR SELF-IDENTITY

P. MOASOSANG

(a) A Brief Statement of the Effects of Acculturation on Naga Outlook, Parti-
cularly in Reference to the British Administration and the Work of the
American Baptist Mission,

The policy of the British Government towards the Nagas was aimed at
protecting the people from exploitation by outsiders, interfere as little as possible
and prevent sudden disruption of Naga culture. Obviously, the official policy
was one of caution and preservation of tribal culture, and to this end, a policy
of isolation was preferred to protect the Nagas ‘from a civilization which will
destroy them’.

This policy has saved the Nagas from the unfortunate situation suffered by
many tribals elsewhere in India. In this connection, Fuhrer Von Haimendorf

writes :  “With their land closed to traders, moneylenders and land hungry
settlers from the plains, the Nagas have been saved from exploitation which
has caused the ruin of many aboriginal tribes in other parts of India.... The

Naga has been given security, cheap and effective justice with the spirit of
tribal law”.?

However, not without justification, the official policy of the British Govern-
ment has been criticized by many as keeping the Nagas and other tribals of
North-East India as “museum specimens”. In their eagerness to preserve the
culture and avoid sudden disruption of social organizations, little importance
was given to the development of tribal areas, particularly, in the field of
education, communication and natural resources. The idea of protection was
heneficial to the Nagas in many ways, but this policy suffered from the error of
placing culture above everything else, even ahove the basic need for human
progress.

We learn from the Social Sciences that isolation of any cultural group
means stagnation and even decay; no single cultural group can progress, left
to itself, or maintain its dynamism. Ralph Linton writes: “If every human
group had been left to climb upward by its unaided efforts, progress would
have been so slow that it is doubtful whether any society by now would have

advanced beyond the level of the stone age”.

Moreover, the British administration in the name of preserving tribal culture,
pursued an extremely isolationist policy, and in this process, the Nagas along
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with many other tribals of North-East India were alienated from the mainstream
of Indian national life.

With the departure of the British, the Nagas were confused regarding their
self-image with no clear conception of national identity. They were left adrift.
They were not involved in the Independence Movement launched by the Indian
National Congress, for, the then Naga Hills was administered as an “Excluded
Area”.

The new political awareness of the dangers involved in the departure of
the British dawned on the Nagas. The fear of being placed under the domination
of India, motivated by dislike of the lowlanders and the fear that land, natural
resources, customary laws and religion would be exploited, became strongly
intensified. The dislike of the lowlanders was largely due to discourtesy and
prejudice shown to the Nagas by people in the plains; the difference in religious
beliefs was another major reason.

Mingled with these fears and suspicion was the dawning awareness of their
uniqueness and apartness in terms of language, customs and physical appearance
from the lowlanders. It was marked by a growing appreciation of indigenous
culture and even taking pride in it. It was more or less, a search for roots in
the past and their search for self-identity. Coupled with the re-discovery of
indigenous culture, was the emergence of a strong determination to safeguard
their way of life. The Naga nationalism with certain nativistic tendencies, has
gripped the outlook of most Nagas today.

Of the various steady and massive influx of modernizing influences into the
Naga life, the work of the American Baptist Mission stands out clearly, parti-
cularly in the area of education, sanitation, literature and the introduction of a
religion of universal brotherhood. The enlightenment has opened the minds of
the Nagas to a wider world. Head-hunting has been replaced by a keen desire
for education, and earn one’s status in this new way. The contribution made
by the Baptist Mission for the good of the Nagas is significant in many ways.

Many accusations have been made against the Baptist Mission in Nagaland
as instigating the Naga political movement. But these accusations appear to be
baseless, more or less based on suspicion, for a careful -checking of all records,
and interviews with various Naga Church leaders and Christians who have
worked closely with the Missionaries have failed to yield any evidence of political
instigation by the Baptist Missionaries.

No doubt, the Baptist Mission worked closely with the British administration
in certain areas of Assam, where the Mission entered new territories occupied
by the British forces. In this connection, Dr. Victor Sword, a Baptist Missionary
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in Assam wrote : “Paradoxically, as it may seem, Christianity has often invaded
new territory hand in hand with military forces. This was the case in
Assam”.?

Certain unavoidable historical forces might have been responsible for this
happening, and naturally, to the thinking of many, the Christian missionaries
from the West were closely associated with British imperialism. But to be
perpetually obsessed with suspicion that any foreign missionary from the West
is engaged in anti-national activities is an unfortunate prejudice entertained
by many in this country. This attitude can only provoke further suspicion and
fear in the minds of the tribal Christians, fearing that their religious freedom
will be destroyed one day.

Of the various effects of the Baptist Mission upon the Nagas, I would like
to point out one aspect of their teaching which may have some indirect bearing
on Naga attitude towards the world around them. As a mark of conversion, the
new converts were required to abandon many indigenous customs and practices
which the Mission thought were not consistent with their theology. This view
seems to reflect more or less, their assumption that the values they treasured
in their culture had universal validity.

The loyalty of the converts was directed towards their own group, and the
non-converted ones (this may include people belonging to other religions as well)
were regarded as ‘sinners’ more or less reminiscent of the medieval rejection of
the world as evil. A clear line of separation was drawn between the converts
and the pagans. What I would like to point out if I may, is that, the
idea of ‘groupness’ is germane to the type of teaching presented to the
Nagas.

From this analogy, we cannot jump to the conclusion that, the Baptist
Missionaries were deliberately teaching a theology to alienate the converts from
others. Far from it, for, the study of any movement in history shows that its
purpose and goals are, to a large extent, the outcome of the historical and
philosophical forces at work at a particular period of time. Apparently, the
missionaries were simply ‘carriers’ of a theological school of thought prevalent
at a particular time.

The missionaries’ deep sense of dedication to their task, and the love and
concern shown to the simple tribals through word and deed, coupled with the
non-interference of the British in tribal affairs and the protection they provided,
created a tremendous reservoir of goodwill towards Europeans. Probably, for
these reasons, the Nagas and other tribals of North-East India entertain an
attitude of confidence and goodwill towards Western people till today, a lesson
which the Indian brethren may do well to learn.
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(b) Co-Existence of Cultures: Unity not through Uniformity.

The composite culture of contemporary India is a heritage of the past.
Various dynamic strands have gone to the making of contemporary India. It
is difficult to claim one culture as the Indian culture. Any attempt to impose
one culture upon others or any threat to level down all others to one monotonous
pattern will certainly lead to national disintegration. The words of the late
Jawaharlal Nehru are appropriate here: “I am alarmed, when 1 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 your way of living, but why
impose it on others?

“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 theirs is better. Therefore, it is
grossly presumptuous on ocur 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 oursclves”.*

Human beings all over the world learn to behave in an extremely large
number of patterned and different ways. Each society teaches its individuals
the ‘proper’ ways to think, feel and react to their environment. Thus they
develop a particular organized way of viewing themselves and their environment.
It is from this ‘frame of reference’ that the individuals in a society re-act to
any given situation. Once a pattern is formed, the group will defend it and
resist any attempt to change it. To cite one example, the idea of blood-revenge
is deeply embedded in Naga culture. Writing about this, Colonel Woodthorpe,
one of the early British administrators in the Naga Hills, wrote: “With them
(Nagas) it is an article of faith that blood once shed can never be expiated
except by the death of the murderer or some of his near relatives and though
years may pass away vengeance will assuredly be taken one day”.® Among the
Nagas blood relationship is vital. The strong kinship obligations bind all its
members closely, so that any harm to one of its members affects the whole
group and redress must be made. The fear of retaliation from relatives of a
victim serves as a strong deterrent against crimes.

To outsiders, the practice of blood-revenge may appear harbarous, but
underlying it are factors affecting the Naga culture complex, involving the
tribes’ need for security, group-life and its perpetuation. Therefore, this practice
persists among the Nagas. Tradition is defended because it is more mecaningful
and relevant to the group. The Nagas, as any other group, perceive reality from
their ‘frame of reference’ moulded by previous cultural conditioning.

When a group and tradition-oriented society like that of the Nagas is
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thrown into a new situation, they will re-act favourably if they feel it re-inforces
their present phenomenal world and negatively, if they see it as a threat to
their present beliefs, understandings, customs and goals. As a result of any
situation threatening to them, they will either mobilize their defences saying,
‘our way is best’ or retreat from the threatening situation. Therefore, to impose
one’s way of life upon others or to shape others according to one’s image is not
right, and is fraught with serious consequences.

‘Today, in India nationhood is still in process of becoming. Many talk about
incorporating or assimilating the minorities into the larger society under the
concept of equal citizenship. Many talk about enabling the minority groups to
enter the major currents of national life and participate in the benefits that
modern science can bring. )

India is declared to be a Secular State, but there is the danger or visible
signs of the nation becoming a monolithic society where the majority may
define the limits of national society, and where the majority are often confused
with the national society. The ‘ethos’ and values of the majority may be imposed
upon the minority groups. The real danger to the structure and unity of India
lies in the danger of relapse into traditional ways donning the raiments of
progress and diverting the direction of growth. This trend, if not checked in
time, will be one sure cause leading to the disintegration of the nation.

Today, certain amount of national concern is shown to the tribal people
and their welfare. But could it be that this present concern is for externals
only, not for the core-clements of tribal culture and its people, which may be
reflected in the concentration of attention on the exotic, such as tribal dances,
songs, colourful costumes and their pretty women? It is a pity, if the distinctive
contributions of the tribals are recalled only on national occasions such as
August 15 and January 26, when they are invited to New Delhi to appear in
colourful costumes. In brief, the relevance of tribal cultures to national social
goals and purposes is still narrowly conceived by the majority.

The national society can achieve its goals only through the differential
participation of diverse elements, each contributing to the achievement of the
goal in its own unique manner, a contribution that is ncvertheless essential. It
is important that each diverse element in a nation should have that consciousness
of identification with the national life and its goals. The cultivation of this
sense of identity and of belonging to the national life is a serious and crucial
problem, particularly, for the tribals of North-East India today.

Understanding and communication begin when two peoples are aware of the
similarities and differences of each other’s values, goals, interests and motivations

for behaviour. The urge to make others conform to our ways is rooted in
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weakness and the inability to permit alternative solutions to problems. A climate
of peace and understanding results when all groups feel secure from any threat
to their way of life, and when groups desist from imposing their ways on
others and avoid attempts to change the hehaviour patterns of others.

'The composite nature of the Indian culture makes it difficult to adopt and
enforce the same pattern of administration for the whole country. ‘This calls
for wisdom and farsight to permit alternative solution to problems. In the area
of development, the techniques applied in Uttar Pradesh or in West Bengal
may not suit the tribal areas. Often from the official viewpoint, the progress
of development of tribal areas is measured in terms of money spent yearly.
Important and impressive as these statistics are, and yet, the investment in man
which concerns the proper development of the human mind and spirit, should
be the scale by which to measure progress.

Many think that the tribal problem is largely a problem of peace and order
and needs military solutions. But it will be a grievous error to follow this

policy.

I would like to cite one example from the Nagas to support this statement.
The Nagas are a freedom-loving people and a proud race. Formerly, their
society was geared for warfare, and for them bravery is a sure asset to status.
Their cultural conditioning motivated all males to fight and die like ‘men’.
Even today they cannot be intimidated by threats or the use of force, for the
idea of surrender to force is repugnant to Naga psychology.

The whole region of North-East India is of tremendous strategic importance
for India, and the surest defence against this vulnerability lies in her ability
to win over the confidence of the indigenous people of this region through the
arts of peace and love. Any ethnocentric and dogmatic approach to these people
will help only in deepening the gulf and widening the social and cultural bharriers.

This Seminar is timely, for the problems of North-East India are complex
and intriguing, and yet, an honest search must he made to understand the people
and their values, and this possibility is greater through a Seminar like this
where there is academic freedom. The problem of search for the right answers
must be pursued even after this Seminar is over.

The ultimate question posed before the nation today concerns how to create
an atmosphere conducive to tolerant creative nationalism, and how to make all
the diverse groups conscious of their sense of belonging and of identity with
‘the national values and goals. Is it only a dream or a possibility? This Seminar
will have achieved its purpose at least partially, if some clues to this puzzle
could be found in the context of what I have stated above.
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' Fuhrer Von Haimendorf, The Naked Nagas, London, Methuen & Co. 1939, p. 56.
* Ralph Linton, The Study of Man, New York. 1936, p. 324.

» Victor Sword, Baptists in Assam, A Century of Mimionary Service. 1836-1936. Chicago
Missionary Press. p. 41.

“As quoted by Elwin at the beginning of his book A Philosophy For NEFA. Shillong.
1957,

*R. G. Woodthorpe, Journal of the Roval Anthropological Institute. Vol. 1I, p. 67.
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ANTHROPOLOGY AND THE TRIBES OF ASSAM

N. K. SYAMCHOUDHURI

Past Perspective

The practice of collecting cthnographic information on various ethnic groups
was a generally accepted pre-occupation of the British officers, who stayed and
toured in this country during the early years of their Raj; and obviously Assam
was not an exception to this predilection. As carly as 1787, the Honourable
East India Company appointed Captain Baillie “to report on the resources of
Assam, and the customs of the inhabitants”. As a result of such efforts, two
valuable books recording the historical and ethnographic information of the
country available before its eventual annexation in 1827 were written, one by
Wade and the other by Hamilton. In later years, the need for enlarging the
scope of such inquiries was felt chiefly for consolidating the trade and facilitating
the administration, and the line of this approach was set forth by Robinson in
his book published in 1841. In view of the increasing importance of Assam and
the developing commercial interest of the administration, the author worked on
a wide range, covering its climate, geography, natural life, history, political and
social conditions and in short compass, the ethnographic characteristics of the
tribes living in and around the Brahmaputra valley. About this time Colonel
Pemberton also supplied important ethnographic information on the lower Assam
and the northern hill areas to the East India Company in course of his political
mission to Bhutan.

Though in the initial period of its activities in Assam the Company’s inquiries
were motivated by its interest for expansion of trade, a twofold change was
gradually developed with subsequent consolidation of administration since the
last half of the 19th century. One of these shifts arose from the need to extend
administration to the tribal areas in the hills and the mountainous regions on
the frontiers of Assam. In course of mihtary expeditions and pacifying missionary
approaches, a great mass of ethnographic information was collected. An idea of the
administrative policy vis-a-vis the ethnographic scope of work involved in this process
will be found in the publications of McCulloch, Mackenzie, Reid and Elwin.

Notwithstanding this type of approach, studies of academic and scientific
purport on the tribes in Assam became a well-felt concern among many British
officers interested in anthropology. The first publication in this line, on
administrative sponsoring, was made by Dalton.

Apart from the mere ethnographic importance, that such studies could offer
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data for understanding problems of cultural origins, was pointed out by Waddell
in 1900. He noted that changes were coming over in the life and customs of the
tribal peoples following disarmament, military occupation, building of roads and
railways, and urged the Government to take immediate steps for recording them
because it owed a duty to science and to posterity as the agent bringing about
such transformations.

Having this awareness, a general policy of writing a series of monographs
on the very important tribes and castes of Assam, was sanctioned by the Govern-
ment of India in 1903 at the instance of Shri Bampfylde Fuller, then Chief
Commissioner of Assam. A uniform scheme of writing, dealing with such topics
as general information, domestic life, laws and customs, religion and language
was laid down under the editorship of Major Gordon in his capacity as the
Superintendent of Ethnography in Assam. As a result of this effort, authentic
ethnographic monographs on tribes like the Khasi, Garo, Mikir, Kachari and
Lushai, were published before the first World War.

Present Trends

A new realisation in the scope of anthropological work on the tribes in
Assam was introduced by Hutton through his intimate and intensive field-work
in the Naga Hills since the nineteen twenties. He not only elaborated the
general scope of work standardized previously, but within a commendable
compass brought out the dynamic realities of tribal life centering around the
individual, the family and the community as a whole. Thus, an understanding
came about that “a just and enlightened administration of native affairs cannot
be established and pursued without an intimate knowledge of and sympathetic
interest in the natives themselves, their customs and their point of view”. Since
the publication of monographs on the Naga tribes by Hutton and Mills,
ethnographically holistic studies on the ethnic groups of Assam have been very
few. But today this paucity in the knowledge of tribal peoples in Assam cannot
be made up by simple ethnographic field-work, without taking into account the
impact of economic, cultural and ecological changes that have come on them
over the past years. "

Since Waddell’s emphasis on the study of tribal customs because they were
gradually vanishing, significant conceptual assessments have been made by social
scientists on the process of change involving simple cultures. But no serious
study has been made till today on the problems of culture-change beyond the
sporadic but important writings of Mills and Hutton.

Concept and Scope
A field-worker can proceed with his studies on a pre-conceived hypothesis
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and test it for academic reasons. But it would be a pertinent point to ponder
how far conceptual and academic approaches could be of any greater utility in
planning field-work among the Assam tribes than the analytical study of
problems of change in their cultures. The question is no doubt a theoretical
one. Nonetheless, it is necessary for the anthropologist to start his work with
a hypothesis or a framework of method. He may not concern himself immediately
with its future potentialities or may be obliged to drop and change his working
postulate in the light of materials collected. Two examples from the ethnographic
studies done in Assam can be cited to stress the importance of this contention.
T. CG. Das’s ethnographic monograph on the Purum written mainly as an
illustration of application of the genealogical method developed by Dr. Rivers,
has in recent years, come to be regarded as an important contribution by scholars
studying and analysing kinship and social structure. This was not envisaged by
the author when he wrote his dissertation. Besides showing the utility of
particular scientific methods, he supplied materials and made some suggestions
for the improvement of the tribe. Then on the other way round, there is
Burling’s study on Rengsanggri, a Garo village. Aiming to study the operation
of a special form of cross-cousin marriage in a matrilineal society, the author
found it necessary to change his plan in the light of field data. But his detailed
analysis of kinship system and social structure, showing on the whole how the
Garo individual is bound up within his cultural limits, will rank his monograph
as a valuable contribution over the one written by Playfair fiftyfour years ago.

The approach for studies to be embarked upon would thus be more or less
a matter of choice. But this should not be an obsession for it is a truism and
accepted view that, since anthropology has an applied side, anthropologists
should also devote their specialized knowledge to the study of practical problems
in particular societies. On this count there exists a vast scope of research on
the situations of contact, change and development among the tribal peoples of
Assam.

The scope of research on these aspects of tribal life would depend on the
nature and kind of impact on the groups concerned. This can better bhe
comprehended by drawing attention to some prevailing phenomena.

It is noticed that for about the last ten years there has been a general
awakening of in-group consciousness among the tribes of Assam. Political
assertion, desire for preservation of cultural entity and of resurgence of old values
are some common forms of this expression. It should be the tasks of the social
scientists to enquire into the processes involved in such changes and how far their
aims and motivations are commensurable with social organization, economy and
even distribution of cash money and power-structure. The importance of cautious
approach on these lines could not be emphasized better than remarks made by
Hutton in the following lines :
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“The point I wish to lay emphasis on is that the events of the past few years
have not only very greatly extended the area and accelerated the rate of change,
but have also laid upon the protecting power a heavy obligation to see that the
changes which are taking place shall be be