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Kacharis and Chutiyas—and oTganised a feudal system peculiar
to themselves.

The north eastern region is very sensitive and important
from the strategicpoint of view. No other part of India than
the north-east region has boundaries which are clearly vulner
able to outside powers. The area is surrounded by four foreign
countries, viz., Bhutan, China, Burma and Bangladesh. With
her diverse population, speaking different languages and pro
fessing divergent faiths, may beregarded as an epitome of India.
It is the land where waves of immigrants from Tibeto-Burman
and Mongoloid stock have met and woven with the aboriginals
a pattern of common condition and tradition. The people of
hills and the plains have lived long side by side and followed
common pursuits of life undisturbed.

The composition of population of the north-east and the
immigration to this land throughout history offer a subject for
worthwhile academic study. In thecomposition of its popula
tion, there are the Austric or the Austro-Asiatic elements, the-
bravidian elements, the Indo-Aryan and the Indo-Mongoloid
elements. The people of north-east India are composed bf
different races, speaking various languages, like Austric or Mon
Khmer (one of which is Khasi), Sino-Tibetan representing the
Bodo or the Kachari Tongue, and the Rai or the Ahom. These
languages have influenced the phonological and morphological
characteristic of the Assamese language which has developed
out of the Sanskrit language from as early as the 7th century
A.D.

India is the home of some 23 million naturvolker, who have-
lived through centuries their own life in the remote parts of the
country and it is these people who still afford opportunities to
social geographers and anthropologists to assess the influence of
immediate environment on the culture, tradition and the mode,
of life.

There are many tribes in this north-eastern state. Each has
its own culture, tradition, customs and beliefs. But the Mikirs».
Dimasa Kacharis Zemi-Nagas and the Manipuris are the most
interesting and important tribes. An attempt has been made to
present a detailed and in-depth study of the tribes of this region.
It is the outcome of my seven years' on the spot study of

( vii )

habitat, economy and society of the hill people. But gTea:teir
emphasis has been given to the study of the Dimasa Kacharis,
Zemi'Nagas and thi Mikirs.

This in-depth study has been written to fill a gap in ther
literature of social geography and cultural anthropology. Parti
cular emphasis is laid upon the way of life of the tribes which i&
one of direct response determined by the environment and the
queer beliefs of the tribes, which spring from the fertile imagi
nation. The various myths and legends are the result of the
natural reaction of the tribes to their environment, a search for
an explanation of the mystery of life. There is no set pattern of
socio-economic development of the tribes. They are purely and
strictly agricultural people, tied to their immediate environment
which affords opportunity for cultivation. Though some of their
customs aie strange to us, others like the social system which
functions at all levels are essentially democratic in nature.

In a book like this, I must acknowledge the assistance I have
received from various authorities, writers and critics, who have
afforded valuable suggestions and those whose books have help--
ed me to draw inspiration. Omission if any was not deliberate.

Special mention may be made to Mr. B. Bhagavati, Mr,
B.P. Chaliha» Ex-Chief Minister of Assam, Mr. Biman Kumar
Dasgupta, Mr. Pradyot Mitra, Mr. P.D. Chaudhury, Mr. Jyoti
Kumar Sarma, P. Pugh, Mr. K.P. Bahadur. Dr. K.B. Singh^
Mr. T.S. Gangte, Principal, Churachandpur College, Manipur,
Dr. H. Kamkhenthang, Sr. Research Officer, Tribal Welfare
Deptt., Manipur, Dr. B. Pakem, Reader, N.E.H. University,
Shillong, Dr. D. N. Barthakur, Director, I.C.A.R., North
Eastern Region, Shillong, Mr. D.B. Ghosh, Deputy Director
General, G.S.I., Shillong, Ms. Jaya Hazarika, TinsukiaColleger-
Assam, Mr. Satish Chandra Kakati, Ex-Editor, Assam Tribune,
Dr. D.N. Majumdar, Reader, Anthropology, Guwahati
University and last but not least to Mr, N.K. Jain. Director,.
Directorate for Development of Tribes and Backward Classes^
Manipur, for valuable material help and friendly suggestions.
) am greateful to them.

I have also to mention my deep love and affection that I
owe to my loving daughters Nivedita and Sunandita for their
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vnending help and cooporation throughQut thepreparation of
^his book.

My wife Mina Das has shared the challenge of rethinking
^nd reworking on the manuscript at every stage. My deepest
love, intellectual and personal is to her.

I am aUo highly thankful to Shri B Garg. Gian Publishers'
Distributors for early publication.

Last but not least I record my sinccre gratitude to those who
liave been quoted and to those from whom help and cooperation
have been received.

S.T. DAS
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^ Tribal Life of North-Eastern Indi^
Jamtias. They still practice shifting cultivation and their staple
food is rice.

Arunachal Pradesh

Arunachal (previously known as NEFA or North-East
Front.er Agency) also came into existence in January 1972. »
consists of five districts, named after the principal rivers that

norTh wlh by Bhutan, on th^north by the Tibetan region of China, on the east by Burma and
on the south by Assam.

northern and western regions

Bhutan Tibet and
have st^on. T1, t"'' » dress and social habits^otrhUnre btn r r ™j tv,-,- ^ Djected to mfluence from Burins•^nd there are number of small ^ ^
origin known as Khamptis and ZC of Burmese
their identity as BuddhL commL> u maintained
land. The inhabitants of the ~em'f ^TT
particularly the villages alone the^iv f °
had traditional economic and social co
and have also some knowledge of the Assa ^ '''* Assanies

The main bulk of the inhabitant jn t ,il
recently, had little contact with the ouKi/ "°n-loid stock, they speak their own lanena ^ Of
the Tibeto-Buir : "^ily. '̂ ^^uages, which are mainly °f

\ ^™achal and Meghalaya wetc•kthe state of greater Assam. Both tbe^
"""" areas is basically not
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Glimpses of the Eastern States 7"

Every evening all the men gather in spacious council room
to discuss the topic of the day. The extension of democratic
processes from the limits of a village over a wider sphere will
provide one of the most exciting challenges to the people of
Meghalaya and Arunachal Pradesh in the years to come.

Hot, humid, malarial but also green, mountainous and
enchanting ; a land in which pagan worshippers of nature and
Christians live in amity. It is Cupid's own hunting ground. In
Mizoram love has no limits.

Mizoram

In Mizoram, every person from the plains is a 'Vai*, an out
sider. In Mizoram, there are two distinct groups—The Mizos
themselves (mi=man, zo=hill, ram=country) literally the high-
landers and their homeland, and the 'Vais*, implying the
Bengalis of neighbouring Cachar and all plains men in the rest
of the country.

It lies in the north-eastern corner of India. Bounded by
Burma in the east, Bangladesh on the west and Cachar and
Manipur on the north and north-east. There is little flat surface
land in the state.

Mizoram has three districts—Aizawl, Lunglei and Chliim-
tuipui. There are many rivers and streams, chief among them
being Tlacong (Dhaleswari), Kamaphuli and the Kolodyne.
Wet paddy cultivation and iK+gation are very limited. Excluding
the hot, humid and malarial tract inhabited mostly by the
Chakmas, Mizoram has a pleasant climate and beautiful land
scape. Rice is the staple food and all manner of meat goes intok
the Mizo diet. Pork (Vawksa) is the favourite meat.

The Mizo are of the Mongoloid family. On* notices differ
ence in stature, complexion, pigment of the eye, hair and other
features among different sub-tribes. Among the major tribal
groups Lushai, Hmar, Ralte, Paihte, Pawi, Chakma and Lakher
deserve special mention. Traditionally, the Lushais were domi
nant and most of the chiefs belonged to the Lushais clans of
Sailo, Rokhum and Zadeng. Barring the Chakmas and Lakhers,
who prefer to call themselves Maras, all other tribes speak the
Mizo language. The Chakmas speak a dialect similar to Bengali
and Assamese while the Maras have their own language.
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Tribal Life of Norih-Eastern India

In the traditional religion of the Mizos, when a man dies his
spirit enters the 'dead man's village' with the spirits ofall
animals and human beings killed by him in his life time. The
more numerous the spirit of the slains, the better for a man's
spirit after his death. This was a probable motive for head
hunting. A few teasing village belles could send a band of
young men on a raid to collect heads as proof oftheir valour.

In olden days, the Mizos had an institution called 'Zawlbuk-'
It was a dormitory for all the unmarried men and boys of the
village. The inmates of the Zawlbuk were generally very noisy
and the chief alone could admonish them. Games were played,
wrestlmg was indulged in on a large scale, physical fitness was
at a premium. The Zawlbuk enabled the chief to summon all
young men for the defence of the villa • -c#*
' . 5 T t. ri tillage agamst a surprise

^s'of

The Garos have a similar institution, 'Nokoantp' which
flourishes in some parts of Garo Hills even today Now' Zawl
buk has disappeared from Mizoram before the second world

TheMizo society has always been engalitarian Even the
chief were not particularly afRuent. \
with the ability to sing, dance andmaS l5^~'
widely shared quality of the Mizos.

Traditional dances like *Cheraw Kan' • A
•Solokia' are popular, and one stili hears about <!n ^ne
spirits in the jungles (ramhuai). O"® seeiOS
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•Glimpses of the Eastern States 9

"paying a price for the bride is still in vogue. The bridegroom
•pays this money to the bride's father and it is distributed among
relatives.

Women bring water and firewood, work in the Jhums and
weave clothes, with a rudimentary infrastructure, the economy

•of Mizoram is still based on the traditional method of shifting
cultivation, *Jhumming'.

From inter-tribal wars and spirit worship, the Mizo has
come a long way in a short span of time. Today he is very
westernised .and restless.

A visual feast awaits the visitor to these Eastern states. Here
history has taken a back seat and allowed Nature to enchant
the tourist. Game sanctuaries, lakes and waterfalls, miles and
miles of teagardens, exotic orchids and the sheer greenery of
hills provide a fitting back drop for the colourful fantastic
costumes, customs, and handicrafts of the divergent people.

''I'l 'ifl t- - i;
' IV I
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18 Tribal Life of North-Eastern India

obvious paradox. To iUustrate this point one needs only to
refer to two very precious commodities, namely, oil and tea.
Oil was first discovered in Assam and a British Company
established a refinery at Digboi, the first of this kind in the
country, in 1905. After Independence the first oilfield was
successfully exploited at Naharkotiya in 1952. In the subsequent
years several oilfields have been discovered in Upper Assam and
the known rescues of crude oiUn this partoffhe country are
ofthe order of 69,27 million tons according to the Government

ago, and the search isstjll on. The same official source says that there are A2 460
million cubic meters of natural gas in Assam alone And vet a
refinery in the public sector did not come up in Assam till 1962
wheu the people had to launch a massive agitation for fulfil-
ment of a legitimate demand of theirs. The d c

i. p.bu.
ginal capacity of .75 tons.

Assam's tea occupies a prestigious place in the woriH^.
of the tea industry. Approximately, 51 percent ofproduction of tea (575.12 mkgs) I; proluce^^ Lsam
the Government of India earns a sizeable foreign exch
of tea export every year Assam's contribution in that
considerable. (India's total export of tea in 1980 x^3
kgs. valued at Rs. 412.25 Crores). But Assam does^nmri'̂ ^"^
much benefit for a variety of reasons. Jute is another *
agricultural produce, Assam produces the bulk
out of the country's total production of 5 3 m
n977V hut tW ŝmall jute mill at s'ilghT n

^ems to have b^ trv ®" to establish
jute mills at
Fe centres in

in north-
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*"egion. Pre-
s atLokiak
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f backward-
aken to that
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operative sector,
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Ceo-Strategic Significance 19

«nd are quickly and cohesively implemented the agony of the
region with a host of problems, political, economic and socia1|
is unlikelylto disappear in the near future. The problems of the
north-east people are multi-faceted and complicated and have to
be solved in the right perspective. Indeed, the region is a mini
ature of India where, as in respect of the whole country, unity
will have to be evolved in the midst of diversity so that a
mosaic of Indian society can emerge.

J. •

.' h ^ ^ :>.
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