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ASSAM ADIVASIS: IDENTITY ISSUES AND LIBERATION

Walter Fernandes

By official count around 12% of Indian tribals live in the Northeast, but they do not include the Adivasis who are Munda, Oraon, Santhal and other tribals of Jharkhand origin but are not in the schedule in Assam. They are included among what are popularly called Tea Tribes. Their exclusion is a symbol, not the cause, of their exploitative situation and of the low self-image which makes them different both from the Jharkhand tribals and their counterparts in North Bengal whose ancestors too came from Jharkhand. Their younger leaders want their community to free itself from their state of exploitation. Their search for a new identity and liberation from their exploitative status is a pastoral challenge to the Churches that believe in Him who came to make all things new. A sense of being human is the new world that they are searching for. As a response to it in this paper we shall focus on the causes of their present situation and ways of supporting their efforts to free themselves from it. This paper is based on less than a decade of my contact with the Assam and North Bengal Adivasis and longer interaction with the Jharkhand, Orissa and Andhra Adivasis and insights got from two of our recent studies of the Assam Adivasis.

Colonialism and Exploitation


The Adivasi are probably 50 to 60% or 30-40 lakhs of the “tea tribes” i.e. present and past plantation labourers who are estimated to be about 60 lakhs in Assam. The former live in the tea gardens and the latter in the bastis. To understand their identity and self-image one has to compare them with that of their counterparts in other States. For lack of space we shall not get into its details but shall only look at their state of exploitation and low self-image in Assam because of which even some of their own leaders, including priests and nuns, treat them as a community incapable of looking after itself. In this statement I speak of exploitation and low self-image in the same breath because the tea garden workers, basti dwellers and their dependants experience the two together. For example, while in Assam as a whole 25% of the children in the 16-14 age group are out school their proportion is 43% in the plantations (Fernandes, Barbora and Bharali 2003: 55).

To understand their present situation we shall go back to their history as a help to identifying their aspirations for the future and the type of support they need in their efforts at liberation. Their present can be understood only in the context of the Permanent Settlement 1793 and the Assam tea plantations. Meant to make tax collection easy, the Permanent Settlement 1793 in the Calcutta Presidency to which Jharkhand belonged depended on individual land ownership and landlordism. The British who knew no system other than landlordism in their own country, turned the tikedars and jathedars whom the local king had appointed as tax collectors into zamindars. Through this measure the colonialist got the co-operation of the Indian upper classes to control the tribals on their behalf, thus diverting attention from himself to the landlords in case of unrest among them. In Britain he presented control over land and other resources such collaborators as integral to State formation that legitimised colonialism (Schverin 1987: 30-38). After the land laws the British enacted forest laws that denied them the tribals their customary rights to their sustenance. Besides, they lacked a concept of land tax, so they could be exploited easily by the zamindars. 

The Permanent Settlement began the process of the marginalisation of the tribal communities that that depended not on individual ownership or landlodism but on community property resources (CPRs) in which land and forests belonged to the village. The family used them under its control and on its behalf. The Jharkhand tribes had a form of individual ownership known as khuntkatti, linked to the right of the descendants of the founder of the village to cultivate land in it  (Sarkar 1993: 100-102) but even among them forests were community owned. The tribal communities had inhabited these areas for several centuries before these laws were enacted and had sustained themselves on the forest produce and other CPRs that met more than 50% of their food, fuel, fodder, medicinal herb and other needs. Such dependence was higher among the tribes that depended fully on the CPRs (Hoffmann 1950). These laws are based on the colonial principle of eminent domain according to which all natural resources are State property, so is all land that does not have an individual patta. They thus turned them into encroachers on their own land and deprived them of their traditional rights (Munshi Saldanha 1996: 71-72). 

Besides, colonialism was an integral part of the European Industrial Revolution. To ensure its success the colonies were turned into suppliers of capital and raw material for it. Colonies like India that had a manufacturing base were de-industrialised and turned into captive markets for its finished products. In the mineral rich tribal areas the colonialist needed land also for this raw material (Rothermund 1992: 10-12). Its result was massive impoverishment through land alienation and denial of access to the forest produce. Besides, these resources were both their economic sustenance and the centre of their culture, religion, social systems and identity. So their alienation led to a total crisis in their life (de Sa 1975: 70-75). In reaction to it some like the Kols of Mayurbanj district, Orissa, took to crime for sheer survival, and came to be classified as “criminal tribes”. Some others protested this loss by revolting both against the British rulers and the zamindars (Munda 1988). 

That is where a few missionaries played a positive role. Some of them had absorbed the egalitarian ideology of the 18th and 19th century European political revolutions and working class movements and were able to understand the land and other issues that impoverished the tribals and deprived them of their identity. A few of them designed laws and other tools meant to prevent land alienation or to counteract usury. The former took forms such as the Chotanagpur Tenancy Act, 1908, the Wilkinson Rules governing Kolhan and the Agency Areas Act in Andhra Pradesh (Duyker 1987: 36-38). Among the latter is the Chotanagpur Catholic Co-operative Society.

Plantation Labour and Identity

Crucial to this process is the fact that the Permanent Settlement broke the link between the CPRs and their communities, weakened or destroyed their cultural identity and economic security linked and impoverished them. In the Northeast, the British rulers enacted the Assam Land Act 1834 followed by the Wasteland Grant Rules 1838 in order to get land easily for the tea estates. They hoped that once deprived of their livelihood, the Ahom, Koch and Boro landowners of Assam would work in the plantations (Goswami 1999: 68-71). But they were not ready to become wage labourers on their own land alienated unjustly from them. Also the Chinese whom the British brought to the Assam could not become the type of workers they needed (Guha 1977). The tribals of Jharkhand, Orissa and Chattisgarh were thus the next choice. Because of their impoverishment they were “compelled to emigrate mainly to Assam tea gardens when they could not obtain justice from the government and could not bear to stay on in their newly transformed status as tenants” (Chatterjee 1990: 159). Thus they and Dalits elsewhere formed a continuous flow of indentured labour that helped the worldwide expansion of the ‘plantation complex’ (Sen 1979: 8-12). So the plight of the Assam Adivasis can be understood only in reference to this system and by comparing their history with that of others displaced in the extra-economic diaspora of the 19th century push towards the ‘plantation complex’ in South Asia, the Caribbean islands, Fiji, Mauritius and elsewhere.

However, there is difference between various categories of the Adibas, to begin with, those working in the tea gardens and those living in the bastis. The former have some economic security. The basti dwellers do not live in a regimented system as such can claim to be free but lack the minimum security of the former. As a result they are more powerless against the processes of land alienation, the vagaries of market relations and economic changes. The cleavage it creates between the two translates into everyday relations (Fernandes and Barbora 2002: 44-46). Common to the two is their low self-image. Whether they are garden or basti dwellers, 85% of them depend on the tea gardens for their sustenance. So in the regimented plantation system their notions of ‘self’ and ‘identity’ are greatly influenced by such dependence (Fernandes, Barbora and Bharali 2003: 40-43). 

Secondly, not all the tea workers come from Jharkhand. The Adivasi are a majority in Lower Assam and the other groups dominate Upper Assam. The difference is not merely in their origin but also their identity formation. For example, during our interviews for a recent study, most Upper Assam workers referred to themselves as “Assamese” while in Lower Assam their identity was linked to Jharkhand. Besides, most of those in Upper Assam are fluent in Assamese and use Sadri as their mother tongue. In the Adivasi majority areas very few know Assamese and most speak Jharkhand tribal languages at home. The garden management keeps both of them isolated from their neighbouring communities that consider them “outsiders”. That, together with the regimented work culture adds to their sense of dependence on the tea garden and makes their exploitation easier since they do not get any local support. Besides, though the local people do not want to work in the tea gardens, they consider these “outsiders” a threat, as being capable of depriving of jobs and land. But the Adivasi are more isolated from their surroundings and find it more difficult to deal with the outside world than their Upper Assam counterparts do. 

Deprivation and Identity

To understand the status of the Adibasi, one has to keep these cleavages in mind because though they have been in Assam for more than a century, their identity remains as fluid as it used to be in the colonial era. This fact ought to raise several fundamental questions in the work and policy formulation of the Churches and other agencies involved with their communities. For example, the focus of those attempting to understand their plight has been on Jharkhand, their ‘area of origin’. Many tribal activists coming from Jharkhand seek to promote a sense of solidarity among them and retain their Jharkhand identity (Crawford 1989: 22). Such pressure continues even today. One can ask whether it is the right approach because it adds to the image of them being “outsiders” in Assam whose economy is built on the tea plantations but the labourers who have built it continue to consider it a liability rather than an asset that they can be proud of.

Besides, the difference in their assertion of community identity is visible also in relation to other tribes in everyday actions. For example, development workers state that while communities such as the Boro engaged in farming have a fair amount of self-assurance with regard to their identity despite severe economic hardships, the same is hard to say about the Adivasi. An example is their failure to get involved in organisations such as self-help groups meant to encourage their self-development. Absence of capital cannot explain it because it is true of all of them. They lag behind the others also in availing of educational facilities provided by the Church or the State.

However, during my interaction with the North Bengal Adibasis, I found a sense of self-assurance among the Basti Adibasi. Their self-image seems to be better than that of the plantation workers while it is the opposite in Assam. One should probably search for an answer to it in the process of their identity formation. As mentioned above after the alienation of their ancestors from the CPRs that were the source of their identity, their working conditions in the plantations made them dependent on the management. They got no local support to develop an Assamese tribal identity because they continued to remain “outsiders”. Over a century they have internalised this sense of dependence and a psychological attitude of not being capable of developing themselves. As for North Bengal, while some missionaries who were active in Jharkhand fought for their land rights, others felt that their impoverishment had left them with no choice but to emigrate for sheer survival. So they accompanied the migrant workers to North Bengal and often led them to what they considered “good” plantations thus alleviating their suffering since they could not stop their exploitation. The tribals continued to get the missionary’s guidance since many of them were Christianised and some arrangement were made for their education (Chatterjee 1990: 158-159). The Left trade unions organised them and helped them become aware of their rights. Besides, in North Bengal they are a scheduled tribe. The basti dwellers among them have been able to retain their land and re-establish their tribal identity to some extent (Sarkar 1998: 10-14). 

In Assam, on the contrary, missionary presence was weak when they arrived. The few Protestant missionaries who were there did not have a link with Jharkhand and other States of their origin. Education is low, trade unions weak and land alienation high among them. Their wages are low, do not have sources of credit, they own very little land and lack social adjustment. Exploitation was greater in Assam than in Bengal and there was very little organisation. In recent decades the pretext of unrest has also been used to put down any efforts of their organisation. Besides, they are not included in the schedule. All these factors combine to render them powerless As a result, the self-image of the basti dwellers seems to be lower than that of the tea garden workers while in Bengal it is the opposite. (Khandulna 1999: 161-163). 

The fact that they are considered “outsiders” has to be understood also in the context of the strong indigenous identity that is developing among various communities of the Northeast. In Assam much of it is around land and forests (Misra 2000: 11-17). It has led to conflicts and even massacres for example among the Boro and Santhal in Kokrajhar. The Boro have lost their land through a series of historical factors that we shall not discuss here. As the Adivasi indentured labourers completed their contract, if the plantation did not need them, the management encouraged them to settle down in the forests that were the livelihood of the Boro and other tribes. That is the basis of the conflict with the Boro who have now been pushed to a small portion of what was their kingdom in the past. In that region too they feel that they have to compete with the Adibasi and Santhal “outsiders” for the scarce resources (Bhan 1999: 9-10). The Jharkhand identity that many of them are trying to retain in its purity can add to the perception of the Adivasi being “outsiders”. For Christian Adibasis, also the language of education and liturgy has a role to play in the construction of their identity. While the Boro and Assamese languages are recognised mediums of instruction but not Sadri and Hindi with which their Jharkhand identity has made them conversant. In most cases they are also their liturgical languages. It can add to their isolation instead of helping them to deal with the local people as equals. This shows the difficult choices that they have to make. Studies indicate that religious and ethnic organisations help the first generation of migrants to make a transition to the new culture but that it can be counter-productive if it continues beyond it. That seems to have happened to the Assam Adivasis. 

Besides, by excluding them from the Schedule, the State has denied them the opportunity of free education and of working outside the gardens. They get no support from the management whom the law obliges to facilitate the education of children below 12 but they do it only in name. No teacher in their school is trained. Many are also factory or office workers and spend only a short time in the school. Besides, the Plantation Labour Act 1951 bans the employment of children below 12 while the Child Labou’ Abolition Act 1938 refers to children below 14. The management can exploit this contradiction. For example, many of them said that, their obligation stops at lower primary school though age 12 would require them to facilitate their education till the upper primary level. Moreover, parents in need tend to view a child not as a mouth to feed but as two hands to work with. So despite the law, they bring along children below 12 to pluck leaves. The management tends to view them as cheap labour and ignore this abuse, thus creating a vested interest in their not being educated. As a result, most Adivasis have to cross several economic and social barriers to gain access to formal education (Fernandes, Barbora and Bharali 2003: 57-60).

Submission to Exploitation 


A consequence of such dependence on a single source and lack of alternatives is total submission to domination. One sees it also in their conversion. Studies show that most tribal conversions to Hinduism or Christianity have resulted from a social process. For example, a section of the Boro tribe was converted to Hinduism in the 1920s when their leader Kallicharan Brahma came in contact with the reformist Brahmo Hindu sect. At a time when the tribe was trying to modernise itself in the face of a threat from other groups and was planning to become Christians to protect their identity and livelihood, the Brahmos provided them with another possibility of combining social with religious reform (Roy 1995: 30-39). Similar is the Christianisation of the Khasi, Garo, Naga and others (Becker 1981). In some other cases, for example the Dimasa of NC Hills, the Bengali administrators who came with the British imposed Hinduism on them. 

We could not find any such process among the “Tea Tribes”. Studies in the 1920s show that a majority of them were Animists (Crawford 1989: 23-24). Today there is a Hindu majority and a Christian minority, the latter mostly Adivasi. However, neither in their literature nor in the memory of their elders, we could find a liberation process. Many have retained a few features of their Animist past but not as much as the Dimasa who have kept their internal autonomy and have not accepted the caste system. The Adibasi leave one with the impression that their religious change was through a slow cultural osmosis rather than through social liberation as it was among the Boro or through imposition as among the Dimasa. Thus their religious change too seems to be part of a process of submission, not of self-assertion (Fernandes and Barbora 2002: 173-174).

Their low self-image should probably be understood through a combination of these factors. The Permanent Settlement 1793 and their migration as indentured labourers alienated them from the CPRs that were the source of their identity. After coming to Assam, the working conditions in the plantations, their sense of dependence and land alienation seem to have combined to deprive them of a sense of tribal identity. Their exclusion from the schedule reinforces it. The lack of an identity, in its turn, seems to have resulted in a low self-image. As a result they fail to take initiatives for their own development. Our studies support the contention that because of such dependence, the Adibasi have not been able to acquire a positive sense of ‘identity’ or ‘community’ in Assam. The basti dwellers have to contend with the additional factor of overall impoverishment in the agrarian economy. Their land holdings are too small to encourage innovations and experiments with cropping patterns. The rate of land alienation is higher among them and literacy rate much lower than in other ethnic groups, even the Boro who are equally impoverished. Also the situation of women and girl children is worse in the sense that they view girls between 12 and 20 only as income earners and send them out as domestic workers where they are inserted into the caste system as Dalits doing work that other castes do not (Fernandes and Barbora 2002: 86-89). 

Searching for Liberation


A solution in the form of liberation can be found in a combination of all these factors. The first condition is to recognise that together with the uniformity amid the diversity of cultures the work regimen imposes on them also a blanket identity of “Tea Tribes”. To counter some Adivasi leaders tend to revert to their Jharkhand identity and remain there and some others reject their origin completely and become Assamese like their neighbours (Kar 1990: 118-119). Both the extremes can be counterproductive. The former can keep them isolated and also lead to ethnic conflicts. The latter can intensify their low self-image since it implies that their original culture is of not value. As a solution they need to be assisted in the process of revaluing their communities with an identity and culture of their own and helped to go beyond and inserted into an Assam identity.

To achieve it they have to retain many of their cultural forms and enrich them with local elements in order to become a tribal community of Assam that can deal with the others as equals. Both the “tribal” and “Assam” factors are equally important. Some do retain elements of their past such as animist practices in their religion (Barjo 1999: 51-53). Such symbols are important but inadequate because they focus on the externals of a culture and ignore its fundamentals. For example, many of them revive their songs, dances, languages and dress but ignore the issues that impoverish and marginalise them. When the dominant classes encourage this approach it may be a deliberate policy. For example the fundamentalist leaders divert attention from the impoverishment that globalisation causes by focusing on the “protection of Indian Culture”. The powerful countries that destroy the world through wars and sanctions, speak of the conflicts as a Clash of Civilisations, not of economic interests (Petras 1994). 

Also subalterns like the Adivasis may divert attention from their problems but in their case it symbolises not a vested interest but acceptance of their subjugation. To them cultural revival is a tool of rebuilding their self-image. So one has to respect it but help them to go beyond it to the economic, social and other components that can rebuild their tribal community centred identity. The community aspect is important because their low self-image is seen both at the individual and community level. So cultural revival has to be an instrument of building on their past as a community and going beyond it to the future. The combination of the past and present is required to build a new identity and self-image that re-value them as communities capable of taking their own decisions. Cultural revival, the first step in the process, is strengthened through inputs such as education, economic schemes and pastoral work that can be tools of building up an active leadership meant to re-establish their self-confidence as a community. Such leadership should represent their communities and not use them as vote banks or exploit their low wages, landlessness and insecurity to keep itself in power (Chakravorty 1997: 147-149).

That is where the Church becomes relevant. Many Adivasis are Christians and the Church plays a major role in their lives. It has made a positive contribution through education. For example, the only graduates we found among the 5,193 members of the 920 families we studied in nine districts are in areas where the Churches have opened schools (Fernandes, Barbora and Bharali 2003: 55). The negative aspect is an exclusivist mentality that can add to their isolation. Studies on Christianisation show that through it the Jharkhand tribals have acquired a sense of being a people with an identity. It has raised the consciousness of their being a people with a history and a destiny. Cooperatives and legal provisions have kept moneylenders at bay and prevented land alienation and impoverishment. But the morality and education imparted to them accentuated private rights and a sense of being exclusive or different from the rest (Singh 1985: 197). 

In Assam components such as their language and an exclusive mentality that keep them away from other plantation labourers and the remaining Assamese communities can harm them by preventing them from becoming an integral part of the State. That is where the Churches can play a role. As the North Bengal experience shows, education and organisation are crucial and the Churches can get involved in it and help them towards a cultural revival meant to re-assert their identity without taking them back to Jharkhand. While they may retain their language, the Church can become an interface between their community and the larger Assamese identity. The liturgical language and the manner in which the pastoral work is organised can thus support the process started in the school and help them to rebuild their community.

Its also implies that this revival has to go hand in hand with high investment in education in order to take them away from the plantations that keep them dependent. The management will resist this approach since it has a vested interest in their remaining illiterate. The Church that is committed as an organisation to Him who died that we may have new life can support them in this effort irrespective of their religious adherence. Also the type of education has to be such that it helps them to move away from their present state. Its first step is the medium of instruction. One does not have to choose between English and Assamese or even Hindi. It can be organised in such a manner as to help them become proficient in all three languages when they complete their high school and thus enable them to compete as equals with others who have better opportunities. Secondly the syllabus has to assist them in the process of moving out of their region to become self-reliant. Vocational techniques particularly traditional ones, can be of use to them. They need to be trained to use such technology as a group, in order to rebuild their community. 

Equally important is the culture maintained in the school. While Assamese as the medium can facilitate their integration with Assam, their ancestral culture encouraged at school can help them to retain their distinctive identity, a part of which is their history. The tendency in a revivalist atmosphere is to fall back on the history of Jharkhand and focus on its leaders who resisted the British. That history, together with encouragement given to their songs, dances and other external forms of cultural expression can help them to acquire respect for their tribe as a human community. However, the school has also to help them to rewrite their history as a people of Assam. Tea is the backbone of its economy and the credit for developing it goes to the management to such an extent that the Adibasi reject the name of “tea tribes” as inferior. Whether this name should be retained or not is for them to decide. The school can only reinterpret the history of tea from their perspective and help them to understand the crucial role they as plantation labourers have played in building this industry and make it possible for them to view themselves as a people that has built the economy of Assam. They can thus be proud not only of their Jharkhand origin but also of their Assamese reality as plantation labourers.


A scheduled tribe status and the limitations of demanding it may be seen in this context. Opposition to it is strong. Besides, without a social infrastructure, reservations can benefit a few individuals, not the whole community and can even strengthen individualism. I believe that given the forces loaded against them, it has to receive lower priority than the task of rebuilding their self-image, community, education and their link with land. Land alienation that is high among the basti dwellers can push them deeper into a sense of discouragement and resignation. So greater focus than hitherto has to go into preventing alienation of the little land they own. Individuals can neither prevent it nor make their small plots economically viable. It can only be done by developing it as a community, by pooling it on a cooperative basis, finding ways of making small plots viable and growing two or three crops not merely of staple food but also others that can be processed. They need to be trained to grow, process and market such crops, thus rebuilding their community in the process of reviving their economy. The schools and the Churches have a role to play in it. That can strengthen their tribal identity and support their demand for their inclusion in the schedule.

Conclusion

We have studied in this paper the exploitative status of the Assam Adibasis whose history and social situation have reduced them to a state of helplessness. They are often made to feel that it is their fault. The analysis given above shows that their history and the exploitative plantation system have reduced them to that state. They have slowly absorbed a low self-image and have for all practical purposes lost their tribal identity. That is the reason why we believe that to rebuild their community one has to begin with cultural revival but cannot stop at this the first step. One has to focus on the process of creating a new self-image as a community. Education and pastoral work have to support this process. Their language is one of the elements to change. That can continue the work of Him who came to make all things new.
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