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10.0 OBJECTIVES 

After reading and studying this unit you will be able to: 

Explain the relation between tribes and ethnicity; 

Outline the ethnic conlpositioll of the North-East; 

Discuss stratification of tribals in the North-East; 

Describe tribal movemeilts in theNorth-East: and 

Delineate tribal ethnicity as a basis for stratification. 

10.1 INTRODUCTION 

The tenn tribe, which is of general use in anthropology sociology and related socio-cultural 
disciplines as well as journalistic writings and day-to-day general conversation, has 
attracted a lot of controversy about its meanings, applications and usages For one thing the 



tern1 has come to be used all over the world in :a wide variety of settings for a large number Tribal Ethnicity : The Yorth-East 
of diverse groups. This diversity and the fact that all the groups referred to have been 
uiidergoing varied clianges while the tern1 lias remained more or less fixed lias iilade tlie 
task of providing a definition rather uiimanageable. 

10.2 TRIBES AND ETHNICITY 

Accordiiig to the Macnlillan dictionary of antliropology, tlie term has passed into general 
usage as a synonym for a prinlitive group. Related to this is the anthropological neo- 
e~~olutionaq~ usage wherein tlie ten11 figures as part of the ascending ordcr (1) band. Mainly 

" coilfuied to hunthlg and food gathering society characterized by si~iiple co-operation (2) 
tribe-referring to conlmunities of subsistence with limited exchange between conuilunities 
(3) chiefdoill-related to inore advanced horticulture or pastoralisin with Ihe beghiing or 
social division of labour and constitutionalised autlioritjl and (4) state in which there are 
classes based on exploitation; centralised monopoly of force, aid. Mobilization of surplus 
product . 
In the conted of Africa, E.F. Evans Pntchard used the tenii tribe to refer to a distinct 
politically organised sunit of the wider Nuer linguistic and cultural group. Thus liere die 
term is used to distinguish tribal from a political organizatioli from 21 slate as well as from 
the wide cultural group of which such an orgalised unit is a part. In the coiltext of India, a 
number of earlier British colonial ethnographers used the ten11 tribe not only to refer to 
distinct 'primitive' socio-cultural groups but also to castes: without iilakhig any real effort 
to distinguish between tribes and castes. Risley, Lacy, Elwhi, Gigron, Talents Sedovith, 
Martin were some of the more primitive aniong the ethnographers. 

A.V. T l ~ k k a r  who wanted to enlpliasize the autochtho~ial character of tribals (not 
necessarily Inie, for many had traditioiis of nligration to the area they lived in) called them 
as a aborigines or aboriginals, iiilplying thereby that their Hindu and other neiglibours were 
lateconiers to tlie areas. G.S. Gllurye on the haid, called them backward Hindus to 
emphasize the religious and cultural over lap betcveeii the tribals aid neighouring Hhidu 
peasants. However, it is only after the independence of India hl 1947 that political and 
scl~olarly concern for providing a more systeniatic defuiition of the term tribe aiid to 
distinguish clearly the tribals from tlie peasant became illore pronounced. 

Dube while pointing out the lack of precision and unsatisfactory nature of attempts to 
defule the tenn tribe in India content, notes that of late the usage has 'tended to be 
restricted only to the autochthonous; the aboriginal and the preillature groups. At no stage, 
however, we had a set of clears indiqtors of tribalness' (Dube 1977:2). He further notes 
that popular definitions mostly see in the tribes some, if not all of the following 
Characteristics. They are original or oldest inhabitants, lit e in relative isolation in hills and 
forest, have a shallow sense of history, remembered upto five to six generations, have a low 
level of techno-econonucs development, stand out from other sections of society in cultural 
ethos, are non hierarchic and undifferentiated if not egalitarian. Although none tliere 
criteria are fully satisfactory, yet, Dube finds, distinctions between tribes aiid non-tribes 
a id  6.9 percent of the country is classified as tribal. Siice tlie classificatioii is influenced by 
political consideration and includes groups known to tlie non-tribals and excludes others 
h1ow11 to be kibals it has failed to satisfy the scholars as well as those excluded from the 
list. Finding the debate over the definition of tribe. Still Dube (1 977:4) suggests it nlay be 
best now to view it as an ethnic category defuled by real or putative descent and 
characterized by a corporate self-identify and a wide range of coiini~only shared traits of 
culture.. racial, religious and liilguistic groups can also acquire ethnic character and it is 
necessary for us to consider tribal ethnicity alongside tlie ethnicity of sucli groups. 

10.2.1 Distinguishing Features of Tribes 

On the skholarly level the distinguishing features of tribes are enipliasized hl coillparjson to 
caste. It is assumed that tribes and castes present hvo different kinds of social organisations, 
attributes like hereditary, division of labour, hierarchy, principle of purity and pollution, 
civic, and religious disabilities, regulating castes; while tribes function purged of these 
factors. Similary in terns of governance of social organisations kinship, leanage clan are 
paramount in tribal societies. 

While inequality dependency and subordillation highlight caste societies. Similarly in terms : 15 



Ethnic Stratification of this contrast tribes do not differentiate sharply as caste groups do between the utilization 
and non-utilization function of religion. Tribal society is seen as more homogei~eous in 
contrast to society which are more homogeneous. Tribal society societies are seen to be 
segmental in character with distinct customs, rituals taboos and trace their origin to 
conunon temtory, ancestor etc. However, this ideal distinction does not exist in India while 
some nlay be marked on either end of a continurn, the majority of tribal groups stand 
somewhere in the middle possessing a number of diverse elements. The feah~re conunon 
among theill which has been emphasised by Betilla relates to 'that they all stand inore or 
less outside Hindu civilization. 

Bailey tries to explain this distinction in temls of the relationship of a comuuunity with 
land. 'The larger the population of a given society which has direct access to land, the 
closer is that society which has direct access to land, the closer is that society to the tribal 
end of the continum.. the larger is the proportion of people whose right to land is achieved 
though a dependent relationship the nearer that society comes to the caste role. (c.f. 
Chanana 1994: 170). 

While Sura.jit Sinha criticised this criterion of Bailey and gave his own distinction, 'it 
(Tribe) is isolated in ecology. demography, economy, politics.. from other e th ic  groups. 
This isolation generates, and in turn is bolstered by a strong in group sentiments. .. Viewing 
ones culture as autonomous with reference to those of other groups and consequently 
disco~u~ections from the great traditions of Indian civilizations in temls of ob,jective reality 
and in terms of subjective awareness, a value of system of equality, closeness of the human* 
natural and supernatural world, lack of systeinatization of ideas, a sophisticated stratum of 
culture, ethical religion. and p~uitanic asceticisnl. In contrast caste is seen as 'typically 
coilllected heterogeneous and stratified and is characterized by nltrltiethnic residence in the 
local community: inter-ethic participation in an economy (c.f. Chama 1994: 17 1). 

10.2.2 Transformation of Tribes 

.A ma-jor discussion on tribal society relates to the transfom~ation of tribes to caste and their 
gradual absorption in the caste structure. This process largely undertaken tluongll the 
process of: 

i) Adoptionofteclu~ology 

ii) Sanskritization 

iii) State formation 

iv) Hindusation 

vi) Religion 

This is followed by tlle transfornlation of tribes to peasant.and sociolly differentiated 
societies. 

However, this approach ignores the study of tribe as they are and as conununities. To 
resolve this crisis these days attempts, have been made to study the problem of tribals from 
the concept of ethnicity in order to have deeper insight into inter-group relatioils and how 
the tribals perceive thenlselves in contrast to the others. 'The key featue of this concept are 
the identification and labeling and contrast applied to groups and categories of people.. 
study of self, identify systems, stereo typing class, systems, systems of recourse 
coinpetition systems of political and econonuc domination and change.. cultural persistence 
and the construction of boundries that both separate and bind together people in a my raid 
of ways. 

10.3 ETHNIC COMPOSITION OF NORTH-EAST 

Tlle North-East India is a well defined region and is charcterised by a diverse and 
heterogeneous, geographical economic and cultural tapestry. The regien represents 'an 
ethno-cultural frontier, encompassing much of India's rich but lesser known Mongloid 
heritage, a conlplex transition zone of linguistic racial and religions streams. It is also a 
unique bio-geographic frontier where the mingling of India, Sinic and Malaysian-Burmese 
strains have produced a treasure house of floral and faunal bi-diversity ' (Verghese 1994:2). 



However, its role as a 'bridge and buffer' region changed after the partition which Tribal Ethnicity : The horth-East 

physically separated the North-East from the rest of India. Now it has virtually 3000 km. 
Of international borders touching China, Myalmar, Bangladesh. Bhutan and is linked to 
the rest of India by a narrow conidor. It covers an area of over 2.55 villages. The total 
population of the region in 199 1 was 3 1 1  lakhs representation 3.73% of the country's total 
population (Verghese 1994: 2). . 
It is con~posed of seven states Arunachal Pradesh. Assam, Manipur, Melglialaya, Mizoram, 
Nagaland, Tripura. In temls of its terrains two s~~b-regions can be differentiated. These are 
a) the plains of the Brahnlaputra, Barak, Implral revers, and b) the vast mouiltaiilous terrain 
covering aln~ost 72% of the area. Th states of Anmachal Pradesh. Nagaland, Manipur, 
Mizoram, Tripura. Meghalya and Assam are largely hilly, while Assa~n, Manipur and 
Tripura are encompassed by the plains. The division between tlie tribal and ilon-tribal 
population too takes place along these lines. While the tribals who constitute alnlost 6 
nlillion illhabit allnost 80% of the hilly states of Meghalaya, Mizoran, Arunachal Pradesh 
(with the exception of Assan), the non-tribals inllabil the plains. The nlajority of the tribals 
are of Mongoloid origin while the plains people trace their origin to the Caucasoid who 

, 

migrated in different epochs. 

10.3.1 Tribal Population of North-East 

However, the tribal populatio~l of the North-East displays a great deal of heterogeneity and 
diversity. There are Inore tli~ul hundred tribal groups with different language, rihlals. 
beliefs religions a ld  culturalpattenls. Sinularly out of the 325 languages listed in the 
people of India, Vol. IX series, the largest number belong to the Tibeto-Bunllal family a ~ d  
175 north-east conlnlunities are shown speaking them. This heterogeneity is also reflected 
in the types of customs prevailing. specially contrast between the matrilineal and patrilinexl 
tribes. The similarities between the different tribal groups relate to their preservation of 
Lraditioiral ecollomic pattenls, indulging in shifting cultivation, social and cultural pattenls 
:LC. Similarly tlle manner of their response to n~odenlizatio? and development of etluiic 
:onsciousness gives them a bonding of kind wit11 each other. Tlie colnposition of different 
North-Eastenl states are: 

) The state of Mizuri~m has al~nost 94.26% of tribal population. Tlie oral traditions of 
Mizo history show tlle einergence of the Mizo ancestors from a cave or rock known 
as Chunlung in distant China from where tliey ~noved through Tibet, into the . . 

Huk\vang valley in Bunna and finally entering the Lushai hills in the 18" cenhiry. 
However, the Mizo's iilaintained their isolatioii for a very long time finally 
beconling a part of the British empire in the 18"' cenhiry. The tern1 Mizo nleans hill 
~nen  and is a generic tenu whicll encoinpasses alnlost fifteen tribes (e.g. the Lushis, 
Ralte, Hmar, Pawis or Pols, Laker ses ) who have got together under the rubric of 
'the single Mizo identity. Tlie two important factors ~1iic~vf;icilitated this process 
were adoption of cllristianity and the Luesi dialect; ~ u b i i e n  with tlie roman script. 

Idizoram consists of two cultural suti-regions, the fust influeliced by C1wisti;uiity 
c:onstitutes the Lushai hills area whih include nlost of the Mizo groups. The second region 
is inhabited by tile Buddhist chaknlas and Maglis and the Hindu influenced Ria~ig who 
inhabit the westernbelt bordering the Chittagong Hill tracts (Verghese 1994: 135: 165: 
Chib 1984: 132-1421 Sing11 1919'19). 

i.) Tlie state of Nilgalant1 is donunated by 88.61% of tribals. Naga is a generic ten11 
roughly nleanuig wanior for a cluster of thirty-two tribes, five of who reside in 
Bunlla wliile tlie,others are scattered in Nagaland (sixteen), Manipur (seven), Tirap 
in Anlnacllal Pradesh and the North Cacher <and Karbi Anglong district of Assam. 
The inlportant tribes among the Nagas are the Angamis, Ao's Cliakesangs, 

I ;  , Sangtaiils, Metikunu, Yimchunge etc. Tlie different tribes speak their own Tibeto - 
. . Bunnm dialects and use Nagamese arc Cliristiaiis wliicli has played ;ul important 

i role in forging a sense of unity within tliem. Thus 'Etll~~o-Linguistically and 
culturally the individual Naga tribes maintain internal unifonnily and intra- 
conmlunity homogenity' (Verghese 1994:83-84). However, there has been a 
tenden'cy for larger groups fommtions to take place with different tribes liaving 
solne corninon trails coming together e.g. the Zemis, Langmei and Ro~ignlei can1 
together in 1974 as Zeliangrong. While the Chakrliu, Khem and Sangtali1 fonned 
the Cliakesa~g and t l ~ e  Sapo, Kechue and Khury became the Pocllury. (Cliib 1Y84: , 
156-158, 160-162) 17 



Ethnic Stretitication iii) The state of Megha1y;i distinguished by its matriluieal society is one of the more 
conlparitively peaceful states of the North -East. Almost 80.84%" of the state is 
conlprise by the tribals population. Tlie dominant tribes living in Meglialya are the 
Garos, Khasis and the Jaintias. The Garo's who consist of the Bnodo Tibetian - 
Bumran stock have been inhabitants of the Garo hills for tile past four hundred 
years. They are divided into five matrilineal clans. tlie Sallgn~is and the Maraks 
being anlong the niost prominei~t. The head of the clan or noklna fa~iuly is the 
youngest daughter whose husband administers the property. 

The Khasis belong to the Mon-Khmer group. They are also matrilineal groups with the 
inothers brotlier having an inlportant control and dominance. The twentlt) -ti1 e Khasi 
principalities were divided into sixteen liinas or territories, each under a Syiem or chief. 
This was followed by tlwee senu-independent units under Lyndolls, five subedarships and 
a Wahadar. The Jaintias are also a generic ten11 for the Syntax or Pnars They are also 
matrilineal tribes and the inlleritiu~ce which is handed on from uncle to nephe.r~!. The 
Jaintias have been stroiigly influenced by exposure to Hinduism ;uld Islam. However, 
Christianity continues to have a strong presence in the area with almost 47% of the 
population following the faith, On theothcr hand revivalist nlo\ements like the Seiig-Khasi 
have tried to bring back the traditional tribal customs, religion and festivals (Verghese 
1994: 195-197: Cliib 1984: 132-142). 

iv) Mailipur is an ancient state of the North-East. The ilanle M;u~ipur canie into 
prominence in the eigliteentll century iulder the King Garib Nawaz when 
Vaislulavism became tlle state religion. The inlportant tribes donlinating this area 
were the Meities, Marangs, Luwangs, Khumans, Alllong these the Hindu Meities are 
the most powerful and doininant tribe. They are probably of Tibeto-Bunnan origin 
and consist of seven clans locally called Salai: Ninglhoi~ja, Luwiu~g. Khun~ul, 
Moirang, Angonl, Khaba - Nganea and Chenglei. The other important tribal 
conu~lunities are Aimol. Anal, Anganu, Chiru, Chothe, Gangte, Hmar. Kabui, 
Kaclia, Koirao, Kioreng, Kom, Lan~g;ulg, Maram. Maning, Mao. Monsang, 
Moyuon, Senla, Tangkhul etc. However, these tribal groups are sub-divided into two 
broad general categories the Nagas and the Kukis or Kuki Chin :as thc!~ are probably 
known since they inhabit tlle hilly terrahi of Manipur, Cachar. Letha arid Arakan 
hills of Bumla. In Mmipur allnost 60% of the population is Hindu. while the rest are 
Cluistias with a smattering of Muslinls. (Chib 1984: 75-76,86-87: Vergliese 1984: 
198-202). 

v) Tlie state of A~uni~chal  Priidesh previously known as NEFA conslihltes of nearly 
79.02% of tribal population. It has roughly 110 tribes of nhicli twcnt! -six are quite 
popular. Tlie pronunelit tribal groups being the Biflas ;uld Banguis. Minyongs, 
Mishnus. Noctes, Apatanis, Miris. Akas, Sllredukpens, Mikirs. Tangeas. Compared 
to the rest of tile North-East. the Arunachal region has remained ulorc remote, 
distant and isolated. (Chib 1984: 280-281.288-295: Elwul 1959: 38-39) 

vi) Tlie large state of Assam has around only 10.99%) of tribals.who inhabit the plains 
of Brahmaputra. The iniportiu~t tribes being the Alloms, Bodo-Kachari. Raba, Mech, 
Jo-jai, Lelung, Mikirs, etc. A mqjority of then1 have bcen absorbed by Hu~duism and 
reflect a transitio~i from tribe to caste 

vii) The state of Tril)ur;i is interested by six low ranges of hills froin the northwest to 
tlie south east with an elevation between 100 to 3000 feet. tlle height increases from 
the southwest to die nortli east, while tlie margins are cliaractersied by a strip of 
plains. There are a total of eigliteen tribes largely belonging to tlle Tibeto-Burnran 
groups. They are mostly Hindu witli hvo Buddhist trines Chaknla and Magh and six 
tea garden tribes. The important tribes are the Tripuris (who belong to the Bodo 
stock). Reang, Jarnatia, Naotia and Halam. 

10.4 SOCIAL STRATIFICATION OF TRIBALS IN THE 
NORTH-EAST 

The system of social stratification covers two niain dimensions, the traditional systelil of 
stratification based on age, sex, kinship, etc. and the stratification enlergiiig in tlie society 
as a result of the influelice of a nulllber of ~ilodeniizhlg processes, education. 
industrialization, occupalional differentiation, status hiemcliie associated with 



parliamentary democracy, godemlent employment etc. which tend to stratify the society in 
tenlls of new class and status hierarchies modifying, reinforcing or undernliiling the 
traditional hierarchical divisions. 

Trilpl Ethnicity : The North-East 

Traditional the tribe of the North-East have not been homogei~eous egalitari'm units. A 
number of factors have contributed to the development of the stratification system among 
the different tribal communities, most important being lineage, relationship to land, ritual 
status, position of economic, social and political dominance. The ilmnner in which these 
factors are distributed leads to the formation and perpetuation of hierarchies within the 
various tribal groups and of the dominance of one tribal group over the other. Anlong the 
Garos, for example, the land meant for shifting cultivation and homestead plots was the 
property of seven lineages (Mahari) known as a king. 

Box 10.01 

The right of management of a king is vested in a particular family. Similarly, among the 
Khasi, while every member of the village of Reid could claim his right on the Ri land 
(Communal Land); theRi Kynti werelands exclusively meant for some clans who enjoyed 
on it proprietary, hereditary and transferable rights. A village study ofthe area showed 
that 22 pel-cent of the households controlled 7O0/oof the village land, 54%of the household 
controlled the remaining30% leaving no land at all to cultivate for as much as 24'/0of the 
household. 

10.4.1 Mizo Administration 

The Mizos had a well established system of administration through their chiefs. All activity 
in the life of a village involved around the chief and his house. Each village was ruled by 
its chief. It was the normal practice that the son of a chief was given on marriage a certain 
number of households by his father to set up their own village and becdme independent. 
Generally, the youngest or the eldest son depending on the clan would reniaill with the 
father to succeed him and all his property on death. 

Ainong the Silos hereditary succession is through the youngest while for the Paite it is the 
eldest. In his work of administration the chief was assisted by couicil of elders known as 
Upa aitd Zawlbuk, the youngnlen's donilitory. Upa were given preference in the choice of 
field for Jhunls and favour at the time of feast or any other functions organised or 
patronized by the chief. The other iiiiportant functionaries in the village were the Tlangau ( 
the village crier), the Thirdending (the village Blacksmith) and the Puithianl (the village 
priest) each of these functionaries received a basetful of Paddy for perfomling professional 
work for the members of thevillage. Similary the Zawlbuk was a impt institutional and 
played avery crucial role, 

The Mizo chiefs also had certain rights and privileges like (i) Fathang (paddy tax): (ii) 
Schhiah (meat tax ) (iii) Salam (fee in the foml of fine) (iv) building and repairing of chiefs 
house whenever asked to do so. The chiefs also granted the privileges to a class of farmers 
called Ranlhual and Salen who the first choice of jhuill fields. 

However after independence it was through the internal struggle, awareness, growth of 
urbanisation and emergence of middle class with its aspirations that the institution 

I chieftainship was abolished giving rise to stratification on the basis of class and other new 
I 
t emerging interests (Thanga 1998:26-256). 

10.4.2 Power and Prestige Among Nagas 

Ailloilg the Nagas too this inequality if reflected through the unequal sharing of power, 
prestige and wealth, largely acquired through tile feast of merit where, 'perishable food 
substances were redistributed which has social function to secure synlbolic presitige, and 
honoured alliances during the war as well peace for example the Seillas were differentiated 
in term of (i) Kekarni (chiefs), (ii) Chockomi (chiefs associated) (iii) Mughamis (Orphens 
or commoner); Akaherni (chiefs dependents) and (v) Anukeshimi (chiefs fields cultivators). 
Haimendorf has shown how the institution of chiefs survived anlong the knoyaks on the 
principle of purity of blood. 

Activity 1 

In which way does power and prestige among Nagas differ or is similar to from other 
groups in the North-East. Discuss with students at the study centre and put down your 
findings in your notebook 



Ethnic Stratification Further Haimendorf's (1992: 29,286-3 13,3 15-323) elaborate study of Arunachal Pradesh 
drew attention to the prevalence of similar trends there too. The most important tribes of 
the region are the Apatanis who live in seven villages ranging in size from 160 to 1000 
houses. The Apatanis are agriculturists and live in a rigidly stratification society. There are 
primarily two classes differing in status. There are primarily two classes differing in stafus: 
a11 upper class whose members owned a large part of the land and wield political power in 
class and villages, and lower class which used to consist of few men owning their own land 
as well as domestic slaves. The primary difference being between the Mate, Mite-Guth 
(Patricians) and the Mura, Cuchi (slaveslconnoners). 

10.4.3 The Jaintias and Khasis 

The Jantias too had a more elaborate stratification system. They were differentiated 
between. 

i) Rdja (king), 

ii) Dolois (Governor), 

iii) Wahen Ch Nong (Village headman), 

iv) Myntries, Patas, Laskars, Sangat, Maji (who are commoners and include all categories 
of officials. 

Tilput Nongbri has discussed an interesting aspect of the stratification system of the 
Tribals in the context of gender. She mentions that tribal customary laws like the non- 
tribal soci~ties deny them equal right to property. This discrimination is specially meted 
out in the case of inheritance laws, where women are entitled only to maintenance rights ' 
and expenses. In matrilineal society too, in the context of land, a sharp distinction is made 
between 'ownership' and 'control'. Thus while ownership is passed on through women, the 
control rests with men e.g. the Khasi, Jaintia, Garo, Rabha etc. Similarly where women 
posses usufructory rights in the patriarchal societies, they are subject to a nunlber of 
conditions like their remaining unmarried, having no brothers, being widowed and forced 
to marry a prescribed in. Similarly women face a bias in the allocation and inanagenlent of ' 

common property resources. Women also face discrimination is matters of inaniage and 
divorce. The practice of bride price by which women become almost like commodities is 
particularly delimiting. The women also face the problem of being treated as threats to their 
descent group and ethnic identity particularly in the context of the demographic 
repercussion of a women's marriage with the outsiders have made many men want to 
change the matrilineal system of inheritance to matrilineal thus weakening its base. 

10.4.4 Traditional Ranking Systems 

All these examples show elaborate and varying traditional ranking systems conditioned by 
the particular ecological and historical circumstances of different tribes. The beginning of 
the colonial rule and its ending at the time of independence of the country led to a number 
of inlportant changes which shook the carefully protected relatively isolated world of the 
North-East Tribals. These included linking up the tirbals with colonial system of 
administration with meant' opening up further towards. Shillong, Calcutta, Delhi and even 
London, the coming in of the Christian Missionaries, introduction of the nmrket economy, 
the formalization and consolidation of status hierarchy within the tribes by the British for 
their administrative and political convenience, extension of protective discrimination and 
development schemes for backward areas and finally participation in the democratic 
process in independence India and resulting changes at various levels. 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Write a note on Mizo Administration. Use five to ten lines for your answer. - 



: 
Tribal Ethnicity : The R'orth-East ..................................................... ................................................................ 

2) Discuss social stratificationamong the Jaintias and Khasis of North-East. Use 
between five to ten lines for your answer. 

These led to a weakening of the traditional system of social stratification, the emergence 
of new socio-economic and political interests and linked disparities together with a growing 
e;-uphasis on class position in society. Thus co-existing with ascribed status and both 
reinforcing and modifying it, the achieved status became a significant factor of increasing 
importance. 

I 
Box 10.02 

The emergence of a new middle class, the contractors, middlemen, businessmen and the 
politicians operating at  local, district, state ofnational levels, all tended to divide the society 
along class lines. However, those who held an economic and socially dominant positions 
traditionally wereoften able to exploit their initial advantage to obtain high ranked positions 
in the new setting as well. Thus all these interactions created a society broadly stratified 
and linked to political, economic and soeial trends outside the region, stateandeven nation. 

Ai: the same time these factors created also a need to preserve, protect and emphasize a 
distinct identity. - 
10.5 TRIBAL MOVEMENTS IN THE NORTH-EAST - 
W 2 need to bear in mind the unique geopolitical and historical background of the tribal 
pe3ple of the North-East in order to understand the specificity and very different character 
of the tribal movements of this region from those of other areas. These background factors 
include: 

i) Because of their location of i n t d - 1  borders, many of these tribal communities 
played the role of bridge and buffer communities and so had developed bonds with 
certain groups across the borders 

ii) British colonial administration followed a policy of insuring economic social and 
political isolation on these tribes from the rest of the counuy. The tribal areas were 
categorized as excluded or partially excluded areas and contacts of the outsiders with 2 1 I 



Ethnic Stratification these areas were strictly regulated, particularly in the excluded areas where no 
outsiders could enter without obtaining a pennit. Thus their areas not only remained 
unaffected by the political influence of the freedom struggle in the countq~, but also 
developed apprehensions about maintaining their own separate identity and political 
autonomy in relation to independent India. 

iii) Unlike the tribals of middle India, tribals in the North-East have througllout constituted 
an overwhelming majority (expect in Tripura) and being free from exploitative 
economic and social contacts with their Assamese neighbours including alienation of 
their land and forests, failed to develop agrarian and nullenanan movements which 
frequently characterised Uie tribals of other regions of the country. 

iv) Spread of the Christianity and mission education gave the tribals a distinctive sense of 
identity and made them apprehensive about their future in Indepe~~dent India. 

v) Influence of the second world war as threatres of war came close to tlieir habitat in the 
North-East. 

vi) Inlpending independence of India and resulting heighteniiing of political consciousness 
and struggle. 

vii) After independence there was open unrestricted contact between the tribals and 
outsiders. A number oftraders. refugees and other mib~ants began to settle in the area, 
acquiring land and resources. All these generated fears of beiug swamped by outsiders 
and loosing land, forests and other resources to the outsiders. 

viii)The inlpact of modernization on Tribal life and social institutions, especially the 
conflict between nlenlbers of the growing middle class and traditio~ial chiefs as well as 
dislocations of the traditional pattern of land control and land relations. 

Depending on the particular circumstances and ob,jective of the individual movements, 
nlany of these factors in different conibinations affected the formation and developnlent of 
the different tribal movements. Because of the characteristic coltditions of their genesis, 
thrust of these movements has been largely political, centring on issues of 'identity and 
security', with 'goals ranging from autono~ny to independcilcc and means froin 



coiistitutional agitation to insurgency'. ~ l though a majority of the nlovements have also Tribal Ethnicity : The North-East 

centred on issues of language, script and cultural revival, the same political struggle 
appears to have been reflected in these movements also. We will now look at some of the 
movements in detail to understand their specificity. 

10.5.1 The Naga Movement 

A large number of factors acted as catalysts for the Naga Movement. These were: 

i) fear of the losing special privileges bestowed upon them by the British 

ii) the danger of erosion cultural autonomy and district 'ethnic identity' 
iii) fear of losing the custonrary ownership of the hills. 

iv) The spread of Christianity 

v) Developnlent of format education in the Naga Hills. 
vi) Reaction to the fornlation of complex political structures. 

Though the Naga ethnic identity and the movement were sharply articulated after 
independence, the roots were sworn with the formation of the Naga Club in 19 18 at 
Kohima. The first taken by the club was a memorandum submitted to the Simon 
conmiission in 1929 seeking the continuity of the direct British Administration of the hills 
and number of other issues. The memorandum was singed by representratives of most of 
the Naga tribes. 

A very important role in the resurrection of Naga identity was played by Zapu Phizo, who 
had assisted the Japanese and the INA with the hope of getting help to form a soverign 
Naga State (Verghese 1994: 85). Their was a great deal of debate over what the Naga's 
.#anted after the British lift India. The issue centred primarily on autonolny Vs 
~ndependence. 

Box 10.03 

The Assam rdvernor reached a nine-point agreement with the Naga National Council in 
Kohima on June 29, 1947. An agreement which too was not without its controversies 
specially the interpretation of clause 9. While the Naga's claimed it meant a right to self 
determination after ten years, the government felt that all aspects of the agreqment had 
been subsumed and taken care off under the sixth schedule of the constitution. While a 
large number of members of theNNC were prepared to give this agreement a fair chance, 
a majority under Phizo were arrested, but after his release took charge of the NNC and 
conducted a 'plebiscite' on the questionof Naga autonomy which on the basis of the opinion 
of a few thousands declared a 99xpreference for Independence. 

The Nagas boycotted the first General Election in 1952 and the District Council Scheme. 
This agitation took a violent turn when Phizo miouned the formation of a Republician 
Government of Free Nagaland at 'Kautaga' on September 18,1954. In this endeavor the 
moderate elements like Sakhrie were completely outnumbered. Soon, he was assassinated 
ar~dunderground gorilla warfare began in earnest. The army was called out to aid the 
civilian government on August 27. 1955. Gradually the gorilla struggle lost momentum but 
tll: people continued to suffer acute hardship under harsh arnly control This situation 
becanle a rallying point for the moderates who abandoned independence and discussed the 
possibility of a Nagalmd within the Indian Union with full freedom to preserve and protect 
their heritage and way of life. A Naga Peoples' convention was called in Kohima in Augbst 
1957. It was a conglomeration of 1760 delegates representing all the tribes in the Naga 
Hills and the Tueilsang district of NEFA. After a long deliberation, the council decided to 
s e ~ k  a single Naga Hills - Tuensang administrative unit within the Indian Union. The 
NHTA was created as an autononlous district directly administered by the governor of 
As ;am on behalf of the President. This convention was followed by two more conventions 
Thl: deliberation of the October 1959 convention led to a historic landmark agreement with 
the government of India in July 1960. Under the agreement the NHTA was to be 
redesigned as Nagaland and beca~ne an independent state in December 1963. Even as the 
elections took place to the assenlbly, the underground movement continued. Several 
inconclusive rounds of the talks were held between the underground leadership and the 
Goirernnlent of India. A peace nlission was set up in 1964 which had J.P. Narayan, B.P. 
Calka, Rev. Michael Scott and Shandkm Dev as its members. All these activities and 
efforts fnlaly culiminated in the Shillong accord of November 1 1, 1975. 



Ethnic Stratification Under this agreement the underground accepted the constitution of India: deposited their 
anns, security forces halted their operations and gave enough time to the undergro~md 
organisations to formulate other issues for discussion for the final settlen~ent to take place 
Though this accord brought peace to the area, a section of the undergroud under the 
Nationalist Socialist Council of Nagaland set up in 1980 is still struggling for a sovereign 
state. (Dole,-- 1998: 16-20; Verghese 1994: 87-85,89,90; Dhanda 1993. 482-485). 

10.5.2 Tribal Policy in Tripura 1 
Tripura represents an 'exan~~le of$ state which despite being ruled by a tnbal ruler 
followed policies which reduced its original tribal inhabitants to a minority. The state 
consisted of nineteen major tribes of which the Tripura is to which the n~le r  belonged were 
the most dominant. Due to a variety of historical reasons most tribals had colue under the 
influence of Hinduism, particularly Vaishnavism. For economic reasons the Mahar?ia, who 
had zamidaris in the adjoining districts of Comilla, Noakhali and Chittagong, invited the 
Bengali peasants from there to develop settled agriculture in Tripura. They were known as 
Ziratia tenants and, they apart from promoting agriculture, generated niuch needed 
revenues for the.state. For humanitarian considerations also the ruler allowed t l~e  Bengali 
refugees to settle in his kingdom and reclaim forest lands for cultivation Sinlilarly a 
number of entrepreneurs were encouraged to establish tea gardens. Bengali being the 
language of the adnlinistration a number of Bengali professionals and white collkired 
workers, teachers and others also got settled in the state. 

Activity 2 

Evaluate through discussion with other students at the study centre, the tribal policy in 
Tripura. Put down your findings in your notebook. 

This process changed the demographic profile of the state, the tribals who collstih~ted 64% 
of the population in 1974 were only 36% of the pbpulation in 191 1, and by 193 1 the 
number of inlmigrants from various other regions mostly Assam and Bengal had risen to 
1 14,383. However the maharaja of Tripura in his proclamation of 193 1 and 1913 reserved 
certain area almost 5050 sq. km. for settled agriculture offwe designated tribes the 
Tripuris, Reangs, Jamatis, Naotis and Halams. 

Box 10.04 

With Independenceof thecountry, Tripura acceded to India on 13 August 1947. However, 
surrounded by east Pakistan on all (except one) sides, socio-political developments there, 
particularly communal riots, had a tremendous effect on the state particularly in terms of 
theintlux of the Bengali refugees, Not only the population ofthe state increased considerably 
(from 645,707 in 1951 to 1156,342 in 1971) (Mukherjeeand Singh 1982: 320). There were 
also important repercussions for the tribal population, which though increased in numl)ers, 
was reduced to 28.44% of the total in 1971. Further population density rose from 17 per 
sq. km, in 1917 tc~ 49 in 1941 to 196 by 1981). 

i) This demographic charge meant an increasing dominance and control of imn"grants 
in various departments particularly the market and the credit systelll as \? ell as 
professional and service sectors. 'This also resulted in largc number of tribals being 
pushed back to tlic interior, tremendous pressure on land, increase in mortgages ;u~d 
indebtedness, banning of slash and bum cultivation, increased alienation of land and 
transfer from tribals to non-tribals. Thus, 'the changing denlographic balance, 

r 
econon~ic pressures created by tlle sudden influx of population, and the spread of I 

education, combined to generate new impulses, a mix of expectations and discontents' 
(Verghese 1994: 171). 

The fust response to this unrest was the fornlation of the bibal militant orga~lisation the 
Seng Krak in 1947. This was followed by two other tribal bodies, the Adivasi Sanliti and 
the Tripura Rajya Admivasi Sangh, both of which came together in 1954 in the Adivasi 
Sansad. The Eastern India Tribal Union also established its branch in Tripura and 
contested election in 1957 and 1962. Similarly the communists had established a strong 
presence in Tripura forming the Rajya Mukti Parished in 1948 and taking up the cause of 
the bibalsvis-A-vis the non-tribals, comnlunist leaders. The split and decline in the 
colrmlunist party and the reemergence of the congress as a result of changing equations 
created a lot of disillusionment and resentment among the younger generation who fornled 



the Tripura, Upajati Juba Samita (TUB) under Samacharan Tripura on June 10,1967. Tribal Ethnicity : The North-East 

TUJS is a political organisation of the Tribals, With a fourpoint agenda (a) creation of an 
autonomous district council for tribals under the sixth schedule of the constitution (b) 
restoration of tribal lands illegally transferred to the non-tribals (c) recognition of the Kek- 
Barak language (d) adoption of Roman Scupt. 

ii) The TUJS campaigned massively for the fulfilment of its demands. Resorting to 
agitation, propaganda, petitions, dharnas and protests, tluough phases of upswings 
and downswings, the TUJS managed to retain its hold and work for the cause of tribal 
upliftmen1 as Tripura became a full fledged state in 1972. The 1977 elections saw the 
recovery of the communists who were returned back to power marginalising both the 
congress and the TUJS. 

The CPM government made a number of moves to restore and strengthen the tribal 
position. Among them being the recognition to the Kek-Barak language, measures to 
implement the agrarian laws on illegally alienated lands, set in motion the process of , 
fomling an autonomous hill council. Though these moves were welcomed by the tribals 
and the nloderate section of the TUJS, a section of redicals s~narting under the declining 
uifluence of the TUJS, came into prominence under the leadership of a Christian 
Missionary Vijay Kumar Rankhel who saw the bond of Christianity as an iillportant vehicle 
:o forge unity 2nd assertion anlong the tribal. He also sought the help of the MNF and other 
organizations to train the TUJS vollulteers. He become the self-styled leader of the Tripurd 
'Tribal National Front and the Tripura Sena. The secession and independence of Tripura 
hecame important goals for him. This revival of the movement coincided with the 
inovenlent against foreigners in Manipur, Meglialaya and Assanl. The TUJS Conference of ' 

March 1980 gave a call for the deportation of all foreigners who came to Tripura after 15 
October 1949. 'fieviolent agitation was begun by a call for boycott of foreigners, 
~~articularly traders and protests outside importaut govemnlent offices. A lot of violence 
took place against the Bengali and other settlers who countered it tluougll the Amla 
13engali. The carnage reached a crescendo in alnlost a month. The fuse being ignited by the 
3,enlbucherrd itxident. 

iii) The Dinesh Singh Committee on Tripura set up by the centre saw the real solution of 
the problem in the economic development of the region. It took note of the 
transfonna~ion brought in the state as a result of inroads made into tribal society by 
traders, lend grabbers, refugees and missionaries. The committee made an elaborate 
list of suggzsted short and long term measures to ameliorate the problem. These 
included ellmination of disparities, restoration of land to the tribals and ensuring their 
rehabilitation. The TUJS disassociated itself from the milit'mt Tripura National 
Volunteers led by Rankhal and called a peaceful agitation for implementation of the 
Dinesh Singh Coinmittee report, a judicial inquiry into the June incident and the 
fornlation af Tribal Area Autonomous Council, while the Anti-foreigners agitation 
was put on hold. After a period of intense struggle the TNV militants finally 
negotiated a settlement with the government on Aug. 12, 1988. Under the agreement 
promised speedy action in the restoration of alienated lands, the fonnation of a 
Autonomous district council, stringent measures to prevent infiltration from across the 
border, etc. 

i 
I iv) However, not all factions of the TNV were satisfied with this agreement. They 

established oreakaway groups to continue the agitation like the All Tripura Tribal 
Force (which signed agreement with the state in 1993), the National Liberation Front 
of Tripura. The Tripura Rajya Raksha Bahini Tripura Sfate Volunteers, Tripura 
National Democratic Tribal Force. However, the intensive, conviction and 
comnlitment of the agitation has waned. But the groups continue to sunfive patronized 
and supportcd simultaneously by different political parties and underground 

I move~llents across the borders who provide resources and anununition. 

(317-339; Doley 1998: 30-32; Verghese 1994: 165-195). 

10.5.3 Tribal Struggle in Manipur 
I 

Manipur has a long history of struggle. The prominent among them being the Zeliangrong 
Ntaga uprising (1 930-32), the Kuki rebellion (1 9 17- 191, the womens agitation, Meiti state 
cc nlnlittee and a number of other agitations. Manipw was a princely state which merged 
w:.th India in 1949, remained a UT till finally granted statehood in 1972. To account for the 



Ethnic Stratification agitations to resurface in the state, Kabui relates it to crisis of identity, weakness of the 
Indian political system, economic exploitation, corruption, unemployment and influence of 
foreign power and ideology (cf. Doley 1998: 2 1). The various agitations launched in the 
state were. 

i) The Meitei State Conunittee was formed in 1967 in protest at Manipur's merger with 
the India Union. This organisation gradually became a revolutionary body seeking an 
independent Manipur governed on the lines of a Socialist ideology developed by Irabot 
Singh. The movement weakened and the committee surrendered in 197 1. This 
movemeilt failed as result of (a) low level of education of leaders (b) lack of clarity 
about the objectives of the movement (c) lack of strong infrastructural organization and 
support. (Doley 1998: 24). 

ii) The Kukis in Manipur revolted against the British in 19 17- 19 in response to the alien 
intervention in the traditional pattern of and way of life of the tribal people. Though 
this response was suppressed by the British. It found expression against the treatment 
of the melties by the govenunent became an important turning point in the agitation. 
A fillup has been provided by the growing prominence of the Sanmahi cult, which 
explodes the myth of the Aryan origin of the Meities who converted to Hinduism in 
the eighteenth century. An important role has been played by the Manipur National 
Front which aims to revive the Mongloid heritage which would unit the Sananlahis as' 
well as other Mongloid people of the NE. The front, as it trines to go back to its own 
tribal religion, seeks to get rid of the borrowing and donination and exploitation 
imposed on them by brahmin and Vaishnav practices. The Resurgence of the 
Sanamahi cult revived the Meteir script, language and literature, thus giving from to a 
distinct Metei identity. At the same time this asertion was also a reaction against 
Hindus and outsiders. It emphasised the glory of Manipur and its cultural distinction 
from India. An offshoot of the emergence of Metei, Nationalism has been the gradual 
erosion of the word Manipur and Manipuri and its repalcement by Kangleipak and 
Metei respectively (Kabui: 1983, p. 236-237) which can only be achieved by the 
fomlation of a Meitei homeland. 

All these factors have contributed to the spread of insurgency in Manipur. of the two main 
organizations active in the state, the people's revolutionary party of Kangleipak (PREPAK) 
and PLA @eoplels liberation army), PREPAK is seen as a Marxist - Leninist party closely 
linked to Meitei revivalism while the PLA has a radical ideology and a strong rural base 
and prefers to propogate communist ideology and integrated insurgent groups across the 
N.E. Thus the Meities represent an interesting group at the cross roads who have revived 
their traditional religion and yet are unable to get the status of tribals which they aspire for 
and failure to achieve which prevents them from getting privileges under the sixth schedule 
(Doley 1998: 22-27, Verghese 1994: 113-134; Kabui 1983: 234-237; 1992.5357) 

Resurfaced with the Kuki National Assembly in 1946, which gradually articulated a 
political denmd for a autonomous district or state for Kuki Inbals in order to fully reaplise 
the cultural and glory of their own culture and may of life. (Doley 1998 : 25) 

iii) The Manipur women protested agaisnt the Britisl; regarding Rice Trading and the 
British export policy. The immediate cause of the movement was the shortage of 
foodgrains in Manipur due to the vagaries of the weather; the high price of rice in the 
local market due to exports and the pressure of the vested business interests. It was 
one Manipuri woman, Aribam Chaotian Devi, who organised a few women to stop 
selling rice to the mill owners. A chain reaction followed and other women got 
involved in the agitation. Though this was suppressed by the British in 1941 but left 
its impact on the administrative set up and cultural pattern of the state. (Doley 1998: 
26-27). 

iv) The Zeliangrong movement was started by three tribal groups the Zenlei, Liangmei 
and the Rongmei who together were called the Zeliangrong. This movement began 
essentailly as a social reform movement and was led by a young Rongmei Naga 
Jadonang and his cousin Rani Gaidinliu. They fornled the Heraka cult which sought 
to abolish some cuational customs, and to reform and revive the traditional religion, 
as a response to Hinduism and impact of Christianity. The movenlent was also anti- 
British and anti-Kuki, and it sought to establish Naga rule by forging a single 
Zeliangrong identity Jadonang's subsequent arrest and execution gaye a jolt to the 



~iuovenieiut. However. his cousin Gainilui canied it forward linking it to the struggle Tribal Ethnicit) : The North-East 

against British rule and civil disobedience movement of tlie Congress (Kubui 1982: 
56), She was, however. iniprisoned for alnlost 11 years a ~ d  in the meal time the 
niovenient lost much of its steam. It gradually got converted to a purely peaceful 
moven~eilt and various triiibal orgalisations like the Kabilui Sanuty (1 934), Kabui 
Naga Association (1946), Zeliangrong Council (1917) Manipur Zeliangrong Union 
(1947) all came into the picturc with the ob.jective of overthrowing the British rule. 
After more than two decades the aim of the movenieilt becalne political, seeking the 
creation of a separate Zeliaigrong Adnlinistrative Unit co~isisting of the Zeliailgrong 
inhabited areas of Malip~ir, Nagaliuud and Assani's Cacl~ar hills. 

The process of identity fom~ation anlong the Mizos was essentially about 15 local tribes 
assuming a district Mizo identity. Political consciousness began in the Lushai hills area 
with Uie return of a number of first world war veteraus However. the level of political 
articulation was lows, and no expression of political solidarity book place before the Siiiion 
Conuiiissioil The area remained concenled as a1 'exclude' area under the 1935 act. With 
the end of the second world war and the iinpending grant of independence, the new 
Cllristian edlicated elite, curbed by the authoritarian style of functioning of their chiefs, 
fonned tlie Mizo Conlnloii People's front and a Mizo Union in 1946 demanding equal right 
to vote for chiefs as well as collunoners. Gradually as they organised themselves they 
sought to asset their cultural a i d  political distinctiveness as well as deiuxuld self 

I 
I 

detenuunation and a number of other benefits to preserve and protect their identity. The 
conulloners were incorporated in the District Conference. This also created a cleavage 

I between tlie comilo~u people and chiefs who begin to feel sidelined. They lornled a 

I political party the United Mizo Freedom Organization on July 5, 1947 which sought to 

i iluerge the M i ~ o  area with Bunila. However, tlue leaders of the Mizo Union felt an affinity 
wiU1 India a id  opted for remaitling within India with liiilited autonomy and the freedom to 

1 opt out when they wished to do so T l ~ e  goveniment ui response gave protection to the 

I tribes under t l~e  sixth schedule and cerlain special privileges to the Lusliai hills including a 
District Council. 

10.6.1 Mizo Identity 

However, Uie perceived threat to tlie Mizo Identity became sharpened in reaction to the 
decisioil of the Assaiil Govenlnlent to introduce Assanuese as the state language The 
UMFO teamed up with the Eastenl India Tribal Uilioil seeking separation froill Assam. In . . this endeavour they were also supported by the All PiIrty hill Leaders Conference. 

? 
The ininiediate cause for the Mizo unrest was tlie 'efflorescence of the banlboo om~autaiui 
in 1959' which led to acute famine in the region. The inept handling of tlue issue by the 
government, suppression of the farmers and the inadequate relief nleasures added fuel to 
the fire on the issue of separate stateliood. In an attenlpt to come to tenns with tliis 
sihlation, the Mi70 clilh~ral society was converted into a Mizo Natioxal Famine Front. 
which gained popularity for its activism rclief nueasure Later it emerged as Mizo National 
Front in 1963 under the leadership of Laldenga. The organization gained popular appeal 
~ n d  sought help from Pakistan for its cause. On February 28, 1966 Mizorani was declared 
,111 independent sovereign state with the launcli of 'operation Jericl~o' Ma,jor governlneiit 
ljuildings, installations, etc. were taken over. The IAF and the arnly had to inove in. 
i2onsequeiitly MNF was declared uillawful and the 'rebel govt.' was forced to inove 
nnderground. hlozoram was declared a disturbed area and placed under Anliy control. 
I:ollowing this, a strategy of grouping of villages was canied out in four pliases between 
1967 ;uld 1970 under the Defence of India nlles and Assan1 maintenmice of Public Order 
Act. 

<:heck Your Progress 2 

1) Discuss the Naga Move~iient in the North-East. Use about ten lines for your answer. 
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The MNF went underground and its leader Laldenga escaped. A further degrouping of 
villages tookplace and Mioram became a Union Territory. After a long arduous struggle 
Laldenga came to the negotiating table and a mutually agreed 'peace accord' was signed on 
July 1,1976. Under this record the MNF agreed to end insurgency offer surrender and seek 
a political settlement within the constitution. However theunderground movement 
continued ind hostilities resumed. Phases of continued suppression and negations 
followed. The process of negotiating eventually came to an end with fornlal agreement 
singed by Laldenga, Lal Tbanwala and Pradhan in Delhi on June, 30, 1986 and Mizoram 
finally emerged as a separate state within the Indian Union (Verghese 1994: 135- 165) 

10.7 BOD0 MOVEMENT 

The Bodos movement is of considerable interest in contemporary times. Tbe movement 
was started by the All Bodo Students Union (ABSU) in 1987 seeking (a) a separate state on 
fhe banks of the Brahmaputra @) Inclusion of the Bodo-Kaharis and some other tribes in 
the Sixth schedule: The origin of this movement could be traced to the particular position 
of the Bodos as a dominant tribal group; in a largely non-tribal state. The other factors 
which were catalyst in this movement are government neglect and apathetic attitude 
towards the tribals, fear of erosion of Bodo identity in terms of exploitation, control over 
land, jobs, other resources, language, scrip and other cultural aspects on life. 



10.8 TRIBAL ETHNICITY BECOMES AS A BASIS FOR Tribal Ethnicity : The North-East 

STRATIFICATION 

An inlportant feature of ethnicity is that like caste it is a status group; intermediate between 
the family and the state or nation In Weberian ternls a status group is a group which enjoys 
a characteristics prestige and honour in relation to similar other groups. In any wider group 
there are always cultural differences, but with the rising ethnic consciousness, certain 
cultural differences come to used as ethnic markers of group identity. This stress on group 
identity and selected markers facilitates the mobilisation of the group for various collective 
ends, econonlic, political, social cultural etc. These collective ends to the extent they are 
realised andnot realised affect the process of stratification. 

10.8.1 Ethnic Movement 

Ethnic movements are generally seen as a reaction to a particular social situation in which 
the groups feel deprived because it fails to get what it feels as its due recognition. This due 
recognition may be that their members are not treated as status equals, or are ranked 
inferior to so~lle other unduly Concern may be for equality of status or for higher status as 
ones 'due'. Thus aside from considerations about nlaterial interests, concern about status, 
social recognition, prestige becomes equally important. The tribe may seek equality, or 
emphasise the superiority of their culture and language e.g. The carving out of states of 
Nagaland, Mizoranl, and Meghalya after an intense struggle by the tribal people from the 
state of Assani Followed by the continuing struggle of the Bodos for their own state as 
well as language and script affected the inter-etlmic and inb-ethnic stratification system in 
important respects. 

An important aspect of ethnic struggle is concerned with mobilization to gain positions of 
economic advantage, jobs, educational facilities etc. This may takethe form of demands 
that certain positions may be given exclusively to a particular tribe or distributed in relation 
to the respective ethnic population. Thus the process of ethnic mobilisation effects at two 
general levels struggle for (a) due recognition and (b) for greater economic and political 
advantage on some special ground. As soon as the ethnic mobilisation process and struggle 
starts, new positions come into existence at thevarious organizational and leadership levels 
enjoyingvarying amount of power, prestige and econonlic advantage, this new phenomena 
may alter already existing similar relationship within the group. 

10.8.2 Mobility and Ethnic Groups 

This new kind of opportunity may become available to individuals and sub-groups within 
the broader ethnic groups leading to upward and downward mobility between sub-sections 
and the individual levels. The overall occupational differentiation in income, lifestyle, 
:ducation etc. may further develop with one group emphasizing within group differences in 
#culture, honour, prestige etc. Tliis process may even threaten the boundary markers 
between ethnic groups by creating cross group similarities and increasing intragroup 
differences, especially when class and class linied lifestyles cut across ethnic 
group may form a new formation combine, emphasise closeness to win material 
recognition and reward. It may even seek a claim for a separate state or separate provincial 
autonomy. The moment this objects is achieved, then there is a possibility of new fault 
lines developing in this group particularly in the context of the North-East the 
implementation of the sixth schedule of the constitution, policy of protective 
c~iscrimination, policy of development and integration, participation in the electoral 
process have sharpened the ethnic consciousness as a stepping stone towards greater 
political power, resources; and mobility. Due to these factors the overall relationship 
between the tribals and non-tribals is also changing. Tribals as a category are no longer 
despised or inferior; infact they may be the dominant group in the state. The tribal group 
niay be a deprived group within which strong inequalities exist. Thus to an extent 
differences between tribals and non-tribals are getting reduced as against people of 
cc~mprable educational, classbtatus, where similarity may be much more egalitarian then 
b:tween Tribals andNon-Tribals. 

10.9 LET US SUM UP 

Viewed positively Ethnicity is a means of equality, greater means of self-worth, preserving 2 9 



Ethnic stratification cultural heritage, cultural diversity, spreadllg egalitarianism social order etc. ln that sense 
the ethnic group nlobili7ation may be seen as a means of curtailing the power of the state. 
However at the same time it can lead to strife, ethnostrife, ethnic-intolerance subordination 
of groups etc. 

10.10 KEY WORDS 

Absorption : Aprocess by which tribes were assinulated into other groups and 
conununities. 

Ethnicity : Comprises culturdl layers of habits, traits and origin which bind into 
solidarity the entire comnlllnity which is of aparticular ethnic stock. 

Identity : Characteristic features of a particular person group or community 
Power : Ability to influence a person or group, even against their will. 
Prestige : a type of status which has become associated with a person, group or 

community. 
Tribe : Can be distinguished through various fcatures of such a group/ 

community. See text for elaboration. 
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10.12 SPECIMEN ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR 
PROGRESS 

Check Your Progress 1 

1) Through the institution of their chiefs, the Mizos had a well established administration 
system. The chief and his house were the centre of activity. On nuniage the son of a 
chief was given some households to set up their ownvillage and be indepe~ldent. One 
son however remained with the chief to succeed him. Adnunistration of the village by 
the chief was aided by a council of elders. 

2) The Jaintias were divided into king Governor, village Headman and Conlmoners 
(including officials) ownership is passed on through women, the control rests with the 
men. Where usufructory rights were there women were to remain ~nmanied, have no 
brother etc. Women also face discrimination is matters of nianiage and divorce. Bride 
price was also a humiliating practice. 

Check Your Progress 2 

1) There were many factors which were important in creating the Naga Movement. 
These included fear of losing privileges created by the British and erosion of their 
ethnic identity. Naga ethnic identity tracess back to 19 18 when the Naga Club was 
formed. In 1947 the Assan1 Governor reached an agreement with Nt~gas. The Nagas 
boycotted the General Election of 1952 was reached, and the Naga uilderground 
accepted the Constitution of India. However in 1980 the Nationalist Socialist Council 
of Nagaland was still struggling for a sovereign state. 

2) Tribal struggling in Manipur have a long history including Zeliangrong Naga 1930- 
32 uprising and the Kuki rebellion 1917-19. These struggle have been attributed to 
various reasons including identity crisis, weak political system of lndia exploitation of 
all sorts, corruption, and unemployment. Other agitations include the Meitee State 
Committee formed for an Independent Manipur in 1967. The Conlnlittee surrendered 
in 1971. Lack of education, and weak infrastructure were reasons whicll led to failure. 
The Kuki rebellion of Manipur (1 9 17-1 9) was against the British. Other organizations 

I 1 

include Manipur National Front which aims to revive the Mongoloid heritage. Finally 1 
script language and literature, provided to them a distinct Metei identity. 


