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Looking at Contemporary
Governance in North-East India

Abliijit Choiidhiiry

If one examines the map of Asia one may notice the importance of
India's North Eastern region on two counts. Geopoiiticaily, it is
situated on an international frontier zone predominantly marked by a
chain of mountain ranges. Besides, it is a virtual 'cultural' buffer
between several civilizational systems of South, Southeast and East
Asia. Historically, it has seen population movements accompanied
by cultural and social transactions. From the ethno-cultural angle,
therefore, it represents a 'plural' entity. This complex mosaic demands
special attention from the point of view of'governance'. The paper
attempts ,a brief study of at least two issues in the context of governance
for development with particular reference to the hill people. These
are :

. a) What is the pattern of governance in this region as we
experience it today? What is its historicity or, in other words,
is it a product of the Indian experience with the British
Colonial practices?

b) To what extent the post-independence Indian State
experimented with the mode of governance suitable for this
region?

Governance in India is based on the principles of parliamentary
democracy. Until the 1990s, the Nehruvian model of'welfare' state
functioned with a large degree of governmental role in the national
economy which was 'protectionist' by nature. Developmental pro
cesses were directed by the State. However, since 1995 'globalization'
started working on this system of governance, beginning with the
"radual withdrawal of the State froTrr a virtual 'Command' economy.
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and with it, from the 'welfare' role. But the full impact of
'globalization' is yet to become visible in the North Eastern region
since its economy still remains largely subsidized.

If'governance' in our present understanding means management
of polity and society by way of adjustments of contesting claims and
interests of different groups within a heterogeneous structure, then
developmental issue would definitely assume centrality in 'political'
discourses. How far these discourses are translated into mobilization
would depend on actual commitments of the participants. Given the
erstwhile 'Third World' matrix', within which India has been posited
this fact dominated the Indian scenario for long in view of the pulls
involving the so-called 'forward' and 'backward' sections of the larger
society. One may remember that India has emerged from its colonial
past only recently.

As far as the colonial practices in North Eastern India were
concerned, examining the primary records, one would find two
'guiding' principles behind its governance. One, to secure the eastern-
North Eastern frontiers of the empire from the standpoint of their
strategic locations. In fact, one of the records talks about how to build
up a special cadre for frontier police duties*. Two, to exploit the
region's rich resources especially minerals and forest products and
expand the British Commercial interests in terms of both internal and
external traded Naturally, the system of governance was not oriented
towards wholesale development of the people concerned. The
infrastructures like roads, railways, and aerodromes were built to a bare
minimum, and with the aim of serving the strategic and commercial
requirements. As with the colonial pattern, industrialization was
neglected. The sectors which were given importance were plantations
and,(from the late-nineteenth century, oil, education, health services,
and social upliftment were left largely to the Christian missionaries. If
iTis^gued theoretically-unlike Hobson-that 'civilizingmission was
a major (and not secondary) motive for imperialism and its ideological
justification'', then indeed these missionaries did a commendable job
in the sphere of 'colonial' modernization. Of course, how far it
succeeded in 'de-tribahzation' of the so-called 'tribes'-—a category that
came along with the colonial ethnographic exercises remains
debatable. It appears that the colonial regime used such political
expedients as the 'Partially Excluded Areas' and 'Excluded Areas m
order to segregate them from the plainsmen with the ostensible purpose
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of protecting them from exploitation. The 'non-regulation' status of the
administrative apparatus might have helped preserving their 'tribal'
identity. But it is actually difficult to comprehend the nature of this
'tribal' identity within modernity. [Because modernity emphasizes
reason above impression and passion, one truth and, above all, secular
enlightenment^.] Rather the colonial policies encouraged tribalism. The
above said priorities defined the colonial policies.

Since' this paper stresses the mode of governance for 'tribal'
development, our next problem is : how far the post-colonial Indian
State has been marked by any radical departure from the colonial
regime. India began with the so-called Nehruvian model, which
professed that the tribals of this region should develop "along the
lines of their own genius"^. Nehru raised the issues of maximum
possible autonomy as well as safeguarding the interests of the Nagas
in his letter to T. Sakhrie, Secretary of the Naga National Council.
This philosophy of Governance was also reflected in his participation
in the debates on the Sixth Schedule in the Constituent Assembly. It
is possible that this philosophy was a product of the necessity to
consolidate the infant Indian State facing tribal assertions for their
identity and rights, which Nehru could not have been unaware of®.
As a result, the Sixth Schedule [Articles 244 (2) and 275 (I)] of the
Constitution granted large degree of autonomy for the developmental
governance to the tribals of Assam, which was then a composite state.
Its purpose was to protect tribal identity, culture, and traditions.
However, it was not extended to the hill areas of Manipur, Tripura,
and the then NEFA (now Arunachal Pradesh). The Naga Hills were
given a separate system under Article 371-A, which established the
Village Development Councils. Interestingly, for other tribal areas of
India, the Fifth Schedule [Article 244 (1)] was granted, which provided
for Tribal Advisory Councils in the Scheduled Areas.

It was only with the reorganization of the North Eastern region in
1971 that District Councils were granted to the Manipur hill areas.
But these have so far remained outside the purview of the Sixth
Scheduled Later, however, the scope of this Schedule has been
extended to Tripura, and to the Bodoland Tribal Council through
amendments of the Sixth Schedule (the latter in 2003), while the bill
concerning the Gorkha Hill Co^il in West Bengal is yet to receive
the nod from the Lok Sabha. jTh^ Sixth Schedule empowered the
autonomous District Councils and Regional Councils Jo administer
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not only in the sphere of developmental governance, but also in
preserving 'tribal' identity, rights, and culture. These Counchs were
given the rights to manage education, forests, and tribal lands. The
tribal customary laws were to be the guiding force in managing forests,
lands and rural judicial dispensations. The District Councils by nature
are primarily rural bodies of self-governance.

The Sixth Schedule, on the surface of it, appears to have been a
departure from the colonial mode of 'paternal' governance. But in
reality, the post-colonial state offered a mixed baggage in that it
signified the colonial tradition of'conditional' legislation'®. On the
other hand, in NEFA it retained the 'single line' administration of the
colonial era. Under this system the executive, judicial and
developmental functions were welded into an ' all-in-one' form, which
was managed by a basically Nehruvian bureaucracy. Much later on,
the three-tier Panchayati system was introduced. My field experiences
there suggest that developmental programmes from the Gaon
Panchayat and Anchal Samiti to Zilla Parishad can be successful,
provided there is active community participation in governance. The
participation of the bureaucracy cannot be done away with since it
executes the programmes. But active interaction involves a mechanism
for monitoring implementation of the programmes. Community
participation in monitoring is a must. It is here that problems lay. A
joke was current in Arunachal Pradesh official circle at one time that
if one calculated the total area covered by road (including village
paths) construction programmes under the various governmental
agencies In square kilometers, it would exceed the total geographical
area of the state.

There was, of course, a radical departure in that the post-colonial
State had done away with the institutional practices of the 'Partially
Excluded Areas' and 'Excluded Areas' in order to ensure participation
of the tribals in the new political processes. The concept of democracy
for development, through the institutionalization of the Sixth Schedule,
started functioning with promises for the future. In NEFA, Nehru's
tribal policy adviser, Verrier Elwin, guided the developmental
processes in spite of his detractors like Ghuriye and others. Like other
Nehruvian members of the elite, Suniti Kumar Chatterji and Nirmal
Kumar Bose, believed in pluralism. However, in the process, Elwin
was accused of devising a state policy, whereby the 'tribal' cultures
of NEFA ' ̂re treated as museum pieces even as 'modernity' might
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be ushered in with administrative initiatives. Indeed, inspite of good
intents of the Nehruvian line, certain contradictions became apparent.
Chatterji tried to provide an ideological basis to the Nehruvian polity
structured along the theme of 'unity in diversity', through such works
as The Place of Assam in the Indian Civilization and Kirata-Jana-

Krti. [though he may face criticism for his apparent orientalism], 1
have dealt with it elsewhere." All said , however, a fundamental
question may appear here. That is: How far these experiments have
gone to achieve the goal of the Indian State—development of the hill
people.

The conclusions of this paper are as follows. Let us first look at
our achievements on the developmental front in the last fifty-five
years (taking 1952 as our starting point with 'democratic' processes
for development). The UNDP released its Human Development Report
(HDR) 2006 on 09 November, 2007. It says India in general has
achieved much success in providing equitable distribution^of water
and sanitation services through community-government partnership
wherever access and management rights are transferred to the
communities themselves. In the romping Human Development Index
(HDl), based on calculation of average life expectancy, educational
attainment and adjusted real GDP per capita as its indices, however,
India's position is 126 among a total of 177 countries. It has gone up
from 0.602 in 2005 to 0.611 in 2006. India's rank on the Human

Poverty Index (HPI), is now 55 among a total of 102'-. The recent
NSSO (National Sample Survey Organization) findings state that as
Tn 2004-2005, 22.5 per cent of our population still live in abject
poverty'^. It reveals that while the GDP grew at around 06 per cent
betvveen 1999 and 2005, poverty has actually declined by 0.75 per
cent, clearly indicating 'mismatch' between growth and distribution'''.
It is known that a large number of villages go without basic sanitation
and health facilities. Of our legislators, at central and state levels, 20
per cent have criminal records. More than 40 per cent people are
illiterate, and budgetary allocations for education are yet to reach the
leye! of 0.4 per cent'^.

As for fhe'Ndftlj-Eastem region, the HDI iias follows. Against
the national average of around 0.590 this region has recorded a dismal
0.431. Meghalaya's current standing is at 0.393, with Arunachal
Pradesh's being the lowest at 0.358. Only Mizoram, Nagaland and
Tripura are in a better position by virtue of high literacy rates. Mizoram
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made progress in health sector. Out of the eight states, these three
show conscious policy efforts'^. In Meghalaya school dropouts are
quite large in number. If one looks at the rate of literacy, the Census
of 2001 shows that against an all-India average of 55.18 per cent,
Arunachal Pradesh has the lowest, 44.71 per cent, while Mizoram
(74.44 per cent), Tripura (63.81 per cent), Manipur (59.85 per cent)
and Nagaland (57.65 per cent) surpass the all India average. Out o"f a
total of 1,61,722 'problem villages' (where drinking water is not
available within a radius of 1.6 km in plain areas and within elevation
difference of 100 metres in hilly areas), the NER has 18,592. By 1997-
98, this region could cover only 775 of such villages, against an all-
India figure of 2,908. While the all-India percentage of surfaced road
to total road length is 54.68, for the NER, it stands at 24.96. Total
railway network in this region (as on 3) March, 2002) combining all
three gauges (broad, metre andTiarrow) stah"d's'af 2,577.94 km. In
rural electrification, however, the NER has done generally better than
the all-India average of 73.39 per cent'^.

The data above clearly show that except in certain sectors,^ the
performance does not match the fund allocated to this region since
1952.'The then Union ministers from L.K. Advani to Shanta Kumar,
Kumari Selja and Jairam Ramesh were, therefore, justified in their
statements that many of the centrally sponsored schemes remain either
under-implemented or unimplemented'®. In recent times nexus
between politicians and underground elements, siphoning off funds
allocated for developmental programmes, have been established .
What do all these reflect? Well, the developmental governance has
not percolated down to the masses in spite of the importance given to
the NER in this respect. One has to agree with the historians, Bipan
Chandra et.al., that the tribal society 'almost everywhere' has been
developing 'class differences', with the tribal elites reaping major
gains from developmental processes^®. This is visible in both the Fifth
and the Sixth Schedule areas. Elsewhere, I have dealt with the problems
inherent in the Sixth Schedule's functioning with particular reference
to Meghalaya^'. Here, I shall indicate a few. These are: inefficient
handling; jurisdictional friction with government departments,
governmental obstructions in releasing funds; endemic corruption ,
the emergence of new types of pressure groups, masquerading
as NGOs; and facilitating an alternative haven for those politicians
who lose out in state-level politics (and who do not mind to start
again as MDCs).
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Factionalism in state politics, as it has recently been reflected in
the happenings in Meghalaya and Arunachal Pradesh, exposes the
fact that developmental governance occupies only a remote comer in
the politicians' schemes. It has been seen that the district councils in
Meghalaya could not handle primary education, nor manage non-
reserved forests^^. Even an active MDC, Bindo Lanong, admits that
there are issues relating to the Sixth Schedule which are
controversial-'*. Though the district councils are expected to adjudicate
such issues as land, property, inheritance, marriage and divorce, etc.,
on the basis of customary laws, their actions generated more
complications.

In fact, an observer, Valentine Ladia, feels that the existence of
two systems of law—state and customary, has created confusion and
that the district councils often show a propensity to move towards the
state Law. Locality based variations in customary law have, so far,
prevented both codification of customary laws and cadastral survey
of land in Meghalaya. Emergence of private property in land has
compounded the situation^^. Another observer, Toki Blah, points out
that the district councils have failed to set up courts at village and
other levels. Most of their courts are manned by people without any
judicial backgrounds^. However, Bindo Lanong thinks that the district
councils can handle the customary laws better, since as a 'local
indigenous' tribal body it knows "the culture, tradition, local
conditions, etc". According to him, the subject is not with the State
Government, because in the state administration the officers of the
level of, say. Deputy Commissioners "may come from outside with
different customs and traditions who know less about the indigenous
tribal people"^^.

Yet another observer, J.M. Phira, argues that the modern-day
circumstances such as disruption of the close-knit clan and family

. structures, urban way of life, etc., have made it difficult for rigid
enforcement of customary laws. Moreover, no serious work is done

as yet on codification of customary laws^^. Considering the above
said issues, therefore, one has to agree with Lt. Gen. Sushil Pillai's
observation that the autonomy envisaged in the Sixth Schedule is
only "part of the problem and not the solution"-^. Other observers
like H. Ghonglah believe that rampant corruption and "absence of
public accountability" have made the district councils redundant^®.
In Meghalaya two phenomena are visible. These are: one, conflict
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has surfaced between the 'new' leadership emerging through the
district councils and the 'traditional' ones in the Syiemships and
Doloiships. Two, after the re-organization of the NER in 1971-72,
Mizoram has transferred the operation of the Sixth Schedule to the
minority tribes—Lai, Mara and Chakma, from the majority Mizo
tribes. Whereas Meghalaya appears reluctant in accepting the logic
that once a 'tribal' majority state is granted the Sixth Schedule would
become redundant. Polarization has appeared on the questions of doing
away with the District Councils and restoring the powers of the
traditional Chiefs in the context of developmental governance and
preservation of tribal customs and identity.

But such issues as well as the State Governments' policies in
these directions are holding back the emergence of a 'modem state'
in a state like Meghalaya with a truely Civil Society by encouraging
excessive 'tribalism' in a now 'heterogeneous' society^'. Moreover,
the very existence of a Ministry of District Council affairs in the State
Government nullifies autonomy of these councils as it signifies the
continuance of bureaucratic interventions which often lead to

friction^^. In the three-tier polity of Meghalaya - that of the State, the
District Councils and the Syiemships, Doloiships, etc., -there appears
a system of 'States within a State', which blurs the vision for actual
priorities before society. It is viewed that the district councils have
become a "training ground for secondary rung politicians who want
to enter state politics". This is, however, "not a part of the mandate"
of the councils. The state-level politicians feel threatened by these
'new' politicians. Since the state has overwhelming powers over these
councils, the state-level politicians have a "hand in preventing the
latter from being effective"^^. Thus it may be observed that a noble
principle and experiment as the Sixth Schedule has not only succeeded
in creating a new elite among the hill people, but has also been a
factor in the feuds within ruling elites of a tribal state like Meghalaya.

Yet many communities kept on demanding 'tribal' status within
the Sixth Schedule, such as the Koch-Rajvanshis, Tiwas, Rabhas and
others. Among them the Tiwas, Hasongs and Rabhas have already
been granted autonomous tribal Councils, but outside the Sixth
Schedules. This explains their dissatisfactions. In the case of the hill
areas of Manipur, one may see disagreement among the experts (Profs.
Meijinglung Kamson and M. Horam, and Dr. B.K. Roy Burman) as
to the number (and pattern) of the autonomous District Councils.



Looking at Contemporary Governance in North East India 17

However, they agree on one issue. That such Council, whether single
or more, would be necessary for the development of the hill areas^"*.
On the other hand, the autonomous state demand movement in

Assam's Karbi-Anglong perhaps also shows the functioning of the
district council there in a negative light^^. The problem is; how to
look at these issues? Do we see in the first case of growing demands
for 'tribal' status a genuine cause, since the state could not deliver the
goods? Or, is it only mobilization of'tribal' cause to satisfy the whims
and ambitions of a few elites from these communities? And, in the
second case (involving autonomous state movement), is it, to borrow
from David Hardiman's concept of 'faction',^^ that new political
cliques at district levels demand a share in the system of governance?
Or, in both these cases, is it a matter connected with getting a share of
the spoils of the special constitutional provisions such as reservation,
etc. meant for the tribals? In either of these possibilities one may
discern political mobilization with tribalism working as its ideological
justification that, in reality, brings out the issue of 'otherness' as a
consequence of grievances. We need to see deeply whether a social
and political psychology that develop from this constant 'othering' is
an expression of cultural difference and therefore, whether the
subsequent mobilization emerges from a real sense of alienation, or
is it a method which mutates into a new materiality of social life^^.

Finally, if the model of developmental governance presented by
the Sixth Schedule has failed, then can there be an alternative? It is,

indeed, a difficult issue to decide. A section of the Khasi-Pnar
intellectuals holds the view that the traditional chiefs should be restored

to their powers so that they could fulfill the functions of local
governance^®. In fact, a few years ago, in a public congregation in
Shillong this demand was raised. It repeated the 1968 plea of the
Syiems to the President of India that Syiemship was an essential
condition of preservation of the Khasi way of life and that in
accordance with the agreements of the Syiems with the Dominion of

India, their rights should be protected^^. Other intellectuals from
Meghalaya think that, in spite, of their weaknesses, the district councils
are an agency which has helped the people to participate in them and
thereby raise their levels of political awareness. This group believes
that the Schedule has given a fair degree of autonomy to the people'*'*.
Thus Toki Blah thinks that, despite many limitations of the district
and regional councils, alternatives to this Schedule cannot be
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recommended due to its strong political base. A suitable amendment
to scrap the overriding powers of the state government would be
necessary to restore the autonomy of the district councils'*'. There is
a view that these councils have at least done some work. That was

why the S.K. Dutta Committee of 1984 recommended that in spite of
their weakness they should not be dissolved since there was no
alternative to them"*^. Yet another group suggests a synthesis between
these councils and Panchayati institutions which are extensively
empowered under the 73rd Amendment to the Constitution'*^. It is
argued that this Amendment has exposed the "extremely limited power
of self-government" conferred under the Si.xth Schedule'*'*. Assam,
Manipurand Arunachal Pradesh have adopted this Amendment. Even
the Concept Paper of the National Commission for Reviewing the
Working of the Constitution (NCRWC) appears to subscribe to this
synthesis, albeit with local variation'*^

Earlier 1 took a stand that there could be a suitable amendment to
the Constitution empowering the traditional institutions of Meghalaya,
such as the Raid Dorbars and Village Dorbar Shnong, for the
developmental governance by way of such a synthesis'*®. 1 continue
with this stand. It is vindicated by successful experiments in Nagaland
since 2002, whereby communitization of elementary education, grass-
root liealth services and electricity management has empowered the
people to take initiatives in developmental works. They have formed
the village education committees (VEC), village health committees
(VHC) and village electricity management boards (VEMB)'*''.
However, even here the success would depend on community-
government interaction. To end this exercise, I may cite Subrata
Mitra's observation that in India, unlike many other 'changing
societies', political institutions show a high level of innovativeness
and elasticity. Interestingly, he also highlights this elasticity in
accommodating the embedded cultural values on the part of the
modern institutions as well as in utilizing the 'historical memory of
the traditions of the colonial state in India. Thus, in the spheres of law
and governance, the post-independence Indian State has been able to
maintain balance between coercion and persuation'*^. While looking
into the district and regional councils, there is consensus; there is,
however, doubt as to his view about the Indian State s orderly
conduct' of its affairs. This is in the context of the confusion and
multiplicity of claims and counterclaims in the NER. This argument
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is further corroborated by the very recent admission by Assam
government that 'social chaos' might overtake the balance unless help
was taken from both the public and the private sectors to generate
employment among the tea tribes'*^. It reflects the gap between the
avowed aims and purposes of'governance' and their translation into
reality over the decades after independence.

This admission confirms another aspect of our public life: that of
our tendency, through more than five decades, to seek solutions to
every major problem "by means of administrative apparatus". Nirmal
Kumar Bose had already warned us as far back as in 1967.^° We have
seen that such dependence led to corruption in bureaucracy. It is an
open secret that the money-game is rampant in certain centrally
controlled nodal agencies for developmental funding specifically for
the NER. One of them would not mind granting several crores to a
private educational institution under dubious bona; fides in
Meghalaya.^' It is not understandable as to how corruption and the
so-called "orderly conduct" of affairs can go together.
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