THE NORTH EASTERN SOCIAL RESEARCH CENTRE DURING 2000-2001


The North Eastern Social Research Centre (NESRC) though started notionally in December 1999, began to function in a rented house on March 1, 2000. A short inaugural function was held there on 20th March 2000. About 40 persons, scholars, social activists and religious leaders attended it. At that we shared our thoughts about the work we planned at the Centre. The response and co-operation received during the year make us believe that this service is necessary and that has encouraged us to go ahead. So this report is from January 2000 to March 2001.

The Mandate

The mandate of NESRC is to be a centre combining serious intellectual pursuits with involvement with persons and groups active in social change in the region. In the context of ethnic and political conflict, it is to provide a platform for groups in conflict to meet and search for solutions and not itself find solutions for them. Given the size of the Northeast with its seven States, NESRC is to be a node for encouraging intellectual and activist pursuits in the whole region. Instead of centralising work in Guwahati, it is to help smaller units to evolve in the rest of the region.


The work of the Centre has been planned accordingly. We decided to begin with a two-year experimentation period and then plan the future. In accordance with the thinking that it should be small, on 1st February 2000 we took a 165 sq. m. place on rent on a two year lease and began to function on 1st March with a research associate and a secretary. A second research associate joined us in August 2000. In order to turn it into a place where scholars, social activists and others can meet and consult, we gave priority to a library and a documentation centre on the Northeast. It is combined with a room where people can meet and discuss issues of relevance. Since we would like to join other initiatives and invite others to join our initiatives, we tried to identify groups with whom we could collaborate in this work. The effort during the last year has been,
1. A library and documentation on the Northeast which people in the field can consult. We help that it will turn NESRC into a meeting and discussion place. Our Can thus make a small contribution to finding solutions to the problems facing this region. 

2. Serious research on issues of relevance to the Northeast. Much has been written on the region, most of it based on secondary sources. The few primary data based studies are on the situation of conflict. So we decided to go beyond them and focus on issues that can give an understanding of the conflicts and possible solutions without focusing on it directly. We have started two such studies: 1. Social Change in the Northeast; 2. Changing Women’s Status in the Northeast. 

3. Our mandate is not to remain academic but combine serious professional work with involvement in the field. We want to go beyond pure activism or purely academic studies to attempt this combination. So through the studies we have made a beginning in working with groups active among some tribes. In future we hope to go beyond them to get involved with a few more tribes.  

4. We have been intentionally slow in getting involved in issues relevant to the region. Being new, we need to first get in touch with many groups. Besides, we are only three professionals and one secretary and demands on us are heavy. Moreover, those of us coming from outside the region have to make an extra effort to understand the Northeast. In a region of unrest, we need to make the issues concerning the Northeast known in the rest of India and analyse national issues in the regional context. We view it as a concrete contribution to the promotion of justice.

During this year we have tried to work according to the above mandate. Basic to our approach is the understanding that to make a contribution to the Northeast, we should first understand issues that are relevant to it and combine serious professional work with good field involvement. Given our small number, we also see the danger of our taking up too many issues and not being able to do justice to them. So we had to select issues for involvement according to our capacity. 

1. Library and Documentation

We began by setting up a good library and documentation. We began it with the more than 1,000 books from a personal library, got a donation of another 200 books and have till now bought another 300 mostly on the Northeast. We will be buying more books on the Northeast every year. Documentation took a little more time. We buy 3 English and 2 Assamese dailies from Assam, 2 from Kolkata and 2 from Delhi. So far we have been unable to get newspapers from other North Eastern States. We hope to get them this year. 

We have organised paper cuttings and other material by employing college students on a part time basis. Eventually we hope to scan most of it and make it available to scholars and the voluntary sector who want to access it in a floppy or CD. With that in view, we made an investment on 3 computers, a printer and a scanner. We subscribe to 30 journals and receive a few more free. Only four of them are from the Northeast. We made it a point to subscribe to journals that are not easily available in the region. Some persons have started coming to the library. But we feel that this number is not proportionate to the investment made. We have been busy setting up the Centre and have not been able to make the library known. That is an area for concentration during the year.

2. Professional Research: A Collaborative Effort
Our major area of involvement is research. Before coming to Guwahati the Director had already started work on the study “Development-Induced Displacement in West Bengal.” It is integral to an All India effort to build a database on all displacement in the country, 1951-1995. It has three phases. The first is to go through all the notifications on land acquisition from the State Gazettes. The second is to document all the information on development projects implemented in the State, preserved in the land records and other archives of the district collectorate, in studies done by other or available in documentation centres. The third phase is to interview around 700 project displaced and deprived persons for qualitative information.

The plan was to complete the West Bengal study by the end of December 2000. However, West Bengal is a State of constant strikes because of which we lost much time. The study began three months behind schedule. Two months were lost because of unprecedented floods in the State in October 2000. State elections are to be held in May 2001 and more time was lost since no official can be approached for some months before them. Fieldwork cannot be done since there is much tension in the villages. Moreover, the database is much bigger than what we had envisaged while planning the study. So we took a deliberate decision to delay its completion by a year and end it in December 2001. All the 60,000 notifications on land acquisition 1951-1995 have been computerised, so also the 8,000 schedules filled from data from the district collectorates and other official sources and the 724 schedules of primary data from the displaced persons. Tables have been prepared and the draft report is being got ready. We expect to finalise and print the report by March 2002.

This is our only involvement outside the Northeast. Under the guidance of Walter Fernandes Indian Social Institute, New Delhi has completed this study in Orissa, Jharkhand and Goa. Indian Social Institute, Bangalore has completed it in Kerala and is doing it in Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. The Andhra Pradesh study was completed during the year in the joint name of NESRC and ISI. Partners have been identified for the remaining States outside the Northeast where the study has not been done. They were scheduled to meet to plan the studies in March 2002 and begin them in mid-2001. But because of the earthquake in Gujarat the planning meeting was postponed to October 2001. They will need a few months now to prepare the project proposal, plan the details of the study and get funds. So they may begin them around April 2002. 

NESRC will do this study in the Northeast. We are trying to identify partners in different States and will begin this study together in April 2002 together with others elsewhere in India. During these studies, Dr Walter Fernandes, the Director of NESRC will direct the study in the Northeast and will visit the remaining States to give them professional guidance. But each State will find its own funds and will look after its administrative matters. In January 2001 we began fieldwork on three other studies in the Northeast viz. 1. Social Change in the Northeast; 2. Changing Women’s Status in the Northeast. The fieldwork has been completed. During the next few months the data will be computerised, tabulated and the report prepared by the end of the next financial year.

All these studies were a collaborative effort. In the West Bengal Displacement study we worked with St Xavier’s College, Calcutta, the Department of Anthropology of Vidyasagar University, Midnapore, the Department of Social Work, Viswa Bharati, Santiniketan, St Joseph’s College, Darjeeling and the University Evening College, Cooch Behar. In the Andhra Pradesh study we worked with Laya, Vishakapatnam and scholars from Hyderabad, Osmania and Kakatiya universities. The studies in the Northeast are being done together with St Joseph’s College,, Jakhama, Nagaland and several field groups active in the areas of our study. Dr Alphonsus D’Souza, Professor and Head, Department of Sociology in St Joseph’s college was either the project director or associate director of all these studies. Two of their lecturers and the two research associates of NESRC were part of the research team. We insisted on them using these studies to do their doctorate. This approach of collaboration is in accordance with our effort to help build up other research units and persons who can continue this type of research in the Northeast. 

3. Going Beyond Academic Studies


Another aspect borne in mind while planning these studies is the need to combine serious research with involvement in the field. With that in view, we chose for the studies, areas and tribes where people we knew are active. We did the studies with the intention of following up on them after their completion. With that in view, we chose tribes in transition to a new identity, in order to assist them in their search. So the studies were done among the Aka in Arunachal Pradesh, the Adivasi and Boro/Garo in the Sonitpur district and the Dimasa of the North Cachar Hills in Assam, the Angami of Nagaland and the Garo in the East Garo Hills of Meghalaya. 

A part of our mandate is to go beyond academic research to get involved in issues of relevance to the region. So we had a follow up in mind when we began the studies. Our plan was to achieve this objective by holding a conference at the end. Once we complete the West Bengal study we hope to use the follow up conference as a way of putting people in that State in touch with others in eastern India who are involved in issues of displacement. We believe that NESRC should limit itself to the Northeast and should not spend much time on other regions. So we plan to invite to the conference persons from Jharkhand, Orissa, Andhra Pradesh and Chattisgarh who are involved in these issues, to share their experiences, plan common action and support each other.

We are planning a similar process also for the studies in progress. The first is to hold local level meetings among the six tribes studied and then have a Northeast level conference in order to encourage them to network among themselves and learn from each other. We also hope to organise an exposure programme of their leaders and representatives to each other’s area in order to help them to revalue and update their own culture by learning from each other. During the year we are also planning to make a beginning in training their animators. In April-May 2000 we organised a five-week research programme on “Social Change among the Tribals” for 8 students in order to help them to evolve an analytical and a secular attitude. Its evaluation showed that it was a good effort but needed modifications. That will be attempted in the next phase. It also functioned as a pilot study for our later research for which we have just completed fieldwork.

Given our small number, time spent in setting up the Centre and involvement in work in and outside the Northeast, we have not been able to take up many issues of relevance to the Region. However, we worked with other organisations in the region and elsewhere. Displacement is an area in which the Director has had to continue involvement outside the region. The research assistants keep visiting areas in the Northeast according to need. Besides, Walter Fernandes is one of the three co-ordinators of a new course “Displacement and Participatory Management of Resettlement” being prepared by the Indira Gandhi National Open University. The Website on which it will be made available will be launched in June. While this effort has been useful, we realise the need to reduce our involvement with others without giving up collaborative work.

4. Courses and Conferences

We have also been attending and presenting papers at seminars and conferences and have been taking part in training programmes. Together with Indian Network on Ethics and Climate Change, Vishakapatnam, we also organised a National Conference on Climate Change at Guwahati. About 50 persons, mostly from the Northeast came together around this issue. We also presented papers at seminars organised by others and gave training programmes. The following are some of them:

Conference Organised:

Climate Change and Tribal Sustainable Living: Focus on the Northeast. September 4-6, 2000.

Sanjay Barbora Attended the Following Conferences

1. Human Rights and Politics in Assam, Department of Political Science, Gauhati University, January 3, 2001.

2. Human Rights in the University Curriculum, Assam University, Silchar, February 16, 2001.

3. Human Rights Defenders in Armed Conflict Situations, organised by Amnesty International, Kolkata, March 29-31, 2001.

Walter Fernandes presented the following papers

1. “ Tribal Rights in India,” Bhopal, 50th Anniversary of CARE, February 22-24, 2000.

2. “Right to Health and the Poor” Keynote Address, Annual Meeting of the North Eastern Community Health Association, Dimapur, May 5, 2000.

3. “Education and Tribal Identity,” Keynote Address at the Annual Meeting of the North Eastern Education Council, September 6, 2000.

4. The “Socio-Economic Situation in India”. National Kristu Jayanti Assembly of the Church, September 22, 2000.

5. “Research for Social Change.” UGC Refresher Course for Lecturers, Vishwa Bharati University, Santiniketan, November 21, 2000.

6.  “Human Rights for the Rich and the Poor” Annual Staff-Student Seminar of Jnana Deepa Vidyapeeth, Pune, November 30, 2000.

Participated in the Conferences on

1. Displacement in Orissa, Vishakapatnam, September 23-24, 2000.

2. Development-Induced Displacement in Kerala, 1951-1995 Tiruvanthapuram, December 5, 2000.

Gave the Following Courses:

1. “The Adivasi and Basic Human Communities,” NED Social Forum, Guwahati, May 25, 2000.

2. The Socio-Economic Situation in the Northeast, Oriens, Shillong, October 6-7, 2000.

3. Women’s Status in the Northeast: The Challenge of Social Change, October 25, 2000,” Guwahati, North Eastern Social Forum.

4. Was one of the three co-ordinators in the preparation of the certificate course of the Indira Gandhi National Open University “Participatory Rehabilitation of the Displaced” to be launched on the IGNOU website on June 30, 2001. 

5. Publications

Time and financial constraints make it difficult for us to go beyond what we have done. We try to make up for it by writing about issues concerning this region in the national and regional dailies and in professional journals. NESRC published its first book in 2001, by its Associate Director.

Book: 

Alphonsus D’Souza: Traditional Systems of Forest Conservation North East India: The Angami Tribe of Nagaland, 68 pages, Rs 40 (USD 4.00).

Professional Articles:

1. Sanjay Barbora. 2000. “Planter Raj to Police Raj: An Analysis of Extra-Economic Coercion in the Plantation Sector of Assam,” Revolutionary Democracy, September. 

2. Walter Fernandes. 2000. “From Marginalisation to Sharing the Project Benefits,” in Michael M. Cernea and Christopher Mc Dowell (eds). Risks and Reconstruction: Experiences of Resettlers and Refugees. Washington D. C.: The World Bank, pp. 205-225.

3. Walter Fernandes. 2000. “Jharkhand and Tribal Identity,” Vikalp Alternatives 8 (n. 3 & 4), pp. 93-100.

4. Walter Fernandes. 2000. “Der Seitenblick: Partizipatorische Forschung, sozial engagierte Aktivisten und Volksbewegung im heutigen Indien” Concordia Monographien 5/2, pp. 327-358. 

5. Walter Fernandes. 2001. “Les Tribus et L’Expropriation Fonciere en Inde,” Alternatives Sud 7 (n. 2), pp. 147-156.

6. Walter Fernandes. 2001. “Globalisation and Inculturation,” in Michael Heberling, Gerhard Rott and Horst Sing (eds). Dokumentation des 2. Dialogforums der Partnerdiozesen Poona und Eichstatt, Verlag, pp. 81-97.

7. Walter Fernandes. 2001. “The Tribals in the Northeast,” in Christian Erni (ed). The Indigenous World 2001. IWGIA.

Newspaper Articles

1. Sanjay Barbora. “Whose Life Is It Anyway?” The North East Times, May 14, 2000.

2. Sanjay Barbora. “Revisiting the Irish Question,” The North East Times, June 18, 2000.

3. Sanjay Barbora. “Who Killed Daniel Toppo?” WWW.TEHELKA.COM

4. Walter Fernandes. “Caste as a Vested Interest,” The Hindu, January 4, 2000.

5. Walter Fernandes. “Women as Political Fodder,” The Assam Tribune, April 26, 2000.

6. Walter Fernandes. “Are Natural Disasters Natural?” The North East Times, April 28, 2000.

7.  Walter Fernandes, “Unrest in the North East,” The Hindu, June 2 & 3, 2000.

8. Walter Fernandes. “Privatising Common Knowledge,” The Assam Tribune, June 24, 2000.

9. Walter Fernandes. “New Laws Affecting the North East,” The North East Times, October 26 & 27, 2000.


During the next two years research will get priority. Focus will be on the tribals. We are planning studies on “Tribal Learning Systems” and on “land and tribal customary laws from a gender perspective”. The library and documentation will be developed. Priority will be given to contacting those who can use them. Also some conferences and other forms of follow up are being planned, apart from publications based on our research in the North East.
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Dr Walter Fernandes 
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