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Chapter |

Labour and the labour
market in North-East India

A historical exploration

Virginius Xaxa

What is known as North-East India is not a single politico-
administrative entity. Rather, it is an agglomeration of a number
of distinct politico—administrative units in which people and terri-
tory have been organised at different phases of history. For a long
time, it comprised the seven states and union territories of Assam,
Manipur, Tripura, Nagaland, Meghalaya, Arunachal Pradesh and
Mizoram and was popularly known as the seven sisters. However,
since 2002 the state of Sikkim has been added into the political
entity. North-East India, unlike other geographical references such
as Southern, Western, Northern or Eastern India, is more than a
mere geographical position. Rather, it has developed into a distinct
politico-administrative entity in the form of institutions such as
the North-East Council and the Department of North-East Region
(DoNER) in the Union Ministry. Yet the North-East is far from
being a single distinct and homogenous region. An enormous
diversity — geographical, economic, social and cultural — marks the
region. The differences had and still have far-reaching implications
on the nature of work, employment and the labour market in the
region. This chapter attempts exploring the region through the lens
of labour, employment and the labour market, keeping in mind the
historical, ecological and administrative settings within which the
people of the region had/have been located.

North-East India constitutes 8 percent of India’s geographical
area and a little less than 4 percent of the total population of the
country (Rao 1983: 1). The entry of Sikkim into the North-Eastern
Region in 2002 added 7,096 square kilometres to its territory, which
makes up 3 percent of the total geographical area of the region
(NEC 2015: xxviii). Geographically, the area of the region com-
prises hills and plains. Except Assam, other states of the region are
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In the hilly regions, people practiced the system of shifting culti-
vation. The system is popularly known as jhum. It involves clearing
of hilly slopes or forest areas, burning of the fallen trees and bushes
and dibbling or broadcasting the seed in the ash-covered soil. When
the fertility of the soil is lost, cultivators shift to other slopes/areas.
They continue with this process until they return to the original
slope or area. In this way, the cycle is maintained by rotation. In
the past, the jhum cycle had been as long as 30 years. But this is no
longer the case today. The increase in population and lack of alter-
nate source of rural livelihood have been the key factors that have
caused acute pressure on existing jhum land and led to shortening
of the jhum cycle.

After the selection of plots, individual households carry out agri-
cultural operations. Both male and female members participate in
it; some work is generally done by males, whereas other is done by
females. There are still other jobs in which both participate. The
male members are largely involved during the initial phase of field
preparation such as clearing forests, burning the debris, etc. Women
and children begin participation in agriculture work from the sow-
ing stage. Indeed. women play a dominant role in the later sphere
of economic activity. Sowing of the paddy by broadcast is gener-
ally done by them. They also engage themselves in sowing by dig-
ging, weeding and harvesting, in which male family members also
participate.

Some households seek assistance from outside the family to
undertake such tasks as clearing of the forest, weeding, harvesting
for individual households, and so on. Kin and neighbours combine
to form a reciprocal labour group and work in each other’s fields
by turns. On the day work is being done in one’s field, the owner
of that field is required to serve a day’s meal to all. Households
obtaining such labour have to pay back by working for the number
of days others have worked. A system of reciprocal labour thus
constituted an important aspect of agriculture in the hills. Such an
arrangement was more pronounced among the poorer sections of
the agricultural population.

There were other modes of agricultural organisation, too. Those
having control over land got it cultivated in a somewhat differ-
ent way. There were chiefs to whom servants and bondsmen were
attached. This gave them access to greater manpower, which in turn
ensured a larger share of plots in shifting cultivation. Among the
Mizos, the chief held land which was hereditary. The chiefs were
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entitled to allot sites and land to village households for shifting cul-
tivation. For cultivating the land of the chief, the villages had to pay
sIX tins (a container with carrying capacity of approximately 20 kg)
of paddy per household per annum. The chief also enjoyed the priv-
ilege of having slaves (Datta 1986). Hence, he could get his land
cultivated through them. The Serna Naga chief, too, parcelled out
his land to the commoners, and in return the latter had to work in
the chief’s fields and even fight against his adversaries as and when
called for without any payment. The chief was also entitled to a
certain number of days’ work from each villager annually (Zimik
1987: 41). The organisation of production in shifting agriculture
did not correspond with any definite mode of utilisation of labour
power. Indeed, use of slave labour was fairly widespread among
many hill tribes of the region. The Akas and Nishis of Arunachal
Pradesh, for example, freely entertained the idea of slavery. Slaves
came mostly from the Khoa and Sulung tribes. They had to till the
soil and look after the field, cattle and household of their masters.
Their work included cutting forests and clearing of jhum fields as
well as harvesting crops. In return for their services, they were pro-
vided with food, shelter and clothing (Misra 1979: 2). This system
has changed since the prohibition of slavery. Nonetheless, the rich
men either purchased slaves or procured a number of wives for
themselves. Often wives among them were nothing but labourers
in the field and servants in the domestic circle (ibid.). Earlier, slaves
were recruited or captured during raids; later, they were purchased
and procured on advancement of loan. The payment of rent in kind
or labour in the chief’s field or both taken together was also in
vogue among some tribal groups engaged in shifting agriculture. -
Hence, in the pre-colonial period, in the North-East, a system of
labour exchange existed. In return for labour, men were either
granted land for their sustenance or provided with food. Labous
was tied to the king and to the land.

Entry of colonial rule

The British took over control of the territory known later as the
North-East from the Burmese after the Yandaboo Treaty of 1826.
The Burmese had been making repeated incursion in the North-East
since the second decade of the nineteenth century and had gradually
established their rule over the region. The Burmese rule, marked
by anarchy, had caused enormous devastation in the region. The
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British declared war against the Burmese and expelled them from
the region. They signed a treaty whereby the Burmese were not to
meddle in the affairs of the region. A little later, the British annexed
the Brahmaputra valley including the Sadiya Frontier Tract into
their territory. Other areas, mainly the hills, were added to Brit-
ish territory at a later period during different phases (Rao 1983).
The expansion of their rule required their administration, which
required manpower with different knowledge, skills and compe-
tence. There was thus a demand for labour.

Colonial administration

The entry of the British in Assam and later to other parts of the
region led to an enormous expansion of the colonial state, which
led to a large demand of personnel for manning the state. The man-
ning of the state was contingent on different kinds and levels of
knowledge and skills, critical among them being initiation into
modern English education. In fact, state employment became one
of the most sought-after features of the labour market not only in
early part of colonial India but throughout the period. The nature
and kind of such employment had been there under the Ahom
kingdom, but the scale was unprecedented. Further, unlike the pre-
colonial period, where officials were rewarded for their work in
terms of grants of land and control of labour, officials were remu-
nerated for service in the form of salary and wages. Such a devel-
opment was more pronounced in the regions of the North-East,
which was not only under direct rule of the British but which also
formed part of the tract that came under general regulation. This
meant that there was greater prevalence of such phenomena in the
Brahmaputra and Surma valleys. The other parts of the region were
either not under direct administration of the British, such as the
princely states of Manipur and Tripura, or were outside of the tract
of general administration and named as frontier or excluded areas.
The British interfered little with regard to administration in these
regions. Rather, they allowed the traditional system of governance,
with some changes to mark the authority of their rule.

The expansion of administration and the recruitment of people to
man the administration led to the emergence of administrative cen-
tres. A territory under control was in general divided into districts,
which eventually gave rise to district administrative centres. Since
there were fewer districts, there were fewer towns in the region.



26 Virginius Xaxa

During the colonial period, a district was further divided into subdi-
visions and further into blocks/police outposts, which in turn led to
the emergence of townships and the growth of trade and commerce.
Though initially it was small, as the administration grew and diver-
sified into different departments, like the executive and judiciary,
the volume of labour in administrative service expanded manifold.
This led to the unprecedented rise in the size of non-manual labour
force in the region, or what is generally referred to as the new mid-
dle class. This was manifest in the form of civil officials with differ-
ent positions and ranks, teachers, lawyers, judges and journalists.
Besides non-manual labour, government offices also needed manual
manpower, though their number was tiny in comparison to white-
collar non-manual workers.

The developments in the regions other than Assam were differ-
ent. The British rule in Manipur and Tripura was indirect. The old
system rule in the form of the king, his ministers and his officials
prevailed but under the overall supervision of the resident repre-
sentative of the British. In other parts of the region, especially the
hills, the British, like in Assam, had direct rule but interfered little
with the traditional system of administration. The regions were ini-
tially administered under the Bengal Eastern Frontier and Regula-
tion Act of 1873. The act prescribed the Inner Line System, which
prohibited any subject living outside the area from living and mov-
ing therein (Misra 2012). Later the area was brought into the sched-
uled district under the Scheduled District Act of 1874. The term
was used for remote and backward tracts of British India. Much
later, new nomenclature was introduced in the form of excluded
and partially excluded areas. In view of such a policy, there was lit-
tle scope for the growth and expansion of the British administrative
structure in the region. The new employment opportunities in the
government sector, whatever little emerged, invariably came to be
occupied by the migrant Bengalis and the Assamese, as the inhabit-
ants of the hilly terrain had no tradition of reading and writing. It
was only at a later stage that a few managed to enter into this new
form of labour that had come to evolve in the region. This was
largely due to the role of Christian missionaries who introduced
modern education among the hill people. The reasonably educated
few found new employment in the British administration or institu-
tions run by the Christian missionary institutions. They generally
held lower-level positions in the British administrative institutions.
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referred to as the tea garden and ex-tea garden labour population
(Pathak 1984).

Mineral and forest extractives

Besides tea, coal, oil/gas and timber have been the other impor-
tant enterprises that had their genesis in the colonial period. They,
as Saikia (2011) says, played a key role in the British imperial
economy. After independence, the oil and gas industry became the
subject of intense competition for control between the central and
state government. This resulted later in Assam’s economic block-
ade, which aimed at restricting oil flows outwards from Assam.
Needless to say, these new enterprises required manpower, techni-
cal and non-technical, for their operations and thereby created a
market for labour. In Digboi, about 22 percent of the labour force
was obtained from Assam. The rest of the workforce was recruited
mainly from eastern Bengal, the United Province (Gorakhpur) and
from Punjab. As in the tea industry, much of the labour in the oil/
gas industry, too, came from outside the region through recruit-
ment by contractors and sardars. However, by 1924, the Labour
Bureau was established, applications were registered and work
was offered by rotation. Labour came mainly from eastern Ben-
gal, Nepal, Uttar Pradesh and Punjab. Local labour came mainly
from the districts of Goalpara and Sibsagar. Labour in the oil/gas
industry was organised almost in the same manner as in tea plan-
tation enterprises. The management was under the British, while
administration at the supervisory level was under the British and
Indians, notably the Assamese (Barua 2014: 164~184). The notable
difference between the tea and oil industries is that there was space
for occupational mobility in the oil/gas industry, and the wages
were high. Linguistic and regional differences were maintained at_
the place of residence. This was evident in separate barracks, called
lines, corresponding to the respective communities, as has also been
the case in tea estates.

The timber industry was the other among the extractive indus-
tries that opened up new opportunities for employment. Timber
was in demand for laying out railway lines as well as for building
offices and residences for its officers. It was also in demand for
the tea industry, where it was used not only for building planters’
bungalows but was important for packing tea for transportation to

centres of auction.
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Transport and communication

During the colonial period, there was also growth and expansion
of means of communication. Railways, however inadequate they
may have been, added value to the region. So did the inland water-
ways. These means of communication did give boost to the local
economy, especially tea, timber and oil, and opened up new avenues
for employment.

Modern education

Colonial rule and administration opened up new avenues of employ-
ment: state functionaries and officials with varying hierarchical
positions were needed to run the state machinery. Colonial rule in
the region also saw the emergence of new kinds of economic activi-
ties in the form of industrial enterprises such as tea, timber and oil,
as well as trade and commerce. These new activities required dif-
ferent kinds of knowledge, skills and training. This resulted in the
growth and expansion of modern education which went beyond
school education, extending to the foundation of institutions of
higher education such as colleges. Of course, their numbers were
small, but they offered new prospects of employment as teachers,
lawyers, journalists, managers etc.

Post-independence scenario

The state had been the key engine of growth and development in
post-independent India. Hence, there had been massive expansion
of state administration and state-led development. Indeed, the role
of private players in development, be it infrastructure such as roads,
railways, power, irrigation, agriculture, industry, education and
health, has been negligible.

At the time India gained independence, what marked North-East
India was economic and social backwardness. Among the states
and union territories in the North-Eastern Region, Assam is the
most industrialised and urbanised and has a much better infrastruc-
ture than other states in the region. Nonetheless, it lags far behind
other states of India. This being the feature of the region, the rapid
development of infrastructure and socio-economic development
has become the Indian states’ main plank in North-East India. It
is to serve this end that the government of India created a new
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Expansion of state administration

Post-independence, India saw further expansion of institutions
introduced under colonial rule. This included state administration,
modern education, industrialisation, transport and communica-
tion, etc. There has been a phenomenal change in the labour market
situation in the hill states of the region following the formation of
new states/union territories. The formation of separate states such
as Nagaland, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Arunachal Pradesh, as well
as autonomous institutions such as an autonomous district council,
territorial council, etc., opened up opportunities for employment
at various levels in the state bureaucratic structure. With further
decentralisation of the administrative structure, there has been
greater reinforcement of state employment in recent years. The cre-
ation of new districts and administrative set-ups in the region from
time to time has contributed to the growth of new townships. At
the same time, the push of the market, arising since the economic
reform of 1991, has led to a spurt of new economic activities and
a shift of the population from rural to urban. Since 2001, however,
there has been a phenomenal increase in the tribal urban popula-
tion, especially in the hills. In fact, the share of tribal population
to total urban population ranges from over 70 percent in Megha-
laya and Nagaland to over 90 percent in Mizoram as per 2011
census. The same is merely 6 percent in Manipur and § percent in
Assam. This has led to a visible change in the nature of occupation.
The number of people engaged in the secondary and especially ter-
tiary sector has seen steadily rising. However, only a small section
of those engaged in the secondary and tertiary sector work in the
organised sector, the majority being part of the unorganised one.
The expansion of modern education at the primary, secondary and
higher education level post-independence gave a huge boost to the
employment market. The diversification and specialisation of edu-
cation at higher educational levels gave further impetus to employ-
ment opportunities in the educational sector.

Mineral extraction

The mineral and extractive industries have seen vast expansion in
post-independent India. North-East India has not been an excep-
tion. Qil and natural gas extraction expanded. Refineries were
installed at a number of places within and even outside states. The
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expansion did open new opportunities for employment of differ-
ent positions and skills. Coal, limestone, timber and similar other
extractive industries have spread in the region. These have been
dependent more on migrant than on local labour. Further, there
has been rampant use of child labour in extractive industries such
as coal. For example, in rat-hole mining, the means and method of
extraction demanded use of child labour. The state of Meghalaya
may be taken as a point of reference. The use of child labour in coal
extraction was so high that the National Commission for the Pro-
tection of Child Rights had to intervene in the matter and even con-
duct raids. Transport and communicartion in the North-East, like
in other parts of India, have gone through a huge expansion in the
post-independence, though it is still far from adequate. These have
opened various avenues of employment, both short- and long-term.

Migration from North-East India

The foundation of the tea industry in Assam was facilitated by
immigration of labour from northern, eastern, central and even
southern India, which went on uninterrupted from the 1840s to
the 1950s. Today, the tea industry is in the process of movement
in the reverse direction. The growth of the tea industry had slack-
ened after the great depression of 1929. This had a bearing on the
scale of the recruitment of labour. There was a steady decline, and
after a decade after independence, it had almost come to a halt.
Indeed, there was already enough labour for carrying out the work
in the plantation estates. By the 1970s, there was not much demand
for fresh labour, and labour that was already existing had become
surplus. This led to a decline in permanent employment and the
rise of temporary and casual employment. The transition from for-
mal labour to informal labour had begun, resulting in insecurity of
employment and a decline in wages, living conditions and welfare
measures. By the 1980s, tea estates had begun to experience acute
problems of unemployment, and people had begun to move out
for work elsewhere, either on a long-term or short-term basis. The
problem was no different among those who had sestled as agricul-
turists in the villages, as land held by them was far from adequate to
support the expanding family. As early as the 1980s, a large num-
ber of girls had begun to move to Shillong, Meghalaya, to work as
domestic workers, and by the 1990s they had added Delhi as one
of their destinations. The volume of such migration has increased
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