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Land Relations and Culture among the North Eastern Tribes
Walter Fernandes

In much of India the Northeast is known only for conflicts. They do exist but one has to go beyond them to understand the situations that lead to unrest. Studies and field experience indicate that changing land relations are one of their basic causes. The culture of most tribes of the region is centred round the common property resources (CPR) but in recent decades the changes introduced by the individual based administration and legal system and encroachment by immigrants have had an adverse impact on them. These changes may not begin the conflicts but exacerbate those existing already. In their turn conflicts lead to more changes in land relations and the consequent new culture. This paper in which we try to analyse some changes that have resulted in conflicts, is based on a comparative study of land relations among six tribes with the non-tribal ethnic Assamese as a control group. It shows a close link between land and their culture and the impact of changing land relations on it.
The Tribes and the Issues Involved
Basic to tribal culture is its close link with land, especially in the Northeast where the CPR based tradition of some tribes has been accorded legal recognition. Meghalaya and two districts of Assam come under the Sixth Schedule and have Autonomous District Councils. Article 371A in Nagaland and 371G in Mizoram recognise their CPR based customary law for civil administration. Most tribes in other States have their customary law but lack legal sanction (Barooah 2002). This diversity is one of the factors conditioning their attitude to land. We tried to understand it through a study of components such as land ownership, demography and occupation of the Aka of Arunachal Pradesh, the Boro, Adibasi and Dimasa of Assam, the Rongmei of Manipur and the Garo of Meghalaya. 
The Aka, a jhum practising tribe of West Kameng district in Arunachal Pradesh, govern themselves according to their customary law based on community control and usufruct rights over the CPRs. They lack the very concept of ownership but every family cultivates as much land as it needs in the jhum season. After it the land reverts to the community (Fernandes and Bharali 2002: 7-8). However, their customary law lacks legal backing because the Sixth Schedule does not apply to them (Sinha 1962). Slow change is visible among them towards individual ownership. While three respondents with a salaried job call themselves landless since they do not practise jhum any more, as such have abandoned their right over the CPRs, two others claimed patta ownership. Besides, some leaders have monopolised wet settled agricultural land on the river bank. Such monopolisation is a recent phenomenon and is not in their tradition.
The Adibasi of Jharkhand origin whom the British brought to Assam in the 19th and 20th centuries as indentured labour to work in its tea gardens are 50 to 60% of the estimated 6 million present and past tea garden workers. They are not included in the Schedule and are exposed to impoverishment and long-term marginalisation. Landlessness is high among them and literacy is very low. So they have very few possibilities of improving their lifestyle even in the next generation (Toppo 1999: 133-134). That is the reason for including them in the sample. Though some communities in Assam do not consider them indigenous they are of interest in this study because they represent the type of modernisation that has led to impoverishment and exploitation. The process of their alienation that began outside the Northeast in Eastern India is complementary to what happened in the Northeast. While the Adibasi of Eastern India lost their land Permanent Settlement 1793 and the zamindari system and were forced to migrate to Assam as indentured labour, the Ahom, Koch, Boro and other communities in Assam lost theirs to the British planters as a result of the same intervention. The Adibasi worked on this land that the same colonial regime had taken over unjustly from the local communities by using the Assam Land Rules 1838 (Fernandes, Barbora and Bharali 2003: 2-3). Thus they represent two facets of the same colonial process. 

The Boro, a plains tribe not under the Sixth Schedule, have won a Bodo Territorial Council (BTC) after a struggle but till recently their community based customary law was not recognised (Roy 1995: 50-55). Most of them have internalised the individual ideology. So the CPR dependants among them call themselves encroachers while others like the Aka and Dimasa call themselves CPR depensants. The Boro have been in conflict with the Santhals for land and it has led to some massacres like the one of Kokrajhar in 1996. That is reason enough to include them in the study in order to better understand the conflicts around land.

The Dimasa of North Cachar Hills ruled much of Upper Assam before the arrival of the Ahom. They were exposed to the dominant cultures after their Hinduisation by the Bengali administrators who accompanied the colonial rulers in the 19th century but have retained their autonomy and CPR based law. They come under the Sixth Schedule and have a district autonomous council (Phukan 1984: 54-57) but the elite among them are moving towards individual pattas. One of their leaders owns 200 acres (Barbora 2002: 1287). On the other side, a voluntary agency has helped some of them to grow commercial crops without changing their CPR culture. The families that have changed over to individual land have introduced also a share for women in its inheritances. If many more accept this pattern it can become a model for tribes following their tradition to accept changes without abandoning equity which is a basic feature of tribal culture (Fernandes and Periera 2004:  101). In most of their villages where the above changes are not introduced, succession is bi-linear. Property is inherited through men but the clan and family name come from women.
The Garo of Meghalaya, a matrilineal but patriarchal tribe have a CPR culture and come under the Sixth Schedule. In recent years some areas of the East Garo Hills are showing signs of class formation and of strengthening patriarchy (Marak 1997: 58-61). The main motor of this change is the introduction of rubber. The individual oriented banks, administration and the Rubber Board gave subsidies and loans only to patta holders and heads of families that they identified as men. So some chiefs gave pattas to a few persons, mainly men (Fernandes and Barbora 2002a: 104). That has resulted in class formation and the strengthening of patriarchy. We also studied some families in West Garo Hills that continue their CPR culture but have not started planting commercial crops as some Dimasa have done, so they cannot be called models of combining the modern with the traditional.
The Rongmei, a Scheduled Tribe of Bishnupur district in Manipur are not under the Sixth Schedule. Many of them have lost their land to ethnic conflicts or to the Loktak project but have not been compensated since much of what they owned was CPRs that the law does not recognise. Thus they represent the interaction of their CPR culture with the individual based legal and administrative systems (Fernandes and Bharali 2002: 16-17). They try to keep control over the little land that remains with them by putting it to commercial use as a step in their search for non-land alternatives such as education and jobs in the administration.

Also the non-tribal Assamese of Nagaon district have experienced land alienation and have passed through the political process of the Assam Movement of the 1970s and 1980s (Baruah 1999: 121-124). Today they seem to be following the Rongmei model of investing in their children’s education and are giving more importance to jobs in the administration than to tilling their land. But they want to retain ownership of their land. So they employ immigrants, many of them of Bangladeshi origin, as agricultural labourers. Some rent their land out for a season on a sharecropper basis (Fernandes and Barbora 2002b: 76-79).

Transition to a New Culture

Thus the ethnic groups chosen represent the growing ambiguity around land that marks the transition of many of them to a new culture. Being attached to their land they want to retain control over it but some of them also want to move away from it as their sustenance. This ambiguity has various degrees. On one side are the Aka and Dimasa most of whose families continue to sustain themselves on land and on the other are the Rongmei and Boro who have lost much of it to ethnic conflicts and are searching for alternatives to it. Most Adibasi who were forced to move away from their habitat in Eastern India continue to be landless but are trying to get some of it. Many Assamese own land but also have the alternative of a salaried job. So they employ immigrants to cultivate it while retaining its ownership. Being settled agriculturists, they lack the culture of CPR ownership based equity that accords a relatively high status to women (Fernandes and Barbora 2002a: 117-119). Thus, no community wants to abandon its right over land even when it ceases to be its sustenance but they also want a new identity within this ambiguity because apart from being an economic asset land is also central to their culture and identity. 
The CPR centred customary law expresses the centrality of land in tribal life. On it is based on one side their culture of equity and on the other a higher status of women than in caste societies without being equal to men (Menon 1995: 101-103). In making this statement we understand equality not as homogeneous but as a continuum. The opposite of the totql gender inequality seen in the societies of the Hindi heartland would be total equality that does not exist anywhere in India. Most tribal societies are in between. The Angami of Nagaland, a terrace cultivation based patriarchal tribe, also have some jhum land as its secondary sustenance. Women control jhum land but not clan land of terrace cultivation D’Souza 2001: 27-28). The control over jhum land gives them some social status but it does not make them equal to men. Among the Dimasa sons inherit land from the father but the clan descent and the family name are through the mother. So husband and wife belong to different clans and have different family names. Women in matrilineal societies like the Garo are guardians of their property but men are its custodians. As such women have more control over land than in patrilineal societies but are not equal to men. One can give other examples to show that equality has various degrees but in no society are women equal to men.
Of importance to our study is the fact that, women’s status as well as the culture of equity is changing fast among tribal communities that have been exposed to commercial inputs without measures to counter their negative impact. A major factor in this interface of tradition with modernisation is the formal land laws that recognise the CPRs only in the Sixth Schedule areas but not among other tribes that too live by their customary law. The second is the individual orientation of the administration that initiates processes leading to class formation. Even in the Sixth Schedule areas it gives subsidies for commercial crops like rubber and tea to patta owners alone and banks give loans to “heads of families” understood as men even in matrilineal tribes like the Garo (Fernandes and Barbora 2002: 103-105).
A consequence of the commercial and individual values gaining currency is a change in the concept of land from being the centre of their culture and identity to a commodity alone. With it they lose the sense of sacredness attached to it in their tradition. Linked to the new unfamiliar worldview that emerges from it is class formation that is a move away from their culture of equity. Land loss to immigrants and to ethnic conflicts intensifies this process. However, in most cases the changes are not a total break from the past. For example, the Rongmei who sell their land to educate their children or to bribe officials to get a job in the administration go against their tradition of a symbiotic relationship of treating land and forests as renewable. During the conflict or at their displacement for a development project the law was unable to prevent the alienation of their CPRs since they were not under the Sixth Schedule. That forced them to take a new look at their relationship with land. From it emerged the effort to part with it for an alternative thus giving a new interpretation of land as their livelihood or sustenance based on it (Fernandes and Bharali 2002: 53-54).
Social Processes, Land Relations and Culture
Cultural changes have reached also the demographic sphere. Studies show that subsistence farmers tend to have around five children since that is the number they need for their farm based economy (Mehta 1993: 341-342). At 5.97 the average family size of our sample tallies with it. The Aka average is higher because some of their leaders practise polygamy and have large families but most of them are within the above average. The ethnic Assamese who are moving towards non-land occupations are making a transition to relatively small families. The Adibasi who are impoverished and landless have larger families and high child labour. Parents of child labourers tend to treat children as two hands to work with not as a mouth feed as the middle class does that invests in children’s education (Weiner 1992). Thus their large families represent a culture of their powerlessness.
Neither cultural trait is specifically tribal or north eastern. Specific to this region is the transition of many of them to a new relationship with their livelihood resource. The demographic data show that the ethnic Assamese have made this transition faster than the tribes. They have smaller families and many depend on jobs in the administration but retain control over land. Also the sex ratio of 963 is above the national average of 933 and is specific to the Northeast. It is close to 1,000 among the matrilineal Garo who do not discriminate against women but is 890 among the Adibasi who being impoverished send many teenaged girls to middle class families as domestic helpers. Since we counted only the members living with the family, the absence of teenaged girls from their home brought the sex ratio among them to 890 (Fernandes and Barbora 2002a: 79-81).
The absence of Adibasi girls also showed the pressure on women to deal with impoverishment. Such pressure was felt much more by children, girls in particular, who cope with poverty by depriving themselves of childhood through child labour. It is not specific to the Northeast. What is specific is the status of the Adibasi whom the British planters brought to Assam from Jharkhand, Chattisgarh and Orissa in the 19th and 20th centuries to work in its tea gardens. Their counterparts in their States of origin are in the Schedule but are excluded from it in Assam. They have for all practical purposes lost their tribal identity. Some tribes of the region oppose their inclusion in the Schedule for fear that the addition of such a big number can add to the competition for scarce jobs, the plantation management ignores their education and the State deprives them of free education by excluding them from the Schedule. Consequently, poverty is high among them, so is child labour. The prevalence of child labour and female emigration for domestic work show that they have lost the hope of improvement even in the future. So they only think of children as sources of immediate income and do not invest in their education (Fernandes, Barbora and Bharali 2003: 24-30).
Conflicts in an Economy of Shortages

An issue emerging from the above is an economy of shortages that has a cultural impact. Outsiders controlling its economy have neglected the region and have treated it as a source of raw materials and a captive market for finished products from the rest of India and have not invested in the secondary sector. In 1994 the seven States together had 166 major and medium industries (D’Souza 1999: 9) while Orissa, considered industrially backward, had 374. Many of them have been declared sick, including all 16 in Nagaland and no new ones have opened since then (Ezung 2003). As a result, unemployment is high not for lack of qualified personnel. Except in Arunachal Pradesh and Meghalaya the literacy rate is higher than the national average (Registrar General and Census Commissioner 2001: 108-109). 
Population growth is high in the region also owing to immigration. The feudal system and lack of land reforms in their places of origin push the people of the Hindi Region, Nepal and Bangladesh to the fertile plains of the Northeast much of it CPRs that are the tribal livelihood. But the law does not recognise their right over the CPRs. That ambiguity functions as the pull factor. Once in the region many of them occupy the CPRs and prosper because most of them are agricultural labourers who know the cultivation techniques and use them to grow three crops. The local people, on the contrary, depend on a single crop since the sharecropper system that had developed in States like Assam deprived them of motivation to go beyond it since half or more of what they grew went to the zamindar (Majumdar 2002: 107-108). Jhum kept the hill regions in the single crop culture. Thus, immigration is an encounter of these two histories. 
With the ensuing land shortages a contradiction develops in the people’s attitude towards it. They demand non-land alternatives to suit their high educational status but the economic decision-makers create very few jobs in the secondary sector. As a result, 70 to 75% of the workforce in the Northeast is involved in the primary sector, against a national average of 66.5%. Besides, in this region the primary sector is almost exclusively land and forests while elsewhere in India it includes components like mining. 25 to 29% of the workforce depends on the tertiary sector against 20% in India as a whole. Besides, in the Northeast the tertiary sector is mainly jobs in the administration while in the rest of India it includes the information technology, tourism and commerce. The secondary sector employs only 5 to 8% against 11.6% in India as a whole (D’Souza 1999: 14).
The combination of land shortage and unemployment is basic to the conflicts that have developed in the region. In Assam it had led to the anti-foreigner movement, the Boro-Santhal conflict (Roy 1995) and the anti-Bihari riots (Fernandes 2003). Manipur (Fernandes and Bharali 2002: 51-53) and Tripura (Bhaumik 2003: 84) have experienced conflicts around land. Intrinsic to them is the culture of rigid and exclusive identities. Amid shortages and competition for the little that is left, each community rewrites its own history to lay exclusive claims and an indigenous status in a given area and monopoly over its resources to the exclusion of all others whom it begins to view as threats to its livelihood of land and jobs. Tension mounts when the local feel that these resources are being appropriated by outsiders, as it is happening in Tripura or as it happened in Assam in November 2003 when applicants from Bihar flocked to Guwahati to appear for recruitment exams for 2,000 railway jobs. 

However, the conflict goes beyond the economic sphere to culture and identity both of which are linked to the CPRs. From the threat perception they develop a consciousness of being neglected by the outsiders controlling their economy and view the shortages as attacks on their identity. Intrinsic to this consciousness is the perception of the people of the Northeast being different from those of “Mainland” India and the depletion of their resources as an attack on their culture. They react at first to people coming from outside the region whom they consider responsible for the problem. They then feel the need to come together to protect their livelihood or to take advantage of modern inputs (Roy Burman 1985: xii-xiii). The next step is identity expansion. Several tribes merge to develop a new identity without giving up their individuality and develop a belief in their common origin as the Naga and the Mizo have done (Acharya 1990: 71-95). The Naga had resisted the British invaders and their Indian collaborators already from the 19th century (Bose 1997: 197-201). 27 of their tribes came together against the Japanese invasion in the 1940s, under the leadership of Z. A. Phizo who later led the Naga Nationalist struggle against the Indian army (Sanyu 1996: 88-96).

A consequence of the close link between land and culture is that they interpret the conflicts as tools of protecting their culture. Since they perceive the homogenising trend of the dominant “one State one nation” thinking of the Indian State as a tendency "to take the degree of Aryanisation as the measure of Indianisation" (Datta 1990: 41), they react to real or perceived discrimination by outsiders in terms of nationality, identity and ethnicity. So the steps of defending their livelihood, protecting their identity and propounding a sub-nationalism specific to a culture and community merge into one (ibid: 42). 
Such reaction that began over a century ago, led to the formation of institutions such as the Boro Sahitya Sammilani (Roy 1995: 64-65) and the Naga Club. The difference in recent decades is that in the context of shortages the reaction has been extended to ethnic groups within the region. It results in the hardening of ethnic identities and exclusive claims to their livelihood to the exclusion of all others both within and outside the region. Every community rewrites its history in order to declare itself the original inhabitant of a given area and claims a monopoly over its resources and culture and refuses to recognise anyone else as having a role there. Ethnic conflicts result from the exclusive claims (Mishra 2000: 157-158).
Ambiguity and Search for Alternatives

Another feature of the culture in the region is the ambiguity towards land that has developed mainly because of shortages. For example the Rongmei and the ethnic Assamese want to retain control over land but move away from it as their sustenance. After losing much of their land to ethnic conflicts and development projects the Rongmei have lost hope in it as long-term security and use it as a tool in their search for alternatives such as children’s education and salaried jobs. Many sell or mortgage it for such purposes. The Assamese continue to own land but employ immigrants, mostly of Bangladesh origin to cultivate it. Thus on one side they demand their repatriation and on the other employ them because the local people refuse to work at low wages (Fernandes and Barbora 2002b: 64-65). 

The second change is pattas among tribes with a CPR tradition as a result of the individual processes set in motion by the commercial forces and the administration. A patta is alien to their culture but the administration introduces these modern inputs without protective measures. As a result, land that was their livelihood and the centre of their culture and identity becomes a commodity to be sold or leased to the highest bidder. Their communities lose the sacredness attached to it and a new worldview emerges that they are not familiar with. It is seen among others, in the fact that much of the mortgaging and sale is within the community. From it follows class formation in their egalitarian societies. 

Thus the culture of conflicts results not from immigration as such but from what they perceive as land encroachment and alienation that they view as attacks on their livelihood and culture. Within this context of perceived or real shortages the transition to an individual culture is supported by laws that recognise only pattas. Thus their CPR culture interacts on one side with encroachment by the immigrants and on the other, with low investment in productive jobs and high level of education in most States. Besides, the commercialisation of land and forests results in the transition of most ethnic groups from subsistence to a commercial economy. Their land that was their livelihood becomes a commodity. With it their communities change over from an egalitarian to a class society and strengthen patriarchy because the commercial processes weaken the tribal culture that gave some decision-making power to women in the family especially in the matrilineal societies. Today more power than in the past is transferred to men even in tribes like the Garo who took to commercial crops with no safeguards against these hazards. Men who had till now shared power with women in the task of producing riches, are slowly taking over all decision-making in the family and society (Marak 1997: 69-70). The patrilineal tribes had till now allotted an important role to women without making them equal to men. Individual pattas deprive women of their relatively high status (Barbora 2002:  1287).

Thus conflicts emerge from land and job shortages but they are not purely economic. Beyond the economic component is the fact of land and forests being the centre of their culture and identity. That is a main reason why even when taking up a source such as a salaried job as their main sustenance they retain control over their land without depending on it economically. Attachment to land is also a reason why most ethnic conflicts have been around it. With land and job shortages, competition ensues for the little that is left over. Given the close link between land, culture and identity, they view the shortages as an attack on their identity (Acharya 1990: 95) and present conflicts as defence of their culture.
Cultural Differences in Reaction

Amid such land-based conflicts the reaction of each tribe changes according to its culture. The Sathals in Western Assam who lost their land in an ethnic conflict and the Adibasi of Lakhimpur who lost theirs to an airport reacted differently from other tribes. Because of their regimented work structure in the tea gardens for over a century and landlessness forced on them, they seem to have lost their tribal identity and imbibed a psyche of dependence and helplessness (Fernandes, Barbora and Bharali 2003: 2-3). Their reaction to land loss took the form of greater helplessness.  

On the other side, the Rongmei who had a strong identity attached to their CPRs, realised that they could not recover what they had lost to the ethnic conflict and decided to come together as a community and form organisations to develop new norms for their tribe. From them emerged the new meaning given to their land as a tool in their search for education, salaried jobs and other non-land alternatives. All their children below 20 are at school. Some sell or mortgage their land to earn money for their education or to bribe officials for a salaried job. Land has been a basic issue in the Assam Movement (Behal 2002: 145-146), the Tripura insurgency and other conflicts. The latter viewed its loss to the East Pakistani Hindu immigrants at first and to the Dumbur dam later (Bhaumik 2003: 84) as an attack on their economy and identity and reacted through what they called self-defence.
Also the legal status affects their reaction. For example, the right of the Rongmei and the Tripura tribals to their CPRs to which their identity was linked was not legally recognised since the Sixth Schedule did not apply to them. So when they felt a threat they tried to defend them at first and then reacted by rebuilding a new sub-national identity as the Rongmei did or by struggling for it as the Tripura tribes do. The Boro had rebuilt their identity through conversion to the reformist Brahmo Hinduism or to Christianity that reformed their society without alienating them from their past (Roy 1995: 37-39). They have re-written their history to lay exclusive claim to the area to the exclusion of the Santhals but without the legal backing of the Sixth Schedule. So they have internalised the ideology of individual ownership and consider themselves encroachers (Fernandes and Pereira 2004: 80-81).

Conclusion
We have studied in this paper, the tensions and conflicts that follow from the shortage of land and jobs. Basic to them is the new culture that has entered the region as a result of external inputs. Some have reacted violently to the shortages while many CPR dependent tribes have made a transition to individual based systems with no measures to counter its ill effects. It has introduced class formation in their equity based society. While their tradition ascribed a relatively high status to women without making them equal to men, the individual based processes introduced by the commercial forces strengthen patriarchy among them.
That is where one has to find solutions that can help the communities to modernise themselves without losing the value system based on their customary law. One cannot make an absolute of the past or reinterpret their customary law to suit the needs of men from the elite among them. That is what many of their elites do and it is basic to the conflicts. It also means that one cannot make an absolute of community ownership or reject all movement towards the individual. What is needed is a system that respects their tradition of equity and reinforces equality while improving their land productivity to suit modern needs and shortages. That requires the community to develop a culture that combines the modern with the traditional. To achieve this one cannot reject new practices but has to integrate them with their tradition. In other words, one has to build the future on the past.
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