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PREFACE

Bangladésh hHas a concentrated tribal population in the
south-eastern, eastern and northern districts of the coun-—
try. In the present dissertation an attempt has been made
to study the tribes, living ' the northern districts that
is, Mymensingh, Sylhet, Dinajpur, Rajshahi and some other

areas.

The Bangladesh polity has been torn by violence between
the government forces and the tribals residing in the Chit-
tagong Hill Tracts. This leads to the crucial question,

. ~
that why are the rest of the tribals residing on the north-
ern borders of Bangladesh not a party toc this violence.
This 1s not to say tﬁat they a;e not embroi;Led in an adver-
sarial relationship with the government. In fact, thg Garos
are fighting for ownership rights over the Madhupur Fforest
in the Supreme Court, despite being subjected to physical
torture and kidnapping by government forces. The Hajongs
and other tribals who had resisted the exploitative feudal
policies of the governmen§ in the Tanka movement as late as
1950, too are no longer mobilised against the government.

. AN
This 1s 1inspite of the fect that concentrated ownership of

land persists, with less than 15% of the people owning

-—



almost 51% of the tand.X Equally important has been the
ethnic marginalisation. Thus, both Islam and Bengali lan-
guage, héve been imposed on the ethnically different +tri-
bals. Islam has specially given a major setback to these
tribals who werevmoderqising either through Christianisation’
or Hinduisation. In fact, in the riots of 1950 and 1965,
they were deprived even of their basic right, the "right to
life".

The answer can be found in the nature and extent of

penetration (by external agencies) and the resultant culture

contact the tribals like Khasi, BGaro, Santal, Hajong, Koch,
Banai, Rajbansi, Hadi, Dalu, Munda, Oraon, Manipuri and
Manipuri Muslims on the northern borders have under gone.

Therefore, unlike the CHT tribals which had a special status
and autonomy as late as 1963, those on the northern borders
have faced deeper penetration from the British rule itself.

This can be gauged by the fact that CHT continues to have

tribals, like Mru, Murangs, Shendus, Bonjugis, and
X Talukder Maniruzzaman, "The Future of Bangladesh" in
A.J. Wilson and Dennis Dalton, ed., The State of South
Asia: Problems of Natiocnal Integration (New Delhi,

1982), p.272.



Pankhos who not only cannot read and write but alsoc do not
learn each other’'s dialects. In doing so they feel, they

will be flouting religious interdiction, which will lead to

i1llness and economic ruin.

It will become apparent in the course of the following
chapters that a combination of demographic, geograﬁhic,
religious, and political factors have contributed to the
disintegration of the tribal institutions and values (of
thosé on the northefh borders), and their assimilation 1into
the larger, non—-tribal scociety. Though in the beginning of
this assimilative process the tribals revolted now and again
due to stress, the revolts grew less frequent as the years
went by and tribals learnt to accept different values. TDdaf
this process has even praduced fdetribalised" labourerg
among some tribes, who have lost all tribal wvalues. Simi-
larly, an elite class has evolved which is indistinguishable

from the "“civilized gentry".

Demographically, the migration of some tribals to India
due to persecution, or death in the liberation war of 1971,
or riots has brought vioclent changes in tribal lives. ~ More
importantly, these tribes fall in areas thch were the first
to come under British control} whern the latter entered the
north-east frontiers. Therefore, they soon c;me under a

centralized political authority which introduced policies

1



leading to socio-~cultural and economic change.

has played an equally important role 1n mod-

Religion
helping them to integrate 1nto the

ernizing these tribes,

Garos and Khasis,.

larger society. Therefore, among the
,Chfistianity introduced non-tribal values in the form of
Westernization, while among other tribes Hinduisation has
Howev -

led to the adoption of hierarchical caste structure.

er this process 1is not complete and tribal beliefs and

institutions can still be observed among them.

The single most important factor in the assimilation of

tribes has been the role . of governments from British rule
onwards. Thus tribal political organisation which ranged

from totally uncentralized or segmentary type on one hand to

relatively centralised ones, were completely replaced.
Instead, strongly centralized and well-organized modern
Therefore, elaborate law enforcement

states were created.

agencies like thana and courts were set up whose coercive

{trabal) institutions.

power far exceeded that of earlier
resources

Taxes were made compulsory for the use of natural

In the plains, the

that tad hitherto been used freely.

peasants saw rapidly changing land tenure system, and

tribal
impositron of Zamindara. The establishment of modern system
transport, communication, and education on aone hand and

of
banning of tribal practices like human-sacrifice, head-

hunting etc. brought further social change.

N



With transfer of power most of these institutions were
inherited by the post colonial state. However, the new
state unlike the colonial one could not ensure 1its survival

through coercive means alone, and needed to evolve a common

national identity besides economic development. It is along

thesé criteria that government' s policies leading to social
change must be studied. The tribals of East Pakistan and
then Bangladesh have not only failed to evolve a shared
national identity with other non—-tribal Muslims, but alsoc
show marginal improvement in their standards of living. This
i

@posing Islam, then

w

Bengali and 1later Bangladeshi identities have not given

because the succeeding government by
3

space to other ethnic identities. Economically, this coun-
try (itself regarded as one of the poorest in the world) has
not provided adequate basic facilities like housing, hand-
pumps etc. to the tribals. Therefore, the national average
which has access to these facilities is much higher than
that of tribals. As a result tribal integration into the
national %ainstream remains incomplete leaving much to be

desired regarding the government' s role.

Though the extent of stress felt by the tribals is
lesser than 1in the Britiéh period since they are getting
assimilated gradually into non-tribal éociety, it neverthe-—
less remains. Stress among the tribals has occured even
when social change is motivated by good intentions. This
is because changes are often not planned, that 1is, intro-

duced after a scientific study of pros and cons of the



effect 1t might have on tribals. Conseguently, some tribal
sgcieties in other parts of the world, unable to cope with
the stress have even perishéd.

The following chapters have tried to‘bring this forth.
The first chapter is an introduction which defines a tribe
agd tribal societies, studiesvhow social order is maintained
in them, besides outlining the nature, effect and agencies
which bring about soccial change. The second‘chapter is a
socié—cultural study of the varigus tribal groups which have
beeri uwndergoing tr#nsitian al=so due to religious factors.
The third chapter focuses on the British policy which have
helped in bringing rapid change, in the process aléo focus—
ing on the role of Christian missionaries. The fourth chap-
ter highlights the religiocus, linguistic and economic poli-
cres of the Pakistani and Bangladeshi governments which have
retarded theié development of common national identity with

other non—-tribals.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Definition of a Tribe and Tribal Society

In general usage, tribe has been defined as a "primary
aggregate  of peoples living in a primitive or Dbarbarous
condition under 2 headman or a chief."! The superior over-
tone of this definition shduld’be avoided or reduced great-
ly. Tili the end of nineteenth century the word "primitive"”
was used to describe tribal society as childish,‘compared to
the "advanced" West. Today, the meaning of "primitive" has
undergone transition and no longer describes a tribal socie-

ty as mentally and mcrally inferior.

While a general consensus exists among the mocdern
anthropologists over the definition of a tribal society
{which comprises of one or several tribes), a similar agree-
ment on the definition of a tribe is absent. A tribal
society is best defined in terms of form than content_.2 thatr
is, in terms of littie developed techniques. Therefore, a
tr;bal society s small scale baeth in terms of population
and social relationships, and has sometimes been referred to
as “face to face society”. Moreover, such a society pos-
sesses  simpie technology and is completely self-sufficient

wnere people get their food amd other necessities directly

through their own labour.>
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A tribal society has various other characteristics. It
possesses a clear linguistic boundary, that is, a common
language or dialect. Secondly, it generally has a well-
defined political boundary. There are tribal societies‘
which do not have government in the usual sense, that is, a
centralised authority or a well defined afea or group which
make a political unit. In such segmentary societies, the
social system functions through a balance of power and other
institutional mechanisms. Thirdly, a ﬁribal society has a.

cultural boundary consisting of traditional beliefs, mores

etc.4

To distinguish a tribal society from a modern one, some
more characteristics require mentioning. The differentia-
tion and specialisatioﬁ in a tribe is based on biological
factors like age, sex and kinship rather than on relations
of - produétion. Moreover, the relations of production in a
tribe are homogeneocus in nature and a tribe is not strati-
fied. Further, its economy 1is non—-monetised because produc-—
tion 1is done to méet the domestic consumption. Lastly, all
members in a tribal society are kinsmen, who maintain these

ties through endogamy.5

This outline, however, 1is applicable only to '"ideal"”
tribal societies which no longer exist, coming as they are

under the influence of "civilised" societies. As &8 reésult



tribal societies fall at different points in the "ideal" to

"assimilated" continuum.

While defining a tribe, its ethnic_and cultural aspects
are‘ OVérlooked and it is outlined as a territorial, and
politically independent unit, except when tribe and society
coincide. Therefore, in nomadic society where proprietorial
rights are not recognised over a certain area, the term

"tribe" cannot be used to describe them 1in this strict

sense. 6

Currently, the most widely used definition has been put
forth by Evans Pritchard, who worked on the Nuer tribe of
Southern Sudan. Atcording to him, the Nuer constituting
200,000 in number, shared *a common name, a common language,
and a common culture” and were "divided into distifct polit-
ical units". From these divided tribes he drew his defini-
tion that "a tribe is a politically organised subdivision of

a wider, ethnic or cultural unit."’

The Notion of ‘Superior’ and "Inferior’ Cultures

Compared to Western societies, tribal ones continue to
be regarded as."primitive" by some people. However, it must
be realised that they constitute systematically organised
and viable communities, which have evolved socio-economic

and political institutions, suited to their local condi-



tions.

To decide whether a culture is "superior” to another
depends on standards used. Forvexample, the development of
writing and complex technology have made some much richer,
at least quantitatively. However, one should be cautious in
using the words "better" or ”worse“; because of the intrica-
cy and subtlety of the so-called "primitive" cultures. This
does not  imply that comparisons cannot be made, and that
each culture is just as good; What is instead meant, 1is
that holistic comparisons of cultures should be avoided and
only different aspects of cultures compared. Therefore, |if
witchcraft and sorcery is bad due to the cruelty it entails,

s0 1is Cold War with its threat of vast devastation.8

Maintenance of Social Order in Tribal Societies

In the absence of familiar western institutions like
judges, courts, etc. a tribal society, has been misconceived
as being in a state of anarchy and therefore ‘“primitive".
In fact, in segmentary societies (where a government i.e.
a centralised political authority or a well defined area or
group comprising a political unit does not exist) this

misconception is particularly acute.

Therefore, according to Sahlins, & segmentary society
i1s 1in a state of potential amarchy or "Warre" and can break

down any time. For him, the various tribal institutions:



kinship; the principle of reciprocity in economic relations
guided not by profit motive but the need to maintain good
relations; collective observance of rituels etc., all con-
tribute to prevent this breakdown. However, the possibility
of conflict can never be eliminated, because a specialised
political agency like the “Qtate” does not exist. There-
fore, a sovereign State which is structurally separated from
society, and has coercive power, as in modern ‘'"civilised"

societies, is necessary both for social order and cultural

richness.9

On the other hand, John Beattie arguing from a. func-
tional approach is critical of the use of western categories
to study tribal political organisation. Therefore, in the
latter some sort of social stability on a tribal basis may
be achieQed through ways other than constituted political
authorities. Similarly, observance of rules are adequately
-maintained through means other than police and courts as in

the west.

He defines political organisation as, '"maintenance of
ordered relations between different categories and groups of
people, over a social field wider than that which is implied
by each of the component categories or groups taken sepa-
rately."lo This wider social field can be a sdciety, or

relations between separate societies whether these are



tribal groups or nations. In other words, the external
social relations of any group which is under study also fall
within the sphere called "political”. Since these relations
are conducted usually within a partieular area, a politicsal

system can be defined territorially.

In many +tribal societies, this politicai end is
achieved through specialised political functionaries which
use organised authority backed by force, similar to western
societies. The difference is only to the ex_tent, that the

former 's political organisation is less elaborate.

On the other hand, there are some  societies where
neither specialised political functienaries, nor organised
structure of authority backed.by force exists. Yet these
societies do possess some sor§ of political structure.
Therefore, political authority may be widely spread out,
e.g., among grades of elders or lineage heads. Further,
instead of physical force, they may have the backing of
magiéal or religious sanctions which ensure observance of

rules.

There are still other societies called segmentary ones,
where no political authority can be found. Here the politi-
cal end 1s brought through the interaction of various insti-
tutions, which are not overtly political. What is important

then, 1is the political end and not the means through which



it is achieved. Therefore, in every society some sort of

internal order does exist over a particular territory.
External relations a&re conducted and decisions regarding

these matters are taken along generally accepted rules.11

Thus, since the wmetheod of achieving political end
differs gtreatly between varicus tribal societies, a basic
classification which helps in distinguishing one society
from another is important. Three criteria can be voutlined
in this regard. Firstly, 1t 1s the degree of centralisation
i.e. whether there ié_a centralised authority accepted by
the various groupe in the society, or is there no such head
and where interacticn between various groups and segments,
iﬁstead forms a politicel system. Secondly, the extent of
‘spec;alisatiOn of political authority must be observed. If
this is absent, it could also mean there is no overall
political achority. The third criteri@istudies the basis
of political authority. Therefore, it could be hereditary
or elective or a combination of the two. These criteria,
except far the first ocne are not mutually exclusive and it

1s a matter of being "more or less’.

To study tribal socisties through the centralised-
uncentraiised distinction is useful as long as it is remem-
bered that this represents two poles In a scale and that

tribal societies fall at different intermediate positicons.



Position of some of Bangladesh's Tribes on the "Centralised-
Uncentralised"” Scale

Before the imposition of centralised, coclonial rule
along Western lines, the tribes on the northern borders of
Bangladesh possessed various types of political organisa-

tions.
Garos

Among the Garos those settled in the plains had 1lost
much of their traditional lifestyles and.been reduced to the
status of ryots by Choudhries. The hill Garos, however,
retained almost all their tribal features. A study of their.
political organisation reveals strong uncentralised fea-
tures. Therefore, the institution of Akhings among bhill

Garos were mutually independent territorial entities.

In their political relations each chief 1is entirely
independent and governs his own dependents with the
assistance of the panchayat of the head of households.
There are 1instances to prove the mutually separable
political entites of these Akhings. Different clans
were 1in a stat@;:of inter-clan feuds and internecine
warfare. Taking revenge of an old murder, adultery or
insult was a clan responbility and an inheriting trait
of clan-character, so much so that "in <case of any
murder, the relatives of the slain are bound to demand
blood for blood, and cught, ...according to Garo cus-—
tom, to put to death either the murderer or one of his

kKindred, or at least one of his slaves, unless the
council, 1.e. elders of the clans succeed in bringing
12

about a reconciliation.

In fact, this institution is characteristic of uncen-

tralised, societies . where there is no, or any qﬁective,

8



central political organisation. Where a central government
exists, feuds are suppressed and the inter—groups disputes

are settled by it. Therefore, it is the government which

claims monopoly of force in the territory it rules.

Instead, the Garos fell in that category of uncentra-
lised institutions, where political. functions are performed

by groups organised in unilineal descent. In such societies

there are no "chiefs" or specific political offices though

older men may use authority to a limited extent.

However the institution of blood feud is ndt without
its political functions and maintains social order ih~simple
societies. What is attempted through a blood feud is resto-
ration of social harmony and not punishment qf the individu-
al concerned as in fhe-westﬁ This means, that if in an
injured group one person is killed then in.return only one
life will be taken. This.is called the principle of "lex
talionis” the law of like for iike. In fact, among the
Berbers of Africa, the objective is'notrtovgiii thé murderer
but a victim of an equal status. For example, if a woman is
gilled? then the injured gfoup kills a woman in the oppo-.

nent’'s group.13

This ipstitution also performs the. political function

of giving space to conflicting groups to express hasfility'

towards each other, in the proces also reasserting values of

-



group cohesion and identity. A blood feud.is a group affair
with solidarity based on common descent. @ A blood feud
cannot take place within a clan since the latter’'s very
existence depends on it. However, if a blood féwd is commit-
ted against a member then there is a strong obligation to

assist one’'s kinsmen.

Even within an Akhing no concentration of political
authority could be observed. Ownership of an Akhingaﬁs in
the Mahari, vested with a daughter. Managerial authority

Qﬁﬂs, however, vested in the husband of the nokma (inherit-

)
o F

ress). Within an Akhing, therefore, public authority is a
combination of'broprietory rights and managerial privileges
of vthe two Maharis, (that of the inheritress and her hus-
band}. This joint responsibility in one AkHing prevents any

Mahari from enjoying overwhelming poWér.14

) As the institution of nokmaship'evolved his authority
remained on the basis of kinship, and he was only a superior
kinsman among;eqqals. Therefore, he did not have copercive
power. Further, in his economic relations between him and

the Akhing members, he was more generous in giving.

On the other hand, there are many societies which have
a. common language and culture and are to an éextent conscious
of their tribai identity. However, there may be no central

head where groups of small, relatively independent wunits

10



exist. These units do not necessarily have to be based on
kinship or age-sets but may be politically centralized
chiefdoms. Here, each could have its own chief who is

politically independent of others.

Whether the individual head is a ritual, symbolic one,
or political, the fact that he is acknowledged over a wider
social field than family or vilage, makes it a relatively
centralized society. To decide the extent of centralisa-
tion, it is important to focus on three aspects: firstly,
whether the éo—called king is merely ritualistic or symbol-
ics; sécondly, what is the range and scope of his authority;
and thirdly, how and by whom is it acquired and what are the

institutionalised restraints.

In all societies such heads have ritualistic authority

but seldom is it accompanied by executive or political
authority. Therefore, he is basically a means of expressing
tribal unity and identity and regarded with veneration and

awe‘.ls

If it is observed that political authority is being

exercised, that 1is, he 1is able to enforce his wishes

regarding maintenance of order in a cer.tain area, then two

- more aspects must be further studied. Firstly, what is the
range till which it is politically effective. Therefore, to

be centralized political authority, everybody in that 'afea
o) o ~

11
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must acknowledge his authority. Secondly, the scope is
important. Here, the number of aspects which are controlled

" in the social lives becomes important. In this connection,

the exteni of force that can be used is vital.

hhere political authority has been observed; it has
often been delegated ard redelegated leading to pyramidical
structure from the king’downgafds. Therefore, below him may
be officials, and below them village chiefs and headmen.
This delegation can be on the basis of kinship or personal
loyalty. Ih the latter type kinsmén are regarded as poteﬁ—

tial rivals.
Khasis

The Khasi states fell in the categbry of limited monar-—
chy, befoye British intervention. The head of a Khasi state
was a chief or "Siem". It had been established through
tradition that a Siem would not take any important‘ actioﬁ
without consulting and getting the approval of his “durbar'.
The durbar comprised of "m;ntris” and together with them he
exercised judicial power . The Siem managed the state
through his mantris. 1In some Khasi states;, at the village
lrevel there were headméen called Sirdars who arbitrated dis-
putes and coliectéd.gratification or "pynsuk™ for the chief,
which was voluntary. Further this tax was nominal and was to

be used to meet the expenditure of the establishment. The

.
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chief could draw direct income only from raj or state

l.ands.16

Mundas

The Muﬁdas before British arrival lived in. a limifed
centralised political organisation in Chota. Nagpur . They
originally had a self-sufficient village system with a
*Mﬂnﬁa” chief. Above the village unit was the Patti system
where a few villages lived in a group. At the level of
Patti >was an elected "Mantri" or Patti chief to whom the
Munda showed allegiance. .He, in turn, gave, presents to
Munda. The Mantri was not superior ih status or wealth to
other leaders. Gradually, the post of Mantri and Munda
became hereditary. Later, as a Raja emerged, he continued
to be like any tribal leader. Therefore, he was given
limited supplie§ for his household and his Coﬁrt by differ-—
ent willages. Further, he was provided cheap wmilitary
service when needed for defence and for occasional

offence«17

Santals

Among the Santals too, existed a headman’ called
"Manjhi", who had a group of officials to assist him. Above
the village level was the inter-village council, aﬁd still

higher was the Supreme Council. This Supreme Council was

-
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composed of elders. Further in this highest body only
disputes related to payment of bride-price and conjugal

rights were arbitrated.18

Role of Social Sanctions in maintaining Social Order’

Besides political organisation{ social sanctions are
another means of maintaining social orer. Social sanction
means any institution a result of which is to ensure con-
formity to its rules. People generally observe a social
sanction because they want to prevgnt paigful repercussions.
So it 1is the "idea” that is the deterrent factor. This
‘idea’ can be based on previous experience, direct or other-
wise or on culturally established representations about the
nature of gods, ghosts and witches. These ideas in turﬁ are

difficult to verify empirically.l?

Thus tribal societies mainiain social order through
social sanctions rather than repressive criminal’  law of
western societies. The various types of sanctions have been
classified as Negative, Positive, Organised, Diffuse, Ritual
etc., by Radcliffe Brown. He describes a social sanction as
reaction of a society or a substantial number of its members
to a pattern of behaviour which is thereby approved or
disapproved. In case of a breach of sanctionh there are
various methods through which disciplinary action is taken.

Therefore, breaching an idea leads to action by members of a

14



society. For example, the offenders house may be burnt, or
he may be ostracised. At another level, breach of an  idea
arouses fear of reprisal at the level of belief 5ystem.
Therefore, wrath of ancestral ghosts is feared. This‘ is

based onh belief and not on an empirical fact.

Therefore, among the éantals vialation of the observ-
.ante of taboos leads to fines or ostracisétion.zo In fact
among the Koch, a group called Sankar (mixed) Koch exists.
This is a group of excommunicated people who were punished
for social offence like incest, adultery andvmarrying out-

side the tribe.?l
Social Change in Tribal Societies

All societies evefywhere,‘havé always been in a state
df dynamism. The pace of change, however, has differed from’
one éociety to another. In small scale societies the pace
of social cthange has been so gradual and imperceptible that
peaople composing them have felt the institutions have
"always been" the way their mythical first ancestor 'émde

them.22

These small 5cale-societies,»however, began to undergo
radicai Ehange'or transition as they came into contact with
the complex and wide scale- Western societies. Various
agencies like missionaries, traders and settlers were power-

ful influences and usually preceded the most powerful agent,

s
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the colonial government. .The colonial government brought
with it new technology, which it imposed on small scale
societies, leading to an extension‘df social relationships
énd 'other consequent changes in them. As culture contact
between western and indigenous cultufe began taking place
during colonial rule, it led to cultural diffusion called
"acculturation”. This term implies a two-way culture im-
pact, but it has often been obserQed that the technological-

ly superior cultures do not absorb much from small scale

societies.

The resultant culture; after diffusion, 1is not an
'agsemblage of parts where each part can be understood by
placing 1t in the context of its grigin. Instead, it is a
""process of reorganising on entirely new and specific
lines"?23 including both old and new elements. Further, an
element in passing over from one context to another under-

goes a transition in order to fit the new setting.

Social rchange often leads to stress and conflicts and
some small scale societies unable to cope with it have even
perished, for exmaple, the Tasmani;n aburigines etc. Conse-
quently peoplé like Verrier Elwin have expressed dislike for
cﬁlture tontact between the tribals and the "civilised"
world, besides being apprehensive of the stress that accom-

panies social change in a tribal‘'s life. Therefore, Elwin

R
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says:

{Tlhe Highlanders do not merely exist like so many
villagers, they really live. Their religion is charac-
teristic and alive; their tribal organisation is unim-
paired.... Geographical conditions have largely pro-

tected them from the debasing contacts of the plains,
1t has beén said that the hoot of the motor-horn would

sound the knell of the aboriginal tribes.24
Further, Elwin goes on to say,

The whole aboriginal problem is how to enable the
tribesmen of the first and second classes to advance
direct 1into thevfou}th class without having to suffer
the despair and degradation of the third.

However, it is countered that culture contact by itself
is not evil, and it is the circumstances in which it takes
place that lead to harmful consequences. Therefore, if a
haphazard culture contact is replaced by planned one, much
of the problems like exploitation of an innocent tribal by a

moneylender can be overcome.26

Further, this culture contact i1s unavoidable as- the
national governments have to penetrate tribal areas to tap
the natural resources for the country’'s economic develop-
ment.2’ As the nations compete internationaly this process
is speeded up. . In fact the extension of social reLation~
ships continues till a new equilibrium is reachedrze That
means, until the people of the tropical world enter the
industrialised one on equal terms the process of social

thange will continue.

——
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The process of conflict and stress due to culture
contact has been analysed by Beattie from a functionalist
approach. Therefbre,' he focuses not only on thg
institutional or relatively enduring relationships but also
on Beliefs associated with them. He first "outlines the
types of social institutions and beliefs that exist in
society. One type according to him are the legal and moral
values that are implicit in social relationships, or “what
people think ought to be done”. The second is the modes in
which people represent themselves and their society, that
is, "what they think is actually done”. The third is at the
level of -action, and not ideas. ‘It is the situation which
can be observed by an outsider, that 1is, “what actually
happens.’" Therefore, conflict and stress result when change
in one or two of these is not followed by a corresponding
change 1in -others.. For example, a radical changé» in the
institution of chiefship is not followed by a change in the
people’'s ideas about what it is,.and what ought to be done.
Therefore, despite change in the chief’'s role from a pater-
nalistic, inter-personal one t0 a salaried and bureaucra-
tised civil servant, the traditicnal views and expectations
of the peobie continue or change at a slower pace. Such
situations lead to stress "in" and “"between"” people. The
former is a state of emotional disturbance; while the latter

a violent manifes‘tatic‘m.29

LT
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In trying to trace out the emergence of centralised
political authority in simple societies all over the world,
it has been found that no monolithic expianation exists.
Therefore, change towards centralised authority can take
place either through conquest or peaceful means. A ruling
grouﬁ from another culture has not always established itself
through force. There are instances where societies 1lacking
a centralised organisaﬁion, have invited foreigners with a
reputation of good rulers and law makers, to come and rule
them and arbitrate their disputes. In the South Asian sub-
continent, however, a central%sed political authority was
imposed by force. In this way, the militarily strong and
well organised foreigners came to control a populace that

was far larger than them.

The sudden change in the nature of political authority
le@d;to stfess»becausé the ideas held by and about chiefs
.fare inconsistent with the bureaucratic and impersonal rule
fgey WQre expected_to perform. Earlier, in the traditional
system, these chiefs based on heredity, had personal or face
to face ties with their subjects. This 1link manifested
itself 1in services and tributes by the people, and holding
pf feasts or gift-giving by the ruler. However, this was

unable to be maintained under the modern system. Therefore,

taxes had to be collected for the functioning of government
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apparatus, schools, hospitals, roads etc.; impartial justice
had to be provided; rules and regulations in variocus spheres
had to be enforced. All these functions could be better
performed by the western type civil ‘servants than the
"pafrimoﬁial" type of chiefs, existing in traditional socie-

ties.S0

This changed political system has led to stress in
societies. Therefore, subjects have become critical of the
modern chiefs, who, they feel are no longer the same. The
modern chiefs appears selfisﬁ and only interestéd in their
salaries and promotions. Further, they no longer hold
feasfs, or know them persohally, spending most of their time
in offices. Moreover, they can be transferred from one area
to another. The chiefs too complain, in turn, that people
no - longer respect them as they used to. Therefore, gifts
and beer is no longer presented to them by the éeople who

feel their duties are complete when taxes are‘paid.‘

This shows that both the chiefs and subjects are unable
to comprehend fully the change from inte?personal
relationships to an impersonal and bureaucratic onpe. Ac-—

cording to Parsons,

...political authority is ceasing to be diffuse (af-
fecting all dimensions of the subject’'s 1lives) and
particularistic {conceived in terms of personal sta-=
tuses and relationships), and is becoming increasingly
specific (to particular spheres of the subjects’ lives,
such as their tax paying capacity and their confirmity

P
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to enacted laws) and universalistic (implying that the

same rules apply to everybody regardless of particular

relationships or statuses).

Since these changes are not equal in all spheres, the
expectations and beliefs continue even while the institu—
tions to which they were suited have long disappeared. AsS a

result an uncomfortable mix of old and modern ideas about

government come to exist leading to stress which continues

i ost—-col ial states. | ; y
n post—-colon ¢7,>6/-_ 4;{#% §7€;

With change in the nature and role Qf.political author-
ity, the social, cultural énd economic values have also been
undergoing change. For example, tribals have to interact
with governments, and compete in educational institutions
established by 1t, in é non-tribal medium or language. In
trying to gain proficiency 1in this alien language they have
neglected or even forgotton their own language which was the
sole method of communicating values and norms. Thus a
cultural vaccum has-been created.>? In the economic field
goverﬁments introduced the policy of industrialisation which
in turﬁ.created a demand for labour. The tribals who had
already started having problems due to natural factors like
rising population and reducing capacity of Jhum cultiva-—
tiﬁn33"to meet it on the other were drawn to urban areas.

This further weakened tribal institutions.

All these developments in the urban context came to be
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cateqorised as "detribalisation” by some anthropologists.
Others, however, disagree with this term itself since it
implies non-observance or permanent rejection of tribal
customs and sanctions. Tﬁerefore, Gluckman argued that it
is a matter of responding to the situatién with which one is
confronted. A man’'s behaviour, as a result, would change
temporarily depending on the ctontext. However, he concedes
that behaviour will not be exactly the same as before, if he
34

had never left the village.

In fact, it has been pointed out that tribals reassert
their tribal standards and loyalities in urban areas.
Therefore, people associate énly wifh those from the same
villiage background. Similarly, rivalry within a trade union
could be between those from different ethnic backgrounds.
However; a word of céution’is required here, and tribal
values are’maintained, largely by those who visit the vil-
lage regularly.

Social Change: Mobility from Tribe to Jati
»

Social change is also “: 3 brought as tribes take on
jati characteristics. This is common not only to tribes in
India, but also to those fallimg on the northern borders of
Bangladesh having interacted with surrounding Hinduism over
centuries. In fact, even Garos and Khasis were 'Hinduising

before Christianity made its impact.



Jati is a social group, which is subsumed in the Varna
system, based on Hindu scripture. While varnas are four-—

fold hierarchical categories, jatis are a finer «classifica-

tion within them.

M...the process by which a "low" Hindu caste; or tribal
or other groupj} changes its customs, ritual, ideoclogy, and
way of life in the'dérection of a high and frequently,
“twice-born" castes", is called “Sanskritization”. Usually
such changes are followed by claims that they are higher in
thé caste hierarchy, than that traditionally accepted by the
local community. This cléim is generally made over a long
period, that is, over one or two generations before the
"arrival" is acgepted. Sometimes a tribe or a caste make a
claim which the neighbours are unwilling to accept. This
disagreement Qetwiéen the qlaimed and conceded status may
not only be restricted to opinion but institutionalised
behaviour too. Therefofre, Harijan castes in Mysore do not
accept cooked food and drinking water from the Smiths who
are superior to the Harijans, even if their claim of being

Vishwakarma Brahmins is not con‘ceded.36

Before outlining the changes that result from the
Sanskritization process, the social, political, economic,
religious and psychological bases for differences between

jJati and tribe must be pointed out. Firstly, in a tribe,
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kinship 1is theihost important principle. In the kin group
each individual enjoys equal status and rights, and depend-
ency and subordiation is minimum. In a jati, k;nship does
not pervade all society. Moreover, the higher jatis try to
perpetuate inequality and dependency both o* Viawer castes

' and within their own families.

Politically, tribes do not generally organise them-
selves into strong and complex political formations since
these require specialised roles and dominant subordinate
relations, unlike the jatis. Moreover, in a tribal society,
productive territory is shared by the kinsmen and each
related has a share in that territory. Jati 'members,howev—

er, do not believe in this.

Economicaly, a tribe and jati differ on economic
values. Tribesmen seldom indulge in surplus accumulation,
using capital, and on market trading unlike a jati. There-—
fore, tribes distribute and consume a surplus ;uch faster
than jati villagers. Though this value is shared by lower
Jatis and tribesmen, there remains an important difference
between the two. A.Harijan-atcumulating wealth is acting in
a way respected by socciety, but a similar éct by a tribesman

would come in for criticism by the society.37

In religion too, both tribe and jati differ from each

~other, for example, on the importance given\%b ascetism as

24



the supreme path to a good after life. Though a tribal
society respects ascetism, it does not accord such impor-

tance to it unlike a jati.

The psychological factor that differentiates a tribe
fromk a jati, is that, in the former people take direct and
complete satisfaction in pleasure of the senses, whether it
is food, alcohol, sex, music or dance. The higher jatis are
much more restrained in these respécts, and when they do
indulged in it, the act is dccompanied with elaborate ritu-

a1.38

The Sanskritization process often ?ntai]s stress and
conflict, because of the sharp difference in the value of
the two types of social organisation. Once a tribe becomega
jati, 1its avenues of mobility increase since it competes

with others to improve its hierarchical status.

As a tribal gfoup~draws éowards a jati order, its
members discard demeaning customs and adopt prestigious
ones, for example, giving up cow sacrifice etc. Competition
with other jatis brings them unde+r further pressure to adopt
more of jati values. Socially, they replace equality among
kinsmen with hierarchy and dependency, and this role spe-
cialisation leads to increased productivity. Politically,
the tribesmen become more open to political influence, and

therefore, more politicised indulging in alliances etc. In
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economic relations, generous sharing in a small society is
replaced with selected sharing in a large society.  There-
fore, kinship sharing is replaced waith jajmani relations and
a cautious attitude towards merchants. In religious af-
fairs, a tribesman éhiffs from a close and knowable cosmos
to a vast one that is difficult to understand. Knowledge
about the more complex religion is contained in scriptures
which are kept by specialised jatis. As tribai religion
changes some elements of tribal religion are merged with
Sanskritic deities and rites. Gradually dancing inceremo-
nies, .drinking,of alcohol, aﬁd youth dormitories are given
up, as the tribals are taught what is morally good and bad.
The tribesman who bhas indulged freely in pleasure, now

begins to denry himself for the sake of his jati’'s status.>?

This movement - 1is usually not reversed. Therefore,
while tribes have often become jatis, only rarely have jatis

moved towards tribal life.
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CHAPTER II

TRIBAL SOCIETY, CULTURE, AND SOCIAL CHANGE

Demographic and Ethnic Composition

The total tribal-popula£ion of Bangladesh has been
estimated at 898,000, of ﬁhe country’'s population about 1
per cent by the 1981 census.! Of this, thaose in the non-CHT
{Chittagong Hill Tracts) areas, that is, the northern bor-
ders of the country comprise .43 per cent. This estimate is
most likely an undercount, given the fact that tribals are

often not placed under separate heads but included in a

2

general category according to religious affiliation. For

example, the census of 1951 recorded the total tribal popu-
lation of Mymensingh as 8,305, while that of Christians as
32,864, Since it was generally known that the then Garo
population had a majority of Christians equalling 40,000
this discrepancy could be understood. Similarly, the Oraéns
in Rajshahi district have been returned as Hindu, as a
result of which their exact numper is not available. This
was, on one hand due to the practical problem of categoris-—
ing GQOraons whether as "“Scheduled Caste Hindus" or “Tribes"”
which are Hinduised. 0On the other hand political motiva-

tions guided it too. Therefore, Oraon leaders explained,
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that they did it at the instance of Hindu leaders, who had
come in the beginning of this century and persuaded them to
introduce "Hari" in their worship as a pretenseé. This in
turn would raise the proportion of Hindus officially record-

i

ed.>
Rectification of these categories however, would in-

crease total tribel population to over a million only.

The problem becomes more severe when the strong possi-
bility of tribal groups existing in the nation without
government knowledge dawns near. Therefore social résearch—
ers have discovered groups in the course of their field-
.WOrk, which government records and officials claimed did

not exist;q

The district-wise distribution of tribes in the nofFth-
ern borders in terms of pefcentage is as follows: of the
total of 43 per cent in 1981, Sylhet had 11.9; Rajshahi
11.6; Dinjapur, 5.8; Mymensingh, 6.4. Still smaller numbers

were found scattered in the plains of other districts.?

What is significant is that except for a microscopic
minority like the Manipuri Mpslims and Keot Muslims.,,6 all
other tribes have ethnic idehtities which are totally dif-
ferent from the ethnically homogeneous Bangladéshi majority.
Therefore Islam and Bengali language, the twor pillaks of

. Bangladeshi identity conflict with those of tribals (though

31



with assimilation Béngali language is being 'increasingly
adopted). Economically too the tribals differ from the non-
tribals. For exampie, compared toc the 70.7 per cent of the
nation’'s labgur force thth was engaged in agriculture only
64.6 ber cent of the total tribals were similarly employed.
However, 46 per cent of the total tribal women worked as
'agricultural labour force compared to the 32.6 per cent of
the rest of the country;7 This showé the culturael differ-—
ence between the women from majDFity community and those of
tribal minérity. The tribals as a whole also represent an
economically marginalized group. Therefore compared to the
national average of 53 per cent of rural households possess-
ing tubewell drinking water, the number of tribal households

was only 19.2 per cent.B

Culture, Social Organization and Social Change

Before studying each tribe individually, it is impor-
tant to delineate their broad trends. These tribes residing
Gn the northern borders‘éepreéént both varying social organ-
izations and types of assimilative tendencies. In secial
organization, the»matrilinéal Khasis, Garos and Koch, repre-
sent a contrast to other patrilineal tribes like Santals,
Hajongs, Munda, Oraon, Rajbansi, Manipuri, etc. Assimila-
“tion into the broader sociéty has alse assumed different

forms. Therefore, while Christianization has been and
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continues to be an important means of modernization for the

Khasi and Garo, Hinduisation has performed the same role for
the tribals like Hajongs, Rajbansi, Koch, Manipuri, Santal,

Munda, Oraon and others.”

In the matrilineal system of Khasi, Garo, and Koch the
d@sceﬁt is reckoned through the female in every generatioﬁ
{matrilineal descent), the husbands inhabit +the wife’'s
residence (matrilocal marriage) and inheritance 1s passed
from mother to daughter. However, among Koches there is no
hard and fast rule that the boy must go to his in-law’'s
‘house. Compared to Khasis, the Garos haye been considered
only partially matrilineal. This is because of two reasons.
Garos allow for irmheritance to be passed ﬁhrough one daugh-
ter only, called "Nokma"”. As a result the non—nok%%%; have
come easily under the influence of thHeir husbands who domi-
nate economically. Secondly, the rigﬁt of management of the
property of nokma resides with the male. To prevent - the
control from dying out, the husband has the right to choose
a male member of his tlan to represeﬁt him, called nokrom.
Though a nokrom is not the inheritor, “he is the channel
through which the “motherthood” of the husband maintains its
hold on the wife's property. When possible the nokrom is
the son‘of the husband’ s sister, and he is expected to marry
hig wuncles daughter, and the widow also in case of his

uncle’'s death. If the husband’'s sister does not have a son,
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then he makes a male from his family nokrom.”11

In fact, both Khasi and Garo no longer provide such a
striking contrast to the patrilineal society, as social
change or modernization has been taking place. Gradually
paternal elements like men trying to control the earnings,
passing the property directly to the nokrom or preferably
their son, and even putting the property under their names
in the government records are emerging. Thus blending of
both the type séeﬁs to be taking place. On the other end of
the scale is the patrilineal society where descent is reck-
oned. through the males (patrilineal descent), wiférlive' in
the husband’ s house (patrilocal residence) and inheritance
is passed from»féthé; to the son. This type are not only
common to tribes like Santal, Hajong and others enumerated

earlier; but also to the +est of the subcontinent.

The process of modernization and assimilation into the
larger society has taken the form of Christianization amoeng
Khasis and Garos, and-Hinddsatian amohg others. Thus while
the former has led to westerniz;tion, the latter to adobtion
of caste system. Yet this process is not complete and they

retain many tribal features..

Thus the 10.8%1 literacy among female converts and 21.05
per cent among men in United Khasi-Jaintia hills in 1941 was
a result of_missicnary activity, specially by Welsh Presby-

terians who were thérpicneers.12 This led to the emergence
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of an intelligentia, :Gnd . Khasis became doctors,
nurses, teachers. Khasi literature.is also .considered to
have developed only after the language acquired a Roman
script. The early literature was mostly Christian. in na-
ture. Further, the Missionaries influenced them into taking
regular  baths, wearing washed and pressed clothes spécialy
on Sundays when they went to Church. Tribal medicines and
‘attribution of infection to God, was rep]aced by alleopathic
meditine and vaccination to prevent infections. The prac-
tice of human sacrifices began reducing from 1850 onwards,
and only some imstances of it took place in early twentieth
century. Similarly among Garos the missionaries promoted
literacy, building of modern houses, use of modern medicines
etc.

Regarding the relationship of paternal - tribes with
Hinduism with which they have been in contact for centuries
Ghurye’'s remarks are apt. According to him, while some

~
tribes are:atréady well-integrated into the Hindu society, a
majority are only loosely assimilated. Further, there
remains a very small section which lives in the interiors of
the hiilsvaﬂd’forests which has not been in:any contact with
Hinduism. ®As a result tribes can be regarded as imperfectly -
integrated classes of Hindu society, or for éonvenience, as
tribal classes of Hindu society. This implies that thouéh

the tribes are in the process of raising themselves to a
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caste, they continue to retain more of tribal beliefs and
organization than other castes. Thus they can be described

as backward Hindus.14

This transition, however, is a two-way process, where
the tribe in changing itself into a caste alse influences
Hinduism. For example, the ritual of Kukkut:i Brata or
Poultry rite has been borrowed by the Bengali Hindus from
_the Oraons.. He%e the hen proﬁuces an egg and is a symbol of
fertility. Thus a barren woman can conceive. The Bhadu
festival of Hindu virgins of West Bengal alsc appears to be
borrowed from the Karam festival of Oraons. Like the
branches of Karam tree (whi#h.the~0raoﬂ's belie;e can induce
preqgnancy) the Bhadu goddess is placed in the "Puja mandap”.
Then songs and dances are arranged around 1it, li1ke among
Oraons. The Bhadu is fina;ly immersed after the ceremony is

aver. 15

In fact the interaction between Hindu culture and the
tribal one has continued for so long that it becomes almost
impossible to trace its origin. Therefore, histprically, as
the Santal tribes came to be accepted into the Hindu socie-
ty, their ©beliefs on magic were adopted and even further
developed by the latter. An impetus to this was received
specially after the eighth century when Buddhism, having
been replaced as the dominant religiogn by Hinduism merged

with the secret aspects of Hinduism. This led to the forma-
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tion of secret cults which after having developed in terms
of ideas and technigque were reborrowed by the Santals. Thus
Ojha science or culture compex of magic underwent borrowing
and re-borrowing. However this diffusion and rediffusion

helped it undergo new experiences and changes.16

Meantime, under the influence of Hindu caste system,
hierarchical attitudes and sanskirFitizatiom among tribes can
be observed.  This transi£ion from tribe to caste has been
commented on by éisely. Thereby, "large masses of people
surrender a condition of comparative freedom and take iﬁ
exchange a condition which becomes more burdensome in  pro-

v 17 .
portion as 1ts status is higher”. This, however, has not
deterred Manmipuris from claiming to be of Kshatriya origin
and wearing the sacred thread. Similarly the Dalu claim to
be descendants of Brabubha, Arjun's»son in Mahabharat, and
therefore Kshatriyas. The historical conversion of Koch
tribe to-Hinduisﬁrand their adoption of the name Rajbansi or
Bhangda Kshatriya shows, that sanskritisation can alsoc mean
the emergence of a new caste, which is an offfshoot of a
standard and recognized caste, the Kshatriyas. This «claim,
in fact, may not be completely fictitiousw;eg Yet another
way, a tribe can lose its nature is by becoming a Hinhdu
religious sect like Vaishnavs, Lingayats etc.19 The Hajongs

represent a case in point divided as they are into two

religious sects, Shakta and Bhakta. Therefore while the



former worship Kali, the latter are Vaishnavs; Thus, they
not only wear the sacred thread, but also regard themselves
superior to Koch and un-—-Hinduised Garos.zo' Tribes like
Santals, Oraon and Munda also exhibit Hindu influences.
Muk her jee commenting on the Santals, says, their study Over
the ages shows that'they have constantly tried to form a
part of Hindu society, and tﬁis has been acommpanied by

disillusionment with their own religiqn.21

Modernization whether through Christianization ~and
‘Hinduisation on one ﬁand, and government policies like
provision of education, transport and communication on the
other, has led to social cﬁange and the emergence of an
educated elite, who are ”inﬁistinguishab}e from the civi-
lized gentry”.22 This elite has changed its style of dress-
'ing and wears Lungis, Sarees and Dhotis instead of their
traditional dress. .They also play modern sports like hock—

ey, football, volleyball etc. unknown to other, tribal

masses.

However, social Change has also produced a lower laboﬁr
class, which has completely integrated into the Bangladeshi
society, and can no longer be called tribals. These were
originally a section of Samtals, Oraomns and Mundas who were
brought during the Briti#h }ule to work in the tea gardens

of Sylhet from Chota N%gpur and Santal Parganas by the
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British. In other words, they are “detribalised".23

The Garo

The Garos are inhabitants of the Garo Hills district of
Assam in India and some parts of Bangladesh. In Bangladesh
they 1live at the foot of Garo Hills along the Indo-
Bangladesh border. As a result they 6ccupy‘the whole north-
ern fringé—of the Mymensingh district numbering 50,000 in
total. Another 20,000 Garo lives in the Madhupur forest
between Mymensingh and Tangail districts. The Garos are
divided into two types, the 'Achhick’ or Hill Garos who iive
in the thickly forested areas, and the plains or ‘Lamdani’
Garos found in Haluaghat, Nalifébari, Sreebordi ahd Dhrgapur
in 'Mym’esn—s:ingh.z4 The Garos are not original inhabitants of
the sgil and have migranted from Assam. Physically, their
features are Mongolid while their language belongs to the
'Bodo’ group which is apart of the Tibeto—-Burman race of the

Tibeto-Chinese family, 22 .

An over-whelming majority (about 90 per cent) of the
Garos follow Christianity, which they adopted towards the
end of nineteenﬁh century. However, animism continues to be
practiced fo a considerable extent. This can be seen 1in
their reverence towards ancestors and worsﬁip of natural
forces and deities. In the former they Place food for
26

spirits, carve memorial posts etc. for the funeral rites.

In the latter they worship Saljong (the sun), Susime (the
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moon) Goera (thunder) and other such natural things.27 Like
octher animists, Garos also believe that there are a number
of benevolent and malevolent épirits. While some create the
natural forces, the others influence the destinies of man
and must be appeased by sacrifices lest they should inflict

harm.28

The Garo are matriliheddand fall into various exogamous
clans, namely Sangma, Marak, Momin; Shira and Areng. Each
clan- is further subdivided into smaller groups called Ma-
chong. This 1is divided into still smaller groups called
Mahari which compriges.af the mbs@ closely related people

who share a residence.

Ideally, there should be members of only two Mahari in
a3 village and the right of possession of the village common
land should be vested with the wife of the founding house-
hold of that Maﬁari.‘ The ﬁroperty is passed on through one
best daughter in fach generation, called Nokma. The other
daughters are called Agnate i.e., non—-heirs and they do not,
in principle, inherit the mother s property. The husbands
on the other hand possess the right to cultivate and mamnage

the property.

The traditional source of livelihood of Garos even as
late as 1955 was Jhum cultivation, witir trading being setc-

ondary. Trading f ?h,before the 19th century was carried
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éﬁJ\&%ﬁ;goods like cotton, timber, chilly, bambooc and others
beﬁﬁ% exchanged for salt, metal implements etc. from the

Bengali merchants in Mymensingh.29

Even befOrérthe British rule the Garos were a dynamic
group. However, this dynamism and social change was subtle
in pature, and lacked the stress that accompanied sudden
Change in the centralized, British colonial system. Thus
the Garos besides practicing Jhum cultivation also traded
with Bengali merchants in the bordgring plains leading to
culture contact. The practice of hunting and raiding also
led to interaction with different cultures. Therefore,
staves (of both 5exes5 captured mostly from the plains

during hunting were brought back and at times assimilated

into society through‘marril‘n In this way the slaves in

turn affected the society too. >0

Jhum cultivation, which has been followed till mid
fifties was an important type of economic organization
followed by Garos. The common village land called Akhing
was the area where the cultiyat;on was followed. Here,
while the work of planning, organizing and sowing seeds was
done by individual housgholds (in their plots of land),
preparation of the fiéld which required cutting of trees and
bushes, and then burning of them was carried ocut with the

help of others. Therefore, communal labour and mutual
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cooperation were indispensable for production. Further,
permanent ownership of specific plot of land was not possi-
ble due to rotation of fields. Besides, adjustments had to
be made when they returned to the same field, seven to eight
years later as the number of indiQiduajs in some household
would iIncrease or decrease. Ownership of all land, in
princtiple, belonged to the wife of the founding house-hald

in the Mahari.

The adoption of wet chtivation not only Because of
natural factors, and modernising work of missionaries, but
more importantly the government policy have led to rapid
disintegration of tribal society and théir assimilation into
the larger one. As the population pressure 1increased and

1

the .surplus land reduced the Garos began settling down.
With the colonial govermment declaring the policy of ‘'re-
served” forests, land for Jhum cultivation became further
limited. The impact of Christian missionaries and develop-
ment of transport and communication both of which were
established largely due to government efforts, further
encouraged this trend. Under the Pakistani government a
concerted effort was made to persuade thé remaining Garos to
give up Jhum cultivation, which they did by 1955. As a

result the institution of Rkhing, Agnaté and matrilineal

organization are either dying or weakening.
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The institution of Akhing became weak as early as the
British when fheir boundaries were demarcated for the first
time by the latter. Moreover, to establish their ultimate
authbrity over spme.Akhing lands the British took over some
Akhihgs on the basis that it was "khas" land 1i1.e., area
without an owner, subject to government disposal. In fact
the British authorities were arbitrary regarding the recog-
nition granted to Akhing land, and there were cases when
Akhings were de-recognized after having been recognized at

an earlier c!ate.:51

As wet cultivation was taken up the institution of
Aﬂﬁng further weakened. Therefore, permanent ahd private
ownership of land resul ted. Shifting was no longer required
and ownership was vested with thosg who had first cultivated
;t. Since. cultivation had been dohe by the individual
household with the help of plough éulled by bullocks{ a
method adopted fro; Bengali néighbours, and not the whole
community this ownership right had to be recognized. Thus

the institution of Akhing began withering away.32

The Garos who have adopted wet cultivation later than
others, find that the best and-moét of the land has been
occupiéd. This has led to divisions in the society into the
rich and poor. #W®While the ricb have surplus land and need to

hire labour, a practice they have adopted from their Bengali
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neighbours, the poor have little or no land>3. Therefore,
the latter consists of sharecropper, labourers, and domestic

-
servants in urban homes of Dacc:a."q

Profite of the landed class Have furtheér increased with
the adoption of pineapple cultivation, and hence led to the
development of market economy. Therefore, barter has been
replaced -by a monetised ecunomy, alorgside ideas of value,
exploitation for money, financial investment, return and
profit. Though the division in society along rich and poor
basis‘ has been sharpened, it has not yet led to the forma-
tion of a class structure. The Garos still claim tﬁat they
are , in principle, social eguals and of one community.

Influence of surrounding paternal tribes, wes{erniza—

tion through Christianity, and gbvernment encouragement

35

besides women’ ' s reserve when having to face tax collectors
are changing the matrilineal organizations. As a result,
' i _
though property still owned by the woman, in practice men
appear to have increased their influence. Landed property,
in a majority of cases 1s in both husband' s and wife' s name,
while the number of husbands who are solé owners 1s more
than that of wives. Further, in some cases land 1is also

being passed down the males of each generation.

;-
The status of an Agnate daughter has also undergone

transformation due to shortage of cultivable land and gov-

“
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ernment policies. Therefore, as British government came to

recognize inheritance to more than one Nokma 1n a house

36

hold, the traditional system started changing. Therefore,

earlier she had no share in the inheritance, but now it has
become obligatory on the part of parents to give her some
land. The larger share, however, still goes to the Nokma.

The Khasis

The Khasis reside in Jaintiapur, Japlong and Tamabil
besides some areas of Sunamgan) Sub-division of the Sylhet
diétrict.37 However, the core areas of Khasi inhabitation
are the Khasi-Jaintia Hills of Assam, on the Indian side of

the Indo-Bangladesh border. -

The kthasis can be subdivided into three groups namely,
Khasi proper, War and Synteng. Those Khasis inhabiting
Bangladesh come from the Synteng subdivision. The Syntengs
are also called Ja;ntias, a name which has come from the
earlier rulers in the eastern part of Khasi-Jaintia Hills
38

whose capital was Jgintiapur. The Jaintiapur town by 1935

became a part of Sylhet, which now, falls in Bangladesh.

The Khasis migrated to Syltet more than five Hundred
vyears ago and formed an overwhelming majority in the 1901
census, 1.e., 3083 in Sylhet outbof total of 4901 Khasis 1in
the whole suDCQﬁtinent.3q Even now they form a considerable

portion in BangladeSh.40
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The Khasis originally belonged to Burma from where they
drifted southwards. Various reasons for migration to Sylhet
have been put forward. Therefore, Khasis arevséid to have
migrated after a severe flood which wrought great havoc in
Assam forcing tBEm ﬁo take shelter in Sylhet. Yet ahdthér
reason has been the profitable trade that Khasis carried on
with the people of Sylhet. The %trong demand for Khasi
goods like ‘'pan’ in the plains encouraged them *to settile

down tihe-re.41

Christianity has won the largest number of converts
among Khasis. However, strong elements of animism rémain,qz
Spirit worship of both good and evil spirits is done, spe-
cially 1in times of trouble. Therefore, they try to avert

ocrisis by finding out the name of the demon who caused it,
and then offering sacrifices to appease it. These sacri-
fices in Jaintiapur in nineteenth century included human

. \
sacrifices, where the people voluntarily offered themselves.
When the supply of voluntary victims fell short, or a spe-
cial sacrifice needed after a desired occurrence e.g., birth
of a son, strangers were kidnapped from ocutside the kingdom.
This practice was used as a pretext to annex the Jaintiapur
kingdom by the British, when féur‘Britishers were kidnapped
for this purpose. This practice is not a result of the

conversion of Raja of Jaintia to Hinduism where human sacri-

fices were made to the Goddess Kali. In fact, it had been
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followed even earlier, when the Jaintias worshipped the
Kopili River, showing animist beliefs. ULater this Kopili

river was replaced by goddess Kali.%3

In Anthropological classification the Khasis are re-

garded as proto—Mongoeloid group. They also have a language
of their own, which they write in the Roman script. The
pronunciation, however, is of Khasi dialect??.

The matriarchy among the Syntengs appears stronger than
Khasis. Among the Khasis if the husband and wife are happy
together, they leave the wife’'s mother s house after one or
-two children are born. Therefore, the husband moves the
wifte tD:a;bouSe of his own, and both wife and husband pool
their earmings. #Among the Syntengs, however, the husband
does ot Iive in his mothetr-in—-laws house‘aﬁd only visits
his wife there. In Jowai, the husband visits the wife only
after dark and does not eat, smoke or even have betel-nut
there. The idea is that since the husband does not contrib-—-
ute to the households earnings, 1t is not right for him to

share their f@oﬁ.45

The Land Settlément ﬁct of 1793 introduced by the
British in Bengal, had its impact on the Khasis too. The
Khasi wvillages bordering Bengal have adopted its tenure
system. As a result, classes of, land owners characteristi-

cally called "Zamindars", peasants and 1labourers have
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emerged among the Khasis. The labourers come from not only
among "Khasis but Bengalis too, as can be witnessed in vil-
lage Pratapurpunji, a vil]ége of fifty families near Ja-

flong. %@

Further, human sacrifice 1s no }onger practiced ever
since its prohibition uﬁder British rule. The influence of
neighbouring partilineal tripes has introduced paternal
elements among the matrilineal Khasis. Therefore, men try
to control the earnings and assert themselves. Christianity
has also produced, a number of well educated Khasis and an
increasing number has begun going to school now-a-days. In
fact, the Khasi leader is an engine;r in a fertilizer facto-

ry in Fenchuganl.
The Koch and the Rajbansis

Confusion exists regardiﬂg the»origin of Hinduising
Koch (who retain tribal features) and are found in Western
Meghalaya and adjoining areas, like the contiguous plains of
Bangladesh. These Koches claim kinship with the Koch rulers
who estabiished their empire in Western Assam in the mid-
sixteenth century. Yet Koch is also a Hindu céste-féund-all

over the Brahmaputra valley.

D.N.Majumdar used the 1881 census to show that Koch

were included as wholly converted to Rajbansi name. There-
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fore, those who continue to use the name Koch are actually
"Pani—-Koch'" or "smaller Koch'" that 1s, they are Garos who
have been Hinduising, and therefore '"'got beyond the imper-
fect stage of conversion, involving merely abstinence from
beef". ﬁoreoper, the "Koch" name was taken from the neigh-
bouring Koch rulers. In fact, in language the Pani Koch
differ little from Ga.ros.48

Surendra Narayan Koch, however, differs. According to
him, the difference between the Koch of Western Meghalaya
and adjoining areas on the one hand, and the Hindu caste
found all over B}ahmaputra valley on the other is one of
atculturation (and not racial), in turn dependent on the

degree of foreign influenc‘,e.“‘9 The following ocutline takes

this, second, viewpoint.

30

The Koch are one of the oldest people of India and

this tribe also finds mention in Hindu scriptures like

SR €

Joginitantra- and Bisvakosh, with other lower castes.
i1s a geographically speéific group and resides in the Kamrup
and OGoalpara districts of Assam,‘in North Bengal and at
different places alYong the northern borders of Bangladesh.
In fact very early in history the Koch occupied the whole ot
West Garo Hills and were pushed toc the plains by fresh
settlements->of Garo, besides the need fér vremunerative
agriculture. After mu&h dispute the racial origin have been

generally accepted as Maongoloid.
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The‘ Koch history is not without i1its heroes. The Koch
were a recognized power north of east of Bengal and in 1350
A.D. the leader Haju, spread east-ward defeating the Kacha-
ris, and establishing their rule wﬁich‘lasted two hundred
years. As. the Muslim rulers establisheq themselves in
Western Kamrup, Rangpur and Goalpara in the West, and Ahom
rulers in Eastern Kamrup, the Koch kingdom became limited to

Cooch Behar.

The grandson of Haju, Visu Sinh apostatised to Hinduism
aﬂd took the name of Rajbansis. Those who refused, on
finding that they were being denied a decent status under
the Hindu regime, adopted Islam. ThusA the Koch masses
became Muslims >and the higher grades Hindu5,52 an@ both
called themselves Ra)j)bansis. In time, the Muslims even gave
up the name of Rajbansi, a fact which can be observed in

Bogra district of Bangladesh  today.

%ag%%ié Semi-Hindulsed Koch tribals can be found in the
Panchbibi jungles of Bogra district, bordering Dinajpur.
Though they regard themselves as Hindus, and follow mainly
the Hindu religion, some ceremonies borrowed from Muslims
are also followed. Besides, remmmmtsvof older, supersti-
ticus beliefs have also beeﬁ bbser&é&. They work as culti-

vators, labourers and preparers of Chira (flattened rice)

and khai (puffed rice).53 Their numerical strength is

-



30,245 which includes the Koch turned Rajbansis who also
adopted Hinduism at that time. This figure excludes those
who togok up Islam. In social hierarchy, the semi-Hinduised
aboriginals appear lower than the lowest caste like Jugis
(weaQersl, Sunris (wine sellers), Tiyars (fishermen and

bocatmen) etc.

In the Mymensingh district the Koch recide in fifty to
sixty wvillages from Kochnipara, Taokucha, Dudhnai to - Rang-
tia, Chandubhuin, Koroitala and Gobrakura along the bank of
Maljihi river which flows from the western foot of Géro hils.
The Koches of Mymensingh are closer to Garos than to the
Koch caste im Assamrwh;ch is almost completely -Hinduised.s4
Tﬁi5~ difference is due to acttulturation aver a period of
time. Though these Koch speak Bemgali and know the script
too, their native dialect is different. The Kochés of
Nymens;ngh‘ worship Hrishi and Joga, meaning Shiva or Durga
or Hara4aﬂd Pafrvati. They do not fellow image worship, and
observe their religion by offering goats, buffalows, pigeons
etc. as sacrifice. To get rid of incurable diseases they

worship spirits and chant mantras.

Im Rangpur, there are very few Koch. Koches are dark
skinned people, who work as palki-bearers, and supplement
their earfing with agriculture. The status of Rajbansis and

Koches is lower than that of Sudras. However, the status of



Rajbansis 1is slowiy improving as they give up géﬁﬁﬂiﬁdu
practices” and get educated. As a result the higher casteées
accept water from them sometimes. The Rajbansis follow the
calling of smiths, carpenters, milkmen and domestic serv-—

ants.55

The' physical features of a Rangpur Rajbansi has many
Mongoloid characteristics. Their Mengol type is unmistaka-
ble 1in areas neighbouring Cooch—thar. The Dravidién fea-
tures are more prominent in Southern Rangpur, and have been
attributed. to the interaétion of Koches with - the Bengali

speaking Dravidiahs in Kamrup, earlier in history.

The Rajbansis,; however, claim that they are the de-
scendants of Bhanga Kspatriyas from Arya—-Varia. Ther fore,
in the time of Sagqr Réja 6f Ramayana some ocutcaste Ksha-
triyas 1in order to escape persecutions from the Brahman

warrior Parasuram, adopted aboriginal religion and culture.

Though this argument does point towards the origins of
Rajbansis, it should be takenm as one among more i1mportant

spurces.

"1t may therefore, be held that the Rajbansis of Rangpur
are principallg of Koch extraction and belong to the Mongo-
loid type: that there has been an admixture of the Dravidian
element, which is slight in the north and considerable in

the south: and that the strain of Aryan blood is very slen-

s
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/3
der and not observable now.56

In the ce&nsus of 1951 and 1961 the Rajbansis have been
represented as Hindus. However, the precise nature of
Hinduism followed by them varies according to local influ-
ences. In Rangpur they ctall themselves Vaishnavas; while in
Darjeeling under .infiuencé of Tantric ideas they worship
Kali, Bisahari, Hanuman and other gods. The Hindu influence
among Rajbansis can alsp be observed whenever they claim
themselves as Kshatriya, since they then tend to accept the
twelve <clans of the Hindu caste system e.g., Shandilya,

Parashar, bGautam etc.2’

The: Razbansis also possess tribal features. Their
system of companionate marriage is similar to that among
Santals, Oraons, and Bhils. The special ceremony held when

a widow remarrieg her d@&g¢ased husband’'s younger brother,

shares some +resemblances qqﬂﬁ§§$he widow-remarriage of Muria

e
of Central Pirovinces. Like other tribals Rajbansis also

believe that the spirits of gods are hidden behind the
mountains, rivers and forests. Further, that these spirits
give 1life to natural objects for example rain, thunder,
rainbow, food etc. The Rajbansié as a result, fnot only
worship them but also have many legends connected with

them. o8
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The Rajbansis speak their own dialéct (wh§ch does not
have a written script), besides "corrupt Bengali". In the
Rajbansi dialect meighbouring ;nfluences of local dialect of
Rangpur, Dinajpur, Babna, Mymensingh, Cooch-Behar, Darjeel-

ing and others can be discerned.

Through modernising influences 1like education, the

Rajbansis have been gratdually undergoing transition.

The Santals

The Santals reside in Chapai Nawabganj subdivision of
Rajshahi district and Birol, Setabganj, Panchgarh and other
places of Dinajpur district,ﬁq A few remaining settlements
are also found in Rangpur and Bogra districts. Their heavi-
er concentration, however, is in Indian states like West
Bengal, Bitar, Orissa etc. The S;ntals have migrated from
Chotnagpdr plateau and neighbouring districts of Midnapore
and Singhbhum after eighteenth century.éo Before this,
information on Santals origin and migration 21s based on
conjectures drawing heavily from Santals myths and folk
songs. What is certain, howeve?; is that the tribe belongs

to the generic Munda family before it split up with the

Mundas-.

The numerical strength of Santals as early as 1881 was
7,827, in areas now falling in Bangladesh. The break up of

Santal population in the 1931 census shows, Dinajpur having



130,328 Santals; Rajshahi, 25,591; Bogra, 5,351. In the
census of 1961 the Santals were not counted under a separate

head. However, it is estimated that they are in considera-

ble numbers in Bangladesh.

Anthropologically, Santals belong to the pre-Dravidian
stock, and linguistically ta the Austré—ésiatic which is a
subdivision of the Austric grbup of languages. The Austro-
Asiatic grouﬁ belongs to South Asia, and is distributed over
thevlhdian and Indo-Chinese peninsula. The Santali language
does not have a written script, and it was thé efforts of
European missioharies that resulted in_to some books being'
written in the Roman script. Some Santal publications have
also wused the Bengal:i script. In fact, among the Hindi,
Tamil; Marathi, Telugu and Bengali influences, 1t is influ-
ence of Bengali which 1is prominent. The Santals are bilin-
gual and some even speak fluent Bengali besi&es their own

language.-

The Santals like other tribes are divided into twelve
expgamous clans or septs, namely -Hasdék, Murmu, Kishu,
Hembrom, Marndli, Saren, TQduh Baske, Besra, Pauria, Chore,
Bedes. To enable the variéusﬂclans to recognise each other
when they meet, each clam except Pauria, Chore and Bedea has
certain pass—words. These are drawn from the name of the

place where they had settled earlier. These pass-words

55



serve the purpose of preserving the blood ties between the
members of the sept, and thus unconﬁdously prevent incest.
Therefbre, despite separation through migration, these septs
have been able to survive and perform'their kinship func-
tion.63 Further, these clans have food tabpos. Therefore,

a Hansdak cannot eat duck, a Murmu cannot eadat Nil Gae {blue

Cow).

The dormitory system or Akhara for the Santals, is also
common to tribes all over the world. It not only provides
for free mixing between bath sexes before marriage, but 1is
also used for religious discussions and social festivity.

Sometimes, it has also served defence purposes.

The Santal society 1is a patriarchal society where
descent 1s traced‘ through the males in each generation
{patriarchal descent}), the wife comes to live with the
husband (patrilocal marriage) and inheritance Ais passed
through the males.®? wWhen an inherited property gets divid-—
ed the sons get equal shares but the daughters cannot claim
anything as a right. Usually daughters get & cow when
property 1s divided. In the absence of sons, the father
takes the property. In the absence of the father, the
brothers,; and i1f they too are unavailable then the male
agnates inherit. If a man dies leaving his young sons, then

the property is managed by his widow till the sons come of
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age. After the property 1s equally divided, tﬁe mother goes
to live with the youngest son. In the case of widow marry-
ing outside the family, the male agnates manage the property
till the sons grow up. In the process, a widow can demand

no share.65

in religion, the Santals folLowvénimism which 1is 1in-
creasingly accompanied by Hinduisation.®® Compared to other
aspects of Santal’'s culture the influence of Hinduism on
Santal religion has remained much lesser. Thus Santals join
Hindus in celebrating Durga Puja, and Holi in the honour of
Krishna,67 In fact, Santals celebrate all major Hindu
Pujas. The "Rasa" dance mentioned in‘Vishnu Puran (which
portrays Krishma playing in Vraja and VYrandavan) has been
described by Professor Wilson, as being most vivid among
Santals , Like the Hindus, the Santals too begin their vyear
with Falgun and end with Magh. Besides they also observe

Hindu ceremonies like Salseir in Falgun, Bonga Bongi 1in

Chaitra, Home in Baisakh etc.

Animist. features are apparent from Santal’'s Chief
geity, Marang Buru (the great Mountain). Whether in public
or private, in trouble or in wealth, in health or in sick-
ness, this deity 1s worshipped with blood sacrifces. The
Santals also worship some evil gods who must be appeased
through <sacrifices, lest they should be harmful. These

major deities are Kala Chandi, and goddess Kala Mahi, Chandi

o
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and others.%8 These tribals alsoc attribute superhuman

powers to their surrounding natural objects like hills and
mountains. Thus they have hill deities like Berha-Pat,

Mangar—-Pat, Buddha Pahbar and others that ensure success in

hunting, a peaceful journey etc.

A combination of government policies, migratory habits,
interaction with Hindus and education have contributed to
gradual assimilation towards larger socciety among Santals.
As the ©Santals became slaves of wage labourers in Santal
Parganas wunder the Zamindari system in the British rule it
led to a gradual breakdown of tradtional customs and values.
Pushed further northwards after the revolt of 1855, the
Santals came under Bengalil influence, assimilating Benéali
larnguage and culture. Econamic‘neEds made them work in tea
gardens or as wage labourer carrying loads or digging earth
which they do ta this day. Invfact urbanisation has made
such a deep impact on them, that some prefer to call them
"detribalised".®7 A majority, however, continue to live by

agriculture. ¥Education is further eroding tribal beliefs.

The Hajongs

The HMajongs reside in a vast area stretching from
Karaibari, Puthimari, Burochazari of Rangpur to Daskahania

Sherpur, Susong Durgapur, Bangasikvada and Laur 1in north



Mymensingh district. 1t is generally believed that they
have originally migrated from Burma and Indo-China and
settled first in the town of Hazo. Further migration to-

wards Goalpara, North Mymensingh and some areas of Rangpur

took place under pressure to secure a Iivelihood.7o Some

Hajongs were brought to the Durgapur thana by. the Suseng
Rajas fTor Khedda (elephant cafching) operations. The census
of 1951 put the total figure of Hajongs as 35,000. No
separate census was conducted in 1961, and 1t is estimated
that their numbers 'must be exceeding fifty thousand at
present.71 Hajongs left for India due to thegr persecution
during the Tanka Movemenf aftter 1947, and in 1363 with

communal riDtsT72

‘Anﬁhropologically the Hajongs are regarded as belonging
to pale—-Mongoloid or the Austric race. Linguistically, the
Hajong's language Has been classified as Tibeto-Burman.
This language which lacké a common séript, has i1in the course
of time been influenced by Bengali and Assamese. In fact,
as assimilation in the form of Hinduisation increases they

are adopting the Bengali language and its scrip-—t.73

Like other tribals, Hajongs have a clan system. The
two clans are known as Byabcharils and Paramarthis. The
institutions of Nokpante or dormitories of Hajong is common
to tribals all over the world. Further, the practice of

tattoo marks over the body among Hajongs is shared not only



by other tribals but among some Hindu castes as well.

In religion, the Hajongs are animists though undergoing

74 This process was ob-

8 strong process of Hinduisation.
Suwed even earlier, and Frahcis Buchanan in 1910 wrote about
%He chief of a small group of Hajongs in Rangpur. The
chief, he said,; pretends to be a'Rajbansi and. refrains from
eating pork or fowl, aﬂd:drinking liquor and receives in-

struction (upbodes) from Brahmins.75

The Hajongs can be divided into two religious sects,
Shakta and Bhakta. Those belonging to the former worship
cheifly the goddess Kali and Kanakshya, and copsume wine,
meat, pork etc. Theviatter are also called Vaishnawvas and
restrict their dietary habits. Therefoire, they do not drink
wine or eat mea£. HoweQer they do take fish, besides either

vegetarian food.

Though earlier both endogamy and exogamy were prac-
ticed, Hinduisation 1i1s leading them to give "up endogamy.
Cases of Hajong marriage tp a Coch, another Hindulsing group
“are not uncommon even though the latter is regarded as lower
in status by the Hajongs. However, no inter marriage witﬁ
Garo takes plafe76 who they regard as outside their social

sphere because they have absorbed no Hindu elements at all.

Over the issue of presiding over & religious ceremony
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there is a difference of opinion between the "Purohit”
(Priest) and "Anapurohit" (non priest) among the Hajongs.
While the former insists on a puja being performed by a
‘Srotriya> Brahmin, the latter support the Deosi system.
tately, there have been instances of Brahmin being asked .to
preside. However, exmples of Brahmins refusing to do so

since he regarded them as lowly pariahs can also be quoted.

The acceptance as Hindus of Hajongs among the high-
caste Hindus remains precarious. Though in the sanskritiza-
tion process the Hajongs have donned the sacred thread or
poita, it has led to a controversy. The high caste dislike .
the carry—-over of indigenous habits of Hajongs, liké wearing
the sacred thread at a different time. In fact, a story
current at Barhatta locality of Netrakenma subdivision re-
veals how a Brahmin,; who gave the sacred thread to Hajongs
and then accepted water and sweets from them (having elevat-
®d them to a highe+r caste),; was forced to go to Kashi for

penante_77

Animistic beliefs can be easily observed from their
ctustom ©Of worship and appeasement of various evil spirits
and demi gods. Since they believe that these evil spirits
can cause d¢seases and other types. of harm, they ¢try to
appease them by offering sacrifices of Hens, goats, ducks

etc. Therefore, the spirit of Mailadeo, for them, can cause
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weakness or debility; Gang—sa—deo can make babies cry exces-
sively; Chokhdhapadeo can cause high fever, etc. The wor-
ship of nature which is another common animist belief ' 1is
also prevalent. Therefore the river Brahmaputra is wor-

shippéd every year with flowers and sandalwobd.

The Hajongs are a socially conscious group having
participated'in a number of struggles specially in the Tarka
movement against feudalism. This consciousness manifests
itself in various forms +ranging from attempts towards more
education, removal bf superstition, and greater sanskritisa-
tion. Therefore, -during the Tanka movement the Hajongs
tried to remove beliefs in witch doctors etc. aﬂd'repléce 1t
with homeaopathic and alleopathic medicines. Education 1s
further eroding the superstitions. Though the number of
educated remains }ow,'there is a desire among them to learn.
Meantime, there is a substantial number of Hajongs who have
received higher education and are presentiy employed both in
government and non government services or teaching 1in
schools. The impetus to Hinduisation is also received, when
the wmore politically conscious among them try to imculcate
the Bengali way of thought and culture among Hajtdhg people,

having developed the same themselves.’”

There have been attempts by Christian missionaries to
convert Hajongs to Christianity. The few who have been

lured hail largely from the poor classes.
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The Manipuris

The Manipuris were at one time inhabitants of Manipur
kingdom on the eastern border of Assam. In 1765 with Bur-
mese invasion on the kingdom, the Manipur King Vagya Chandra
Joy Singh migrated té Cachhar district of Assam. He was
followed by other Manipuris who settled in Sylhet and Tip-

pera districts, and in the Tejgaon locality of Dacca city.

The biggest Manipuri population is in Sylhet totalling
over 30,000.80 Their smail settlements exist in areas like
Masimpur and Manipurpara in the ocutside of Sylhet town,
Bhavugachh in Moulvi Bazar subdivision, Assampara in Habib-

gan) division and other places.

The Manipuris are divided into two groups namely Khala-
éhai or Vishnu Purias and Meithei. However, racial inter-
mixing over the centuries have brought ambiguity to their
real identity. This is because the kingdo@ of Manipur has
been ruled by various;tribes. Therefore, Vishnu Purias who
founded the Morang Kingdom were tﬁe first rulers. Grad@a&ly
the Meitheis became dominant and that name was useg- to
describe the area.8! These Meitheis were people who came
from China. Presently, the origimnal Manipuris are known by

this name.

Sanskritization among them can be observed by the fact
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that they «claim to be born out of wedlock of Arjuna and
Chitrangadha. Thus they claim to be Kshatriyas of Lunar
clan. With the impact of Huinduism even before 1500 A.D.,
the Manipuris  became its followers. Their Vaishnavite
beliefs and Guadian sects can be traced to the preachings of
Premadasa Thakur, a disciple of Chaitanya Dev who came to
Manipur from Bengal during the rule of Vagya Chandra Singh.
This influence led to important changes in their culture,
and the Manipurié changed their Meithei script to the Benga-

11 one.

Yet they did not give up their tribal beliefs, and have
been influenced by both. In fact, they are making an effort
to accommodate their own Puran "with the Sanskrit scriptures
of'Hihdu,Gz Hinduisation among the Manipuris is also éppar—
ent from-ogher ceremonies aﬁd beliefs. Therefore, they hire
a Brahmin priest to condu;t their ceremonieé. Idols of
Radha—Krishna,- Jagannatha and Gourangya are the oniy ones
that are seen in temples. Like the Hindus, the Manipuris
also prohibit endogamy, and a man has to mary outside his

€lan. A class of untouchables similar to the Sudra among

the Hindus also exist among Manmipuris.

Simultaneocusly, the tribal beliefgy cannot be ignbred.
Therefore, the Manipuris are in the habit of predicting

their future by signs and omens. Like other Khasi, Murung
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and Magh tribes who have superstitious beliefs about an egg,

Manipuris too decide about a marriage by studying the posi-

tion of the cocks feet. To elaborate, after tying a

feet they let it fall to the ground. If the cock lifts 1its
right feet over the left in an "X’ sign, then it 1s auspi-

cieus 1f not, then it implies harmful consequences.

However, these beliefs are getting eroded with educa-
tion, and Manipuris have now begun resorting to astrology

and studying religious scriptures to predict the future.

The Mei(hei Manipuri language hés much similarity with
that of Kuku-chin. Further the Meithe/i alphabet has been
almost replaced by the Bengali one, though a national
chromicle ié still maintained in the older script, where

every important national event 1s recorded.

-~

Economically, the Meitheis not only follow Jhum culti-
vation but have also developed strong craft traditions.
There are a large number of carpenters, jewellers and me-
chanics. New opportunities for education have also been
taken up, and a substantial number of Manipuri children are
going to schoel. Though social change has also been at-
tempted through Christian missionary activity, tribals have

remained largely indifferent towards this.B83

Manipuri Muslims
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There are about 6,000 Manipuri Muslims in Sylhet (while
another 100,000 reside in stam).84 The Pangyoh class of
Manipuris which comprised the third one, besides the Meithei
and Bishnupuria classes, a@opted Islam en bloc and are known

as Manipuri Muslims,

The conversions are said to have occurred around the
sixteenth century, though there existg a divergence of views
on this. A number of factors led to the adoption of Islam:
firstly, the intermarriage between the Mughal soldiers and
Manipuri wives; secondly, fhe preaching of Islam by Muslam
Saints. iLike Baba Mangar Shahj; thridly, the further advance-

ment of Islam by the newly converts.

DéS@iIELhaving-embraced.Islam,rmany tribal beliefs and
practices continue to exist. Thus, the Pangyons cannot
marry within their clan. Moreover, they have to limit
themselves to their cousins, and cannot marry from other
Muslim communities if they do not>find a marriageable cous-
in. There are other examples too, like deciding a favour-
able journey if breathing from the right nostril is clearly
heard, or regarding a jackal crossing the road as auspicious

for a journey.89

Islamic beliefs, on the other hand make the Pangyon
women observe purdah and educate themselves in the holy

Quran and Hadith Dnly.v Gradually, however, the impact of
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western education is being felt leading to widening hori-

Z20ns.

The Mundas

The Mundas are originally from Chota Nagpur and both
migrated towards and were brought during~the.Bfitish period.
They reside in Dinajpur and other areas of Bangladesh.eb
Anthropologically, they Selong,to Mundo-Dravidian stock and

linguistically to Austro—Asiatic one along with Santal, Ho

and others.

It is a patrilineal and patrilocal group. In religion
they follow animism with strong Hinduising features. They
worshipg the Supfeme Deity called Singa-Bonga who lives in
Heavens and can be appeased through_sacrifices. The Hin-
duisegd Mundas do not worship all tribal gods. Their mar-
riage ceremony and the custom of cremating their dead is
simirlar to Hindus.87 Social thange through urbanization and
Hinduisation h35 been effected to the extent that some of

them are detribalised now.
The Oraons

The Oraons inrhabit the Rangpur, Dinajpur, Bogra and
Rajshahi districts of Bangladesh. Their populatiorn is heavy
in the former two districts. However, their exact number

cannot be estimated since the census of 1961 did not place
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them under a separate head.88 The census of 1881 indicates
that the largest number i.e., 2,823 of Oraons could be found
in Rajshahi out of other areas now falling 1in Bangladesh.
Further, it shows that they were thinly spread out in var-—
ious areas now forming Bangladesh like, Bogra, Pabna, Mymen-
singh, Chittagong, Noakhali aﬁd Rangpur.eq: Their time of
migration to East Pakistan is not known, though 1t remains
for certain that they have higrated froT Chota Nagpur and

Rajmahal in India.

Anthrbpologicajly, Oraons are classified as pre—
Dravidians. Racially, . anthropologists differ on - whether
Oracns are an offshoot of Mundas belonging to the Malpahar-
ias of Orissa, or are Kurukﬁs, LLinguistically Oraons are
placed &s Dravidians apd speak Kurukh dialect which 18 very
similar to that spoken in Chota Nagpur and Ranchi. The
Oraons 1ike other tribals have dormitories called “"Dhumku-

ria" which is intricately linked with their religio-cultural

life.

Since’Draon families do not have enau@h place to accom-—
modate a family the bays sleep separately, that is, in a
Dhumkuria., Similarly the young girls do not sleep in their
homes with parents, and a separate building like a Dhumkuria
is provided for them;qo Moreover free intermixing between

boys and girls (which is tacit), religious and cultural
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festivals, marriage ceremonies, and even religious sermons

are held there.

A combination of animist and Hindu influences can be
seen among the Oraon. Therefore, the Oraon révere the sun
who' they believe created the Universe. However he is ne-
glected ceﬁpared to malignant spirits, which are worshipped
and offered sacrifices for appeasement lest they should
harm.91 Besides the Sun or Dharamesh, the Draonvworship a
number of gods like, god of the village, god of the house-
hold, god of pestilencé etc. The Hindu influence 1is also
visible specially in their devotional somgs on Radha and
Krishra, Oraon words like Kashi, Bhagwan, ®Gaya in their
devotional songs also reveal the extent Hf Bengal Qindq

impact.

Social change among the Oraon is discernable as various
practices are withering away. Therefore, with education

Ojha medicines are being replaced by the modern system of

medicine. The practice of believing and interpreting dreams
ag . foretellers of the futurey is also being eroded with
education. The strong prohibitioms almost bordering on

cruelty on menstruating women 1is also dying down with
education. There 15 also an attempt on the part of the
socially conscious to curb heavy drinking. =~ Economically,
Oraons are usually engaged as coolies and day-labourers

besides ploughing which is further leading to  social
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changé.92

The Dalu

The Dalu live in Mymensingh district of Bangladesh and
their villages extend from Harigaon 1in the north to Hatipa-—
gatr, Kumargati Sangra, Juglee etc. in the South even éextend-
ing to Kangsa river.?> Dalu settlemeﬁts though small in
number can also be found in wéstern areas of Megﬁalaya, on
the Indian side of the Indo-Bangladesh border. The Dalu are
a brénch of Indo—-Mongoloid tribe, and claim that they are
originally from Manipur. The possibility of this claim has
been aroused by the fact that when the British first came to
Garo Hills, tﬁey ‘brought Manipuri soldieré with them.7%
Today,; however; their language and culture show no trace of

Manipurl language but that of neighbouring Hajongs.

The Dalus have a sect known as Pagals. This sect
traces Tipu Pagla, the leader of Pagla revolt as its ances-
tor. They keep long hair, long beards and mustaches. The
women do not use vermillon or wear Bangles made of conch

shells.

Sanskritisation process 1is apparent in this community
as 1t claims to be descendants of Babrubabhan the son of
Arjun  1in Mahabharat. From this they strive to establish

their Kshatriya origins. Further, having embraced Hinduism

-
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they use the services of Srotriya Brahmins, to perform their
ceremonies. Their actual status is one of Scheduled Castes

since the census of‘194195

The ?anai

The Banai tribes reside:. both in Bangladesh, and in
Vestern Meghalaya in India.”® Their nAumbers in both areas
are very small. In the north of Bangladesh they have set-
tled in the villages of Gouripur of Kamalakanda thana, and
iﬁ the east in Galaibhanga Gabrakhali, Ailathahi, Jamgara,
Nalagara, and Ranipur. They possess great sim%larity with
the Hajongs, sharing their birth, death and marriage ceremo-
nies. Their main source of livelibhood 1is agriculture. The
census of 1941 has accepted their Hindu status of GScheduled

Caste.97

The Hadi

The Hadis belong to branch of Indo-Mongoloid race.
They feside in Kalinagar, Nalitabari and Haluaghat im the
north to the Brahmaputra in the south of Mymensingh. They
are ;ribals who have been treated as untouchables by the
high castes for years now, $anskritization is apparent when
théy claim to be descendants of the Kshatriya King Haihay of

Surya family, noted in the Brahmin Baibarta Puranaaqa
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The community earns its livelihood by agriculture and
other activities like trading, making articles of bamboo and
cane. They also work as domestic servants of zamindars
besides bailiff, guards etc. Social ban on them in Hindu
society, has prevented thein from taking up' océQpationé of

barbers and washermen,99 Thus their constant appeals to

high castes, to improve thelir status has been ignored.
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CHAPTER 111

GOVERNMENT POLICY TOWARDS TRIBALS
IN THE BRITISH PERIOD

Historical Background of British Entry Into North—-tast
Frontier

The north-east frontier of Bengal has sometimes been
used to describe a boundary line, but more frequently a
tract which comprises hill ranges north, east and south of
Assam valley as well as the western slopes of mountains that
l1ie between Bengal and Burma.l The British having followed
a poliéy of non—intérference in the north-east frontier,
were compelled to take interest in early nineteenth century,
when the trouble occurred in the Court of Ava situated
across the border.in Burmese territory. The British fekt
their defense interest threatened when the Burmese who had
tome to help Chunder Kant, the Raja of Assam, to sSuppress
the 1internal rebellion, establishéd themselves as ‘rulers
instead. Further, they even began advancing towards Jaintia
territory that bordered Bengal, after occupying Cachar. The
Burmese demand that Raja Chunder Kant not be given protec-
tion 1in the British territory elée they would invade, fur-
ther angered the British against the "ignaorant amd overbear-—

irig"” Court of Ava.

In the Anglo—Bur@ese War that followed ¢n March 1824,

the British emerged victorious. By the Treaty of Yandaboo,
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the King of Burma gave up any claims on Assam and its de-
pendencies and contiguous .state of Cachar and Jaintia.
Consequently, upper Assam passed under British rule. Howev-
er, the Government of Calcutta wés strictly againét absolute
control of the province. The abéence of any worthy native
ruler on whom governance could be trusted amd the constant
threat of Burmese invasionvmade the British retain strong.
military vcontrol of the frontier. Those areas. not needed
for defensive purposes or for maintaining British troops
were put under the management of native rulers. Therefore,
in 1832 upper Assam except Sadiya and Muttuck was pl#ced
under a protected prince Purunder Singh, who was asked to
pay tribute. However, this experiment could ﬁot continue
successfully and in 1838 these territories were put under

British officers and made a non-regulated province.2
General Policy Towards Tribes of North-kEast Frontier

Under these circumstances the British entered north-
east frontier and gained control of territory, that is upper
Assam. In dﬂing this, the Braitish inmherited the legacy of
violent and indefinite relationship of the Assam sovereign
with the surrounding "“savage" tribes. The Shan dynasty of
Assam which had comtrollied these tribes had fallen into
decay 1in -the later years. As a result the tribes had start-
ed reasserting themsélves over parts of the kingdom's terri-

-~

tpry. When the British assumed power in Assam, tribal
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claims of land ownership or tributary payments from the
people residing in the lower part of the hills continued.
Though some of these claims had been recognized by the
predecessor governments (before the Shan dynasty ousted
them), the British were often unable to discover whether
. . . C - .
these claims were genuine or "barbarigg cupidity”. There-
fore the British carried out frequent expeditions to sup=«

press them and protect their t:)cn"_der's.:S

Despite an ~ active policy nmow and then, the general
policy of the British continued to be one of non-—
interference where the attempt was to stay aloof and leave
the tribes alone. By taking complete control of the north-
east frontier they did 6ot want the responsibility of guard-
ing an extensive_frontier: Their policy as a resirlt varied
from tribe to tribe and from time to tim'e,q though a general
policy can be outlined. While most of the tribes came unQer
effective control, some remained semi-independent and others
were left completely independent. Complete independence was
given .to tribes in the extreme north and south, since they
lived 1in an inaccessible terrain. Tribes like Garos, Sin-
tengs, etc. were however quickly subdued since they lived in
areas surrounded by British politicai control. Bratish
felations with the tribes were guided chiefly by security
interest, in the face of pbtential threat by the Court of

Ava. International rivalry across the Indian border with
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Russian agents carrying out menacing activities in 1899, and
the hinderance posed to Tibetan-British relationship by
China also made Britain adopt a cautiocus policy of concilia-

tion.2

From 1843 onwards, the locai authorities replaced the
policy of non—-interference by one of slow and steady pene-
tration. The Supreme Government was however strictly op-
posed to this, and tried to prevent and even reprimanded the
local authorities for following an expansionist policy at
such a time.® For them this policy would 1increase the
financial crunch that they (British) faced due to wars with
Afghanistan, Sindh and Punjab. Further,; such a policy could
create political disturbance which in turn would adversely
affect the supply of labour to the tea estatES.i Tea 1indds-—
try (which had become a major source of material prosperity)

would have to incur huge losses as a result.”

The policy of conciliation which the Home Government
emphasized, however, could not last long and was soon re-
placed by a forward policy. fhis change was not a premedi-
tated and calculated one, but one that was resorted to in
the continuing unfavourable circumstances for the British.®B
The tribes burdened with a completely new system of police
and revenue organization could not reconcile themselves to

it. toss of Rights over land and forests which were the
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most precious of their possessions, created deep resentment.
Moreover, they could not givevup the tribal customs like
head—-hunting where a scalp was needed to honour the dead, or
the practice of inter—-tribal warfare which.they had followed
for generations. The British p}actice of déaling with the
chiefs when actual audthority ié& with the Council of elders,
or each individual was his own master also failed to stop
tribal raids. Consequently, numerous missions peaceful and
otherwise were sent out but could not yield enocugh positive
.results, as the tribes refused to submit to Brifish authori-
ty.  The policy of blockade of "duars" of mountain passes,
towards tribes who depended héavily on trade e.g. Khasi and
Garo, made them surrender temporarily but they would flout
British authority as soon as it was wifhdrawn, Similarly,
military expeditions proved to be a temporary restraining
factor, and the tribes continued their raids and counter-
raids. The British were faced with the options of total
control or total withdrawal. withgrawing completely from
the Hills would not have soclved the British problems, be—
cause raids from the tribals would continue, arousing the
possibilfity of even eviction of the British themselves.
Therefore, even a non—-interventionist like <Lord Dalhousie
was forced to agree that the only alternativé left to them
was, "to assert British authority over these tribes and to

bring them under a system suited to their circumstances.”

83



The shift in the British Government’'s perspective
towards the north-east frontier led to a forward policy
where administrative changes were carried out. The objec-
tive was'vto tighten the control of the 1local authorities
over the areas that were undef British control. The attempt
was to establish a form of government that people would
accept and which met their needs, without a substantial
change in the existing institutions. Even in the defense of
the frontier emphasis was to be laid on militias composed of
tribes. Such an army would also be more familiar with the
climate and thé hilly terrain, thereby serving the British
interest. Simul taneously, the British strived towards
"civilizing"” the tribes-who liQEd in ‘"utter backwardness”
through various ways like Christianity, education and com-
merce. By doing this, the British felt they could control
the tribes since purely coe;cive means were 1nadequate in
bringing normalcy in these areas. Therefore, though his—
sionaries have preceded colonial rule in many parts of the
world, 1in the north-east they were established as a result

of political-decision.q

The: British moved carefully towards these objectives.
The immediate aim was not to bring all tribés under British
control but to protect the lowlands from tribal raids. The
policy of "laissez faire" was continueﬁ with regard to the

inaccessible and extreme south or north. Even within areas
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under British control the local authorities were directed
not to interfere in the inter-tribal feuds unless 1t in-
volved British subjects. As Inner Line Regulations came to
be established the policy of slow but steady aggression was
halted thereby greatly rédu#ing the possibility of conflict

with various tribes.
British Policy Towards Khasis

Till 1835, some areas in Sylhet formed a part of the
Jaintia kingdom with 1its capital Jaintiapur, a town 1in
Bangladesh. The Jaintia kingdom was regarded by the Brit-
ish, as one of the more powerful Khasi states. In pre-
historic times, the Khasis had broken up into numerous small
communities under their respective heads. Depending om the
chief ' s ambition, neighbouring communities would be brought
under control till 1t was broken up again as decay 6set in
and another chief grew stronger. When the Khasis were first
discovered they were organized along lines similar to that
in early nineteenth century.ro Therefore while Jaintias or
Syntengs had a Raja, the other Khasis shared a confederacy
of small oligarchical republics. <

The kingdom of Jaintia originally consisted of three

parts: Jaintia hills and plains in Sylhet and Nowgong

districts. The hill portion was the original home of
the ruling family and comprised the Jawal subdivision
and part of Shillohg sub-division. The boundaries of
the kingdom were formed of the east by Keerowah and

Kapili rivers which separated it from Cachar, the
former flowing from the southern face of the mountain
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,
chains the Surma; and the Kapili on the north into the
Kallang which latter river separated Jaintia from Assam
on the north; on the west it was bounded by Khyriem

State from whence the lime ran southwards along Piyain
and on reaching the plains was deflected in a south-

easterly direction along the Baram and Telikhal rivu-
lets in Sylhet district until it reached the Surma;' on
the south the Surma formed the boundary except 1in
Satbak Porgana."11 '

The Sylhet district cohprised the plains and contained

Jaintia parganas within Kanaighat and Gowainghat tehsils.

The Jaintia kingdom first came into contact with the
Britishhin 1774 when it invaded the neighbouring Sylhet and
the Bkitish retaliated by a éuccessful expedition against
them. In 1821, the Jaintia kingdom again aroused the anger
of the British when an attempt was made to carry off a
British subject for immolation. This time a warning was
given to the king that in case of a repetition of this act,
his tgrritory would be confiscated. Since the British Qere
pursuing a policy of non—-interference in the north-east they

did not provide a permanent solution to this problem, except

strengthening their patrol at borders.

However, with Burmese invasion into Assam and 1its
advancement towards Jaintia the British were galvanized into
action. They insisted 6n an alliance with the Jaintia king
under the impressién that he commanded a number of Hill-
Chiefs, to repel the Burmese ?nd threatened dire conse-

quences if he did not agree. In the treaty that followed on
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10 March 1824, the British entered into a treaty of "amity
and friendship” with the Raja. Further, the Raja promised
to provide military assistance to the British against the
Bu}mese, and in return was offered a part of Assam after the
conquest was compjete.. Subsequently however, the Raja was
unable to give substantial material help either in Anglo-
Burmese war or in suppressing the rebellious khasi chiefs.

In fact, the British alleged that the Raja had encroached on

some land in Assam in the course of war and ensuing confu-—

S10MN.

That there was a discernible change in the policy of
the local British authorities towards the hill tribes, is
obvious from the letter Captain Fischer, Superintendent of
Cachai wrote to Captain Jenkins on 16 April 1852. According
to him, the Jaintia territory was very fertile and capable
of bringing a substantial revenue of a lakh and a half
rupee. Therefore "...we have made a very unsatisfactory
bargain in accepting a military service in place of tribute,
and that the sooner we amend that part of our treaty the
better._“12 This was in sharp contrast to the nature of
fines and 1mpositions made on the tribes wuntil then.
Hitherto, impositions had been made not as revenue measures
but as retribution for the offence committed whether by a
chief or a community, and sought to cover the expenses and

trouble incurred by the administrations with due
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consideration given to the payer’'s financial capacity.
British collections had been limited to this because they
realized that not only could cést outweigh the collection,
but also a considerable risk was involved if tribute was

demanded.

Thve opportunity to revise the treaty soon presented
itself with the death of Raja Ram singh in 1832. Following
this the British declared that the treaty was a personal one
and had .elapsed with the Raja’'s death. They agfeed to
recognize the successor king on the condition that he paid a
tribute of Rs.10,000 in return for the protection that the
British provided him. A pretext for increasing this Vpr95~
sure was provided by Ehe immolation of three British sub-
Jects before Goddess Kali in the Jaintia kingdom. In the
light of past warnings the British began threatening hia
with dire consequences, two months after the new agreement

was spurned by the successor.

The successor king defended himself against this unfair
imposition of tribute on the basis that the major portionm of
the revenue came as personal service and only a small amount
came 1in cash which 1in turn was used towards maintenance of
the establaishment. This was in keeping with the long estab-
lished customs and the king could change this only at the
cost of his throne, anq even his life. In fact, the Raja

was the head of a confederacy of Muntrees and could not take
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ény decision without prior permiésion of the these Muntrees
or Heads of Hill States. With British refusal to recognize
the new king, the latter's position vis-a-vis the Heads had
grown. even weaker. As a result, the Raja of Gobha who was
alleged to be involved in the human sacrifice refused to
surrender the culprits even at the Raja s insistence, show-

ing latter’'s innocence.

After reviewing all the facts, the Agent to the Gover-
nor—-General entertained grave doubts about the king's com-—
plicity in the human sacrifice. Further, he argued for
recognition of the king's title and withdrawal of the trib-
ute, because "there was no document" mentioning that the
treaty was a personal one. The Governor General, however,
decided otherwise holding the king responsible for the
immolation and considering i1t as sufficient reason to annex
Sylhet and take possession of the territory of Gobha, The
king quietly resigned from the ownership-of the rest of the

territory as well and retired to Sylhet.

This immolation affair shows that instead of giving the
Raja benefit of doubt in the absence of substantial evi—
dence, he was dealt with severely so that British material
interest could be met. Moreover, the very practice of human
sacrifice shows that people belonged to a radically differ-—

ent or "utterly backward" culture. To apply the "civilized"”
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or western laws and procedures to them while meting out

justice was unfair.

On the other hand, the Court of Directors at Home, who
always stood for non—-interference con;idered this "an act of
impropriety and bréach of good faith." Since the deed was
already done, they directed the Governor General to treat
the "unfortunate chief" with "every reasonable indulgence."
They went on to reprimand that "...we desire you not on any
future occasion to have recourse to so extreme an measure

without a previous reference to our authorities."13

In‘the hill tracts, the Raja had hifhertorbeen a nomi-—
nal suzerain over nineteen petty districts. Having been
deprived of territory in the plasins, he decided to relin-
quish these as well. Fifteen of these hill districts were
under a Dolloies or headman elected by the villagers, while
.the rest were administered by three hereditary Sirdars. The

tribute given to the Jaintia king had been limited to one

—_— -

he-goat from each village, in addition to a few seers of
rice and firewood that was needed for the yearly religicus
ceremoniés. Further, the villagers cultivated the king’'s
lands in turns. Some income was also probably earned

through the dues that were i1mposed on the trade between the

plains and the hills.

Despite falling under British control from 1835, the

90



Syntengs till 1855 were left alone. Therefore, the Dolloies
still enjoyed power and heard all civil cases till 1841, and
after it wupto a certain limit. Similarly criminal cases
which were not heirmous in nature could be adjudicated by
them .after 1841. No taxes were levied and the traditional

tribute of a he—-gocat continued toc be paid annually.

Gradually, however the British began to complain of the
extent of corruption, and the entroachment intoc Raj lands
indulged in by the Dolloies. Clearly, the British feared
the powerful Dolloies and scught to curb them. In 1853, Mr.
Mills said that im keeping with the attempt by some people
to assert " their independence, a Police Thana shouid be
established. This was carried out af-&owaii In 1858, Mr.
Allen suggested that the Syntengs should be made to pay
something 1in order to make them recognize the supremacy of
the British government. A mild taxatioh, according to him,
would control the aggressive tribals as it héd done amcng

the Ho of Singhbhum district.

Consequently, in 1860 a house tax was levied and within
a few months the people rebelled. Though 1t was soon
crushed it led to administrative changes. The Civil Officer
posted at Cherra was given the power to remove the Dolloies
for misbehaviour, but the power of the latter wére
simultaneously increased. All crimes had to be reported to

the police, including misbehaviour of Dolloies. However,
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the police was directed not to interfere in the internal

affairs of the village.

The fevolt had barely subsided, when the British
government Qnder %inancial pressure introduced another tax,
namely income tax orn the people already burdened with house
tax. Though the tax for 1860-61 was peaeid, it generated
great resentment against. the British, which increased when
headmen were.also included under this tax in 1861. Further,
“the British auctioned the right to cut timber in certain
areas to the highest bidder as a result of which the villag-
ers could no longer procure timber, fuel, thatch etc.
Though the profit British reaped was small, it had serious
repercussions on the tribals for whom this was completely
alien and irksome. The corrupt officers at Cherra who often
took advantage of the Synteng’'s unfami}iarity with the
Western institptions‘ of courts and laws and reaped huge
incomes, further added to discontent. Meantime, the shields
and swords of-the tribals kad not only been taken away but
were also burnt in the £ribals presence after the revolt.
For Symtengs, thHese were important heirlocoms which were
needed for “pujas" and for protection against wild
animals. 14 The presence of the thanma had been closely
fol lowed by th? establishment of>school where the Syntengs
were told to become Christianrs or face dire consequences.

These woes reached a boiling point with the behaviour of a
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daroga who interrupted a religious ceremony by making people
speak out and surrender their shields. Speaking on solemn

religious ceremonies was strictly prohibited and the tribals

could tolerate no more.

Under the leaderlship of the headmen (who felt side-
lined wunder thé new system) the Syntengslrevolted again 1in
1862 and it could not be suppressed till November, 1863.
Even after its suppression, a large amount of arms were not
surrendered by some rebels. The British government tried to
win their confidence through various ways, including using
the good offices of friendly chiefs. The rebels ﬁowever
continued to defy the government, and demanded complete

independence.

Conseguently, the Government of Bengal was forced to
change 1its views and resorted to violent suppression of the

rest of the rebels. By 1864 the hills had been completely
pacified. Cecil Beadon reorganized the hill administration

along the policy of direct management. According to him,

A main principle to be adopted in dealing with these
people when they have been made to understand and feel
the power of the Government and have submitted to its
authority is not to leave them in their old state, but,
while adopting a simple plan of Government suitable to
their present condition and circumstances, and inter-
fering. as little as possible with existing institu-
tions, to extend our intercourse with them, endeavour
to introduce among them civilization and order.l
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Therefore, an English officer was posted at Jaintia Hills
and he was expected to visit every village under his
supervision at least once a year. Further, he and his
subordinates were expected to know Khasi language so that an
interpreter was not required. The village Dolloies was to
be elected by theApeopIe, but also required the civil offi-
cer’'s approval who could remove him for misconduct. In co-
ngration with other village headmen panchayats were to be
formed which could énjoy limited «civil and criminal
jurisdiction. In important cases, ﬁhe British officer could
revise the decision. The Dolloies and Sirdars were given
the resbonsibifity of Police fallimg in their Jjurisdiction
and the Regular Police was asked to interfere only in case
of a revolt or to support the authority of Dolloies. EdQca—
tiqn was also to be encouraged, and the Welsh ﬁission of
Christian  missionaries that was  already established 1in
1844,15 was to be used towards this purpose. The country
was to be opened up by eig%t lines of road equalling 218
miles in length. The Income Tax had been almost completely
removed, and though the house tax was retained, a cautious
approach was adopted so that no injustice would result

during assessment.

Under the British rule the rapid integration of Syn-
tengs 1nto ‘civilization’ began. Tribal organization was

replaced by the administrative and economic apparatus of the
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colonial rule. The authority of the Raja was ended, and
that of the Dolloies greatly reduced and changed. The
tribals learnt to pay tax to a centralized modern state for
resources which they had always considered as thetir right.v
~ Social change was also introduced as the practice of .human

sacrifice was ocutlawed.

British Policy Towards Garos

The Mymensingh district of Bangladesh today, has a
significant population of Garos residing in its border
areas. The Garos weré the first tribe with«whom the British
came into contact in the north—-eastern frontier. The Dewani
of Bengal granteq'by Mughal emperor Shah Alam II 1n 1765,
which gave the British the right to owversee and collect
revenue from areas falling undei+ Presidency of Bengal in-
cluded estates botrdering Garo Hills. The Garé Hills (where
the Gard tribe resided) was surrounded by a few important
estates under the control of Zamindars. These were Karai-—
bari, <Kalumalupara, Mechpara and Habraghat in Rangpur, and
Sherpur and Susunrg in the Mymensingh district of Bengal.

The estate of Bijni was in the Eastern Duar.
Pre-British Period: The Mughal Rule

Under the Mughal rule these estates had acted as a

buffer between the tribes and the Mughals by maintaining



estate - police and "Barkandazes" to prevent tribal raids.
While these zamindars or Choudhries acknowledged the
sovereignty of the Mughal Raja, they had in turn subjugated
and reduced to the status of ryots the Garo and other clans
like Hajongs, Koch, Meches etc. that résidéd in the plains
at the foot of the Garo Hills. The Hill Garos also depended
on the Zamindars for the trade of their goods. A nominal
tribute was given by the Zamindars to the Mughal . Court,
which was collected by the Fauzdar appoihted for this pur-
pose with hgadquarters at Rangamati, in Rangpur. The inter-
nal management of these estates however was left to the
Zamindars. Through this policy the Mughbals not only main-
tained the goodwill of locally influential persons in dis-
tant aréas but were also spared the trouble of controlling

an 1naccessible terrain.

The tribute paid by these Zamindars was drawn from
miscellaneous cesses called "sayer" and not from “mal" i.e.,
land revenue. This sayer was collected by taximg the trad-
ers at the local markets or "hats" established at wvariocus
hill passes 1in their estates. Cotton, which was a major
article of inland trgde in eastern India was spld by the
hill Garos to Bengali traders in exchange for daily necessi-
ties like rice, cows, earthern pots, salt etc. The
Zamindars 1imposed various duties on goods and exploited the

Garos. Similarly by charging exhorbitant prices from them
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the Bengali traders shifted the burden of tax on the Garos.
Even the Fauzdar was involved in making profits for himself,

little of which was deposited in the state treasury.

The excessive exploitation, together with the tradi-
tional need for human heads.for funeral rites, and slaves,
led to occasioecnal tribal raids in plains. The Zamindars
resorted to various ways of repelling them ranging from

using the Barkandazes to bribing them.
British Rule

The British on assuming power in 1765 allowed this
situation to continue and followed the policy of conscious
gvoidahce,17 since they did not want this territory under
airect control. Howgyer, as the conflict between the zamin-
dars and the Garos increased with numerous raids and counter
expeditions, the frontier was no longer peaceful. This led
to a change in the policy of British who now wanted to
intervene. Though the ostensible cause for intervening was
to establish a peaceful frontier and fr;e the Garos from the
exploitative control of zamindars, the ulterior motive was
British desire to tap the natural resources of the hills and
increase profits from the trade of cotton. Further, the
revenue of the British had suffered as the people in the
plains migrated elsewhere, under attack with the tribal

raids.
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With the entry of British authority in Bengal, overseas
mercantile trade in Garo cotton had developed. The zamin-
dars on realizing the possibility of huge profits i1if they
monopolized this trade, tkied to become absoclute middlemen
betwéen Garos and gutside businessmen. Further, they began
forcing the tribals to sell their goods in hats falliﬁg' in
their estates. The cult of colonialism introduced by the
British gave a boost to thié endeavour, and the zamindars
embarked on territorial expansion to achieve their 1inter-—
es£5.18 This expansion 1into the hills was followed by
tribal retaliation through raids to prevent it. In 1775-76
the - Zamindars of Karaibara and ﬁechpara-invadéﬁ the hills.
This brought them into conflict with other zamindars, spe-—
cially those of Sherpur and Susung im the sguth. Jo  in-
crease trade in his.estate,‘the karaibari chief, Mahendrana-
rayan tried to prevent trading in the hats of Mymensingh by
blockading hill passes. ‘He also captured the Renghta chief
whose people used to trade in Mymensingh. When the Renghta
chief pleaded for British help, the latter got an opportuni-

ty to interfere in Garo affairs.

The British were in favour of removing the office of
zamindar and dealing directly with the cthiefs since this
would enhance their profits. Therefore, in 1788, under
Governor General s instructions, the collection of sayer was

outlawed on the Mymensingh frontier. Further, Sherpur and
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Susung were assessed like other Zamindars of Bengal and were
asked to give tributes 1n money. For the losses they 1n-
curred with the loss of sayer they were compensated. Ih
Mymensingh regular administration was established and the
zamindars were no longer needed to provide defence since the
government’'s forces were stationed now. However, in prac-—
tice the government did not collect any dues even 1if it had
the authority to do so. As a result ﬁhe zamindars continued

to levy various taxes on Garos illegally.

Meantime, on other frontiers of Garo hills tribal raids
continued which now and then affected thg Mymensingh fron-
tier too. Therefore, the regulation of 1822 was passed for
Goalpara side, to bring peace on those frontiers. The aim
was to remove the tribals from under the control of Zamin-
dars, and impose a new administrative set up which would
nevertheless, be suited‘to‘tribal‘customs also. In this way
tribals were to be put under direct and 1introduced to

"civilised” life.l%

Permanent Settlement

Meantime, with the Permanent Settlement of Bemngal under
tord Cornwallis the terms between zamindars and Government,
and the Zamindars and tenants was decided permanently. This
was applied to Sherpur and Susung in Mymensihgh only, since

they were already under regular administration of Government
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and not to the estates of Rangpur which were semi-—
“independent. Despite assessment of the Mymensingh estates
the British government remained unaware of the extent of
wasfelands, pasturelands etc. in these estates. Gince both
these estatés included hill areas where Garos and other
tribes lived, the absence of adequa£e supervision allowed
the Zamindars to continue extracting 1llegal duties and

tributes from Garos and others.

The process of "civilizing" the Garos was carried out
through other effective means of education and proselytizing
also. In a letter dated 27 April 1825 Scott wrote to W.B.
Bayley, Secretary to the Government:

I am satisfied that nothing permanently good can be obe

tained by other means, and that if we do not interfere

on behalf of the poor Garos they will soon become

Hindoos or half Hindoos, retaining and acgquiring many
of the bad parts of both their present and improved

creeds. I would greatly prefer two or more Moravian
Missionaries of the old school who along with religion
would teach the wuseful arts. If Government would

ensure them subsistence only in the case of success or
of my death, 1 would willingly take upon myself the
expense 1in the first instance, and 55300 per annum
would suffice. Of success [ have no more doubt than
that, if allowed, you could make Christians of the
Hindoo boys; and the great error of the Missionaries
appears to me to be that of directing their attention
to polished natives instead of rude tribes who are
sti1ll in that state of national childhood which enables
the stranger ptriest to act the school-master and teach
them what he 1ikes.20

Since religious neutrality was the declared policy of the

government, the Secretary wrote back, "The Government could
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not well give a salary to the people who might be employed
in their capacity of missiocnaries, but they might call them
school-masters and give assistance in that shape."21 The
Bishop Heber of Caltutta was enthusiastic about ‘this pro-

gramme. He pointed out the political advantage that the

Government would draw,

...from thaving & tribe of hardy and warlike mountain-
eers in an almost inspregnable country, on the flank of
our Burmese neighbours and in the rear of Bengalee
subjects attached to us by the sense of benefit re-
ceived, and by the still closer ties of language,
religion and identity of feeling and interest."” :
Accordingly, Bengali medium schools, medical centres
were established, and the Garo dialect was developed into a
written language with initially a Bengali, and later a Roman
script. By 1912, 64% of the converts in Garo Hills were a

result of these Sﬁhools.23

In 1824, with the outbreak of Anglo-Burmese war thé
Zamindars of Mymensingh once again got an opportunity to
exploit the Garos. The burden of British demand for materi-
al help in war on the Zamindars was passed om to the Garo
and other peasants by levying various taxes. The tribal
peasantry which was already facing feudal exploitation from
the Zamindars now revolted under the leadership of Tiphu, a
Fakir. Tiphu was the leader of a sect called "Pagal" by

others for their belief that'Tiphu and his mother possessed
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superrnatural powers. Therefore, the followers believed that
British artillery power would prove impotent in front of
their leader s powers. The sgrength of this sect grew as
increasing number of peasants from Garo, Mech, Hajong tribes
became Bis %ollowers in the hope of ending Zamindar's ex-
ploitatign. Tiphu organized and armed his men, and in 1824
finding the British occupied elsewhere declared that the
latter s rule would end soon. Under his leadership this
revolt continued for a few months until it was finmally

suppressed by the British forces.z,4

The Government of Qengal in an attempt to resolve the
dispute bermanéntly demarcated the boundary between Garo and
other cultivators on one hand and the Zamindars on the
other. Further, a certain amount was fixed for lands under
British control, which had to be paid to the government and
the Zamindars agreed not to increase it in future. - Copies
of this agreement were distributed to the tribal Chiefs,‘who
assured that no tribal raids would take place 1in future.
However, the British government was appreheﬁsive and not
only was Rangpuf Light Infantry established but thanas were
also set up 1n Sherpur and Durgapur in Mymensingh, besides

Goalpara, Karaibari etc.

Irduble was revived on various frontiers of Garo hills
as ralds began. The Commissioner of Assam complained in

1859 that the British policy of closing the "hats’ whereby
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the Garos would be denied daily necessities was not proving

effective and he suggested military expeditions das a solu-

tion. When fresh trouble broke out in Mymensingh a strong

military expedition was sent to suppress the Garos.

Yet the British government continued to follow a policy

of c¢conciliation and in 1869 in a Despatch the Secretary of

State for India commented,

But however necessary i1t may be to teach the inhabi-
tants of these wild districts that  they are not inac-
cessible to the power of Government, it is very clear
that we cannot hope to reclaim them from their savage
habits or to introduce ambngst them a higher state of
civilization by the mere display of military strength.
These objects can only be effected by peaceful means
and by gradually increasing our 1ntercourse with
them....~2

Further, he suggested various ways 1n which this could be

achieved like learning to converse with them in their own

language, or 1increase in their trade.

Forward Policy Towards Hill Garos

The continuing outbursts in Mymensingh like thé ore  1in
December 1863 when a Hajong family was murdered by independ-
ent Garos gradually forceq the latter to adopt a forward
policy. The British/discovered that encroachment on tribal
areas by the ;amindars of Mymensingh had led independent

Garos to raid the plains. Therefore, a direct control of

these areas which gave effect to the inténtion of Regulation
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X of 1B22 was suggested. As a result the Regulation of 1869
was passed whereby a Garo Hills district was formed with its
headquarters at Tura, directly under British control. With
this Act the illegal authority of the Zamindars over hill
Garos was completely ended. The Baro Hills was defined as
surrounded on the north and west by the district of Goalpa-
ra, on the south by the district of Mymensingh and on the
east by the Khasi Hills. Further it,
.. .empowered the Lieutenant Governor to prevent the
collection therein by Zemindars and others of cesses,
etc., on and pretence whatever; and authorized him to
make such compensation to these Zemindars as he might
deem proper. It also provides that in case of boundary
disputes the matter should be decided by such officers
as the Lieutenant Governor might appoint, whose deci-
sion should be final.<4®
With this Regulation the government embarked: on a
process of slow and steady penetration. They passed various
regulations which not only isolated the Garo Hills from the
Bengalis in the name of "Garo—-Bengalee strife’”, but also
followed it up by a policy of colonial exploitation. There—
fore the Regulation of 1876 prohibited the entry of non-
tribal people for trading etc. without =a licence. The
Regulation of 1882 went even further, and deprived the Garos
themselives of the forest resources by declarimg fourteen of

-
them “reserved”.‘7

The British policies had socio-economic and political
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.impact on the Garos. As the British rule penetrated the
political isolation of the Garos ended and they no longer
existed as independent clams at war with one another. In
fact the integration of clans led to the emergence of a Garo
identity. The role of Nokmas or "Chiefs" also ‘underwent
radical transformatipn. They became more powerful than they'
had hitherto been, performing the role of Governmment agents.
Therefore, though the affairs of the clan had always been
managed by common consent, the Nokmas were now given civil,
criminal and revenue authority under the district

‘official.Z28

By regarding the Nokma as the owner of the Akhing when
the traditional role had been one of a supervisaor and custo-
dian, the concept of private property was introduced and
replaced the practice of communal ownership of properfy.
This led to the emergence of a landed «class which used
labour on their cotton farms. The labour came from the
ranks of landless peasantry. This in turn not only led to
the 1ntroduction of money, but also the accumulation of

capital in a few heads.

To ‘"civilize" the ‘"savage" Garos the British used
administrative and other mefhods. The institution of nokmas
was expected to end the practice of head-hunting, raids,
witchcraft etc. besides collecting revenue. Education and

Christianity were also important in this regerd. By teach-
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ing the virtues of Christianity the British believed they

could be pacified. This, in turn, led to both positive and

negative consequences. The positive role could be seen 1in
©

the erosion of superstitious beliefs and the rising number

of educsted. Today, some Garos can even speak a little

English, and are employed in the Armed Forces and Garo

schools as teachers. The women have also been joining as

nurses  1in hospitals.29 - On the negative side, is the divi-

si0n of Garos into Songariks (non—-Christians) and
Chrastians. As the latter began giving up many of the
traditional beliefs, it led to temnsion between both the
groups. Thus, among the Christians traditional mMUsSic was

replaced by Christian hymns, and folk dance by Neétern
dances. The practice of keeping long hair, turbans, pu-—
grees, etc. were changed. Instead, the weaslthier began
wearing western dresses, and the poorer shorts, skirts,
30

etc. In langusage, the 1ntroduction of Roman script

reversed the cultural infermixing that had been taking place

for centuries between Bengali traders and Garos.>!

The economic exploitation that the British attempted
atter the establishment of political authority, was soon
limited .to imposing dues on the collection of timber and
other forest resources. Therefore, the British did not
develop mineral and other industries due to various prob-

lems. They found the quality and variety of cotton low, and
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the geographical hindrances too many to allow tapping of
mineral resources. The chief British interest these areas

now met was that of security.

Since Jhum cultivation was increasingly unable to meet
the growing population, and the 1indigenous industry had
greatly suffered with no new industries developing, the
limited communication that had grown became a means of
migrating to more lucrative areas. The educated Garos took

to white collar jobs and a middle class began emerging.
British Policy Towards Other Tribes

The other tribes like the Hajomg, Rajbansi, Banai,
Koeh, Dalu and Hadi, alsoc came to be.affected by the chang-
ing land system under the British rule. As early as eight-
eenth century after the Dewani of Bengal passed under Brit-
ish control, theé old order was replaced and the Rajas and
Zamindars were put under British ;rotection. This stressful
situation led to the Sanyasi rebellion in 1763. Not only did
the Hajong ancestor, Bhupal 6Giri, participate in 1it, but
Charantala in the north of Shérpur was the first base of the

Sanyasis.32

In 1793, a major change in the land tenure system was

was 1introduced with the Permarnent Settle@ent. This created

a class of Zamindars who were loyal to the British and
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wielded substantial political power. Below the Zamindars
were created talukdars, jotedars, pattanidars, etc. At
times the number of iﬁtermediaries ranged from twelve to
fwenty five. Though the revenue was fixed, the peasants
u}timétely paid a much higher amount. This was because from
the zamindars to the lowest official various types of 1lle-
gal payments were exacted, whether through force or fraud.
Therefore, the peasant paid poll tax, travel and boarding
cost of the tehsildar (revenue collector), daily wages of
the bailiff etc. Under this system, as a result? the peas-—

ants felt deprived even of their former land.

The tribals Opposed this now and again, in early
nineteenth century. Therefore, the Hajongs revolted against
the compulsory elephant catching (Kheda) imposed by the
Zamindars of Susong on them. THis practice of selling
elephants in Dacca, Murshidabad and Delhi earned the Zamin-
dar’'s money and fame, while the Hajongs had to give
compulsory unpaid 1a60ur. In the Hajong revolt under Mona
Sardar, the Garo chiefs also joined it making it a major
peasanf revolt of ‘Susong Fargamna which continued for five
years before 1t was finally suppressed. Following this
revolt the practice of forced labour was stopped. Another
revolt began, 1in 1820 when the Zamindars made forcible
1llegal extractions from the peasants. Two years later Tipu

Pagalpanthi of Susong was invited to i1t in Sherpur. Though
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this revolt was suppressed by the British, it was resumed.
Urnder two Hadi chiefs, Janku Pathar and Dubraj Pathar 1in

1831. It was only as late as 1833 that 1t could be finally

S\_lpp'v"esused.3:S

The Tenancy Act of 1859, further served feudal inter-—
est. In the background of this Act, Tanka, Bhowali and
Nankar systems of land revenue were introduced. The Tanka
system was continued even after independencé in East Paki-
stan (unlike the Bhowali and Nankar systems), and the
struggle against it too was a long drawn out one extending

into the post-independence era.

Under the Tanka system the tenant or the ryot had to
pay the Zamindar a fixed amount of his produce for the land.
Therefore, the payment was in kind,. In case of poor or no
crops due to unavoidable reasons like excessive rainfall,
drought etc. the farmer still hgq to pay the fixed amount.
Further, the cost incurred in.fértilisers, farm 1implements
etc. had to be born by the peasant. The Tonk land was

A}
initially leased out by the Zamindar for one year, and later
on a permanent basis. Every year the Zamindar increaseﬂ his
Share>of the produce by leasing 1t out to the same person on
a higher rent, or to another at a newly fixed rate. The
Zamindar demanded half the share of the produce, and in case

of failure of crops the peasant had to buy or borrow the

zamindar ' 's share of fixedramount. In case of arrear the
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rent was collected along with interest and there were times
when the peasant had to part with the whole produce to pay
the Zamindar; Moreaover, the Zémindar like the Mahajans
began fixing the arrear reht on the basis of highest price
of that crop. The crops, as a result, were collected on the
price and interest of the whole améunt. On being unable to
pay, the peasant lost his oxen, cows and almost gverything
he owned. In case of death of a temant his successor had to
pay the arrear though the latter s ocwnership to Tonk land
was not recognised. This Tonk system was widespread spe-
cially in Susong area and the Hajong peasants were i1ts main

= »
vict1m5.°4

Under the Nankar system, the tenant was forced to do
free labour for the Zamindars for a certain period 1in -a
morrth or in a year, in exéhange for temporary>owner5hip of
land. The -Hadis of Sherpur Pargana who were the chief
victims, howevér, began a movement against it in 1930 draw-
ing inspiration from Marxism—Leninism. As a result it was

abolished in the British period itself. -

The Bhowali system was limited to certain areas of
Sherpur Pargana like Dhanshail, Bhatpur, Kanduli, Thinnagali
etc. and was imposed on the Rajbansi and Hajong peasants.
However, the Rajbansis éucceeded in aboLiShing it by about

1939, under the leadership of Balail Sarkar and Kalais GSar-
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kar.

The Zamindars also made huge profits by giving away on
terms fixed according to the produce, the most productive
land ﬁnown as ‘demesne’ or khas Khamar lands. Further, the
peasants were subjected to the Khamar system, whereby the
former were often left empty handed after paying the money-
lender the principal amount loaned, and interest on 1it.
Consequently between the two world wars there was a sharp
increase 1in the landless labourers who were evicfed from
lands. The tribes subjected to this were the Hajong, Dalu,

Banai, Koch and Garo tribes.

Yet another commonly practiced method of exploiting the
tribals was, using the reserved forests and Jungles to
collect taxes in exchange for forest products and grazing
cattle. The system of daily or weekly hats was also used to

collect taxes,frpm peasants.

Faxlure to pay the taxes or return the moneylender’'s
lIoans etc. led to physical tortulfe of peasants in detention
camps set up for the purpose. Here, gven the women and

children were not spared.

The Mundas like the others also faced radical change

when the elaborate administrative and revenue system was
imposed on them in Chota Nagpur. As a result they were

forced “to migrate to north-east India. This colonial rule
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was alien to the tribals who unlike now and had given only
voluntary contribution to the Raja 1in the form of quit-rent
and support during war. With the British entry excise duty,
issuing of licences and revenue stamps were introduced.
Further, the Raja was made a tributary in 1771, and later
given tﬁe position of a Zamindar who was also expected to

maintain law and order by establishing a thana.>>

The woes of the Mundas worsened when the Raja Zamindar
gave "pattas’ or villdges to traders in return for their
services. | These newly formed Zamindars combined with
moneylenders from outside, and corrupt police officials to

evict the Mundas from their land by force or legal methods.

The Munda’'s ignorance of the British courts and their
laws could not prove their ownership through oral evidence.
Therefore by declaring the voluntary contributions of the
tribsls which were paid collectively, as ihdjviadal rent to
be paid to the feudal chief the Munda peasants were reduced
to rvyots. In this new revenue system loss of ownership
occurred in other ways too. The reduced authority of the
village "Pahan" who had always performed the roale of an
intermediary between the deities and the people led to a
clash between him and the nmnew village official deputed by
~the Government: The bickering between the two often led to

a delay 1in the payment of rent collection, which the Zamin-
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dars exploited to declare the revenue in arrear and auction

the land.

Steeped in poverty due to loss of land, the Mundas
began migrating towards the north-east in search of employ-
ment in the tea gardens of Assam or indigo plantations. In
four ‘years from 1864-1867 the labour in tea garaens of Assam

rose to 12,369 of which more than half were tribal people.36

The upward migration of Santals in history too has been
in similar circumstances. Harassed by the Mahajan, a
negligent British administration whose preoccupation  was
revenue collection and corrupt policemen the Santals soon
lost their lampd. From 1810 onwards the Santals began moving
upward. Each time «they cleared a new part Df'a'forest and
started a village the crafty outsiders would persuade them
to sell their surplus land in return for loans. This would
spon culminate in the outsider acquiring the best land‘>in
the village and ousting the indebted Santal.>’ The British
in turn alsoc made efforts to settle Santals in  areas now
called Bamngladesh. Therefore the agricultural Santals were

settled in the Chittagong hills,~S besides tea plantations

of Sylhet.

Thus, 1t camn be concluded that a deep penetration into

tribal life was effected through various British policies.

The tribal institutions began breaking down as their assimi-
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lation into the larger society began, bringimng with 1t much

stress, manifested in the recurring revolts.
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CHAPTER 1V

GOVERNMENT POLICY UNDER
PAKISTANI AND BANGLADESHI PERIODS

With partition same Df the.tribals like Garos, Khasis,
etc. became part of East Pakistan and then Bangladesh, even
while a majority of their brothers remained in India. This
tias been described as arbitrary by some who feel the bound-
ary demarcation made by Radcliffe Béundary Award gave little
importance to ethnic homogeneity or geographical
rcontiQQit;.l As a result the tribals (as a whole) éonsti—
.tuted .64%4 of tﬁe total population (1971 Census),.which was
distinct from the ethnicali? homogeneous majority of East
Pakistan and theq Bangjadesh,z More importantly, the polit-
ical system over the years has been increasingly unable to

accommodate the different ethnic identity of the tribals.
Government Policy in Pakistan:i Period: The Role of Islam

In the post-1947 period, Islam became one of thée most
important guidelines for the country’'s policy, which over-
whelmed the non-Muslim minorities. This was manifested in
the Objectives Resolution passéd in March 1949 which empha-
sised Islam as the source of constitutional principles}
Though 1t contained tﬁe clause tﬁét, "adequate provision
shall be made for the minorities freely to profess and

practice their religion anﬁ develop their cultures"” it
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appeared ambiguous. It was not clear who would decide what

"adequate” was. On the other hand, the Objectives Resolu-

tion accepted the ultimate sovereignty of Allah, and the

authority which he has delegated to the State of Pakistan
tﬁrouéh its péople for being within the limits prescribed by
him 1s a sacred trust....” In the third clause, 1t was
stated that the "principles of democr;cy, freedom, equality,
tolerance and social justice as enunciated by Islam éhall be
fully observed."” Therefore once again the concepts were
outlined within the framework of Islam. The fourth claQSE
sﬁated, “ﬁuslims shall be enabled to order their lives in
the individual and collective spheres in accord with the
teachings and requirements of Islam as set out in the Holy
Quran and the Sunnah." This provided that the spiritual and
secular lives of both Pakistani Musiims and non-Muslims

would be determined by the principles of Istam.>

-The minorities in East Pakistan felt further‘ sidelined
with- the subsequent developments. The Muslim League in
order to derive political and financial advantages, at times
connived in riots. In this way, it sought to destroy Hindu-—
Muslim relations a&and consolidate its power.4' At other
times, it averted a political or economic crisis by creating
communal tension and declaring "Islam is 1n danger’ or
"Pakistan i% in danger’.5 For erxample, whé&n the language

movement began in 1952 against the imposition of Urdu, the
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then Chief Minister of the Province Nurul Amin stated that
Hindus besides the Pakistan National Congress had secretly

led the movément.6

In the communal riots that broke out in 1950, the
tribals which formed a small segment of the #non-Muslim
minority, also félt the adverse impact. Therefore, in the
villages of Dhamai, Baradhami, Pubghat, Mandigaon, Baraitali
of Sylhet district about five hundred Manipuri families were
affected.7 There were widespread reports of plundering,
killing, rape & arson. The Santals were also severely af-

fected, and were forced to migrate.8

As the riots thad taken place on both sides of the
border 1t led te an influx of refugees. This led to a
financial burden on both the governments. The lesser impor-—
tance of the tribals, when their interest ctonflicted with
vthaF of the Muslim Bemngalis or Muslim migrants 1is obvious
from the subseguent events. The East Bengal government ;n
order to rehabilitate the migrants began evicting a large
number of peasantshof Mymensingh tribal area from their
land, forcing them to take refuge in Assam. The Santals
were also evicteﬁ from Santal inhabited Nachol of Rajshahi
and their land was given to the Muslim migrants. Use of

both police and army was made by the government to achieve

this.?
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In 1964, riots occurred again in East Pakistan with the

loss o©of hair of Prophet Hazrat Moghammad from Hazratbal

Mosque in Kashmir. This led to an exodus of Garos, Hajongs,

Dalus from East Pakistan to India. Remarking on the unprec-
edented number of refugees, the Prime Minister of India in a

speech in Rajya Sabha on March 2, 1964 said,

...the total number of refugee men, women and children
who have so far crossed over 1nto Assam is about
52,238. 0Of this number an estimated 35,000 are Chris-—
tian families who belong to the Garo tribe. The reason
for this exodus is that... have been compelled to leave
their homes due to organised large scale looting,
Larson, kidnapping and forcible o©ccupation of their
lands by the members of the majority community with the
connivance of the Pakistani Police and the Village
Defence Corps known as Ansars.lo

After looking into the ceause of it, a press release of

‘United Kingdom cited that,

Economic reasohs, as well as religious intolerance, may

. have played a part in the persecution. Mymensingh
district is one of the most overcrowded and driving out
the "foreigners’ was probably a means of recovering

land for the Muslims.-11

The feQdal legacy of Pakistani Goverrnment and Ensuing
Revolts:

The exploitative zamindary system which was initiated
in the British period and continued unde+r the Pakistani
government. was another factof behind disenchantment of
tribal% with the East Pakistani government. The feudal

~

process begun as early as eighteenth century in turn aroused
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tribal revolts. These revolts were, however, spontaneous in
nature. As the British government introduced the Tanka,
Bhowali and Nankar land system under the Tenancy Act of
1859, the revolts assumed a conscious, mass—based and orga-
nised ﬁharécter under the influence of Marxism-Leninism.
The height of~this influence, and organisation was reached
in the Tanka movement, which was led by the Communist Party
of India. After independence, when the Pakistan governmeqt
refused to do away with the Tanka system the movement was
resumed and continued till 1950! when it was finally abol-
ished. The zamihdary system also sparked off a revolt among
the Santalé in 1950, namely the "Tebhaga Andolan”. -~ This
movement followed in the footsteps of Tanka movement and was
Ied by Ila Mitra; a member of the Communist Party of India.
Tribal Revolt of Hajongs aﬁd Other‘Tribals in pre-1947
Period:

The tribals first learnt to organise themselves under

the Indian National Congress movement, led by Gandhiji.
However, they soon felt that participation in such a move-

ment could only provide for social change, and not a radical

economic one. A T/f— /—/_% ?é g&g "‘f‘%&&

The foundation for a more radical struggle was E%ég

after 1937, by Moni Singh, an escaped political prisomer 1in
Susong Durgapur who set up organisations among Muslims, and

Hajongs of Lengura, Bharatpur and Jigatala. Peasant con-
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sciousness was further strengthened by the returning politi-
cal prisoners who had meantime acquired a perspective of
mass movement.l? Alongside the Nankar and Bhowali movement
which were begun around this time, the movement for freedom
to procure fuel from reserve forests, catch fishes from
marshes and abolition of tonk was started. in this movement
though the role of other tribals i1s recognised it 1is the
Hajongs who have been given prominence due to their ‘''more
advanced" nature. As the various demands were made, peasant
organisation on an all-India level were farmed. On 24
February, 1938 the fi?st District "Krishak Samiti’.was held
at Keotkhalx in the périphery of Mymensingh town. It was
led by Muzaffar Ahmed, one of the founding fathers of Commu-
nist Party of India. This was followed on 26 February, by a
youth conference under Bankim Mukherjee, a popular trade
union ieadér. Thus the organisation anq peasant movement
acquired an all-India character.

Participation'of Tribals in tiberation Struggle in World
War I1 Period:

The tribal movement progressed as it echoed the devel-—

opments of the Congress movement in the World War I period.
This participation showed their widening tribal loyalties,

which further integrated them into a broader society.

Therefore, when the Congress movement opposed India’'s
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participation in the World War, the fribals too opposed 1it,
and 1in the process suffered repression like other Indians.
Fifteen tribesmen of Susong area and seven of Nalitbari went
underground, while the others mobilised people against the
war. As a result the government could not éet ;ny support
from' the people. Till 1941, no recruitment into . the army
had been made and the tribals even ignored the appeal of

miSSionaries.13

The Christian missionaries with the exception of Indian
Christian missionaries had even earlier tried to influence
tribals 1into opposing the national movement. Therefore by
distributing foreign items like clothes,. papers, rugs,
pencils etc. they tried to inculcate a dislike for indige-
nous goods. Further, they had tried to discredit Indian
national leaders and create divisions among the tribal
people. However, they could'not stem tribal participation

in the national movement.

In addition, over a thousand traibals from Hazong, Dalu,
Koch, Garo, Hadi and other tribes began to be trained in
guerilla warfare in preparation fér a revolutionary revolt
any time. Committees were set up that performed civil
functions like sanitation, agricultural production etc. A,
judicial Department was also set up which tried employees of
zamindars, government servants etc. This development of

peasant movement and organisation on a mass basis continued
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till 1950. The Communist influence came to the fore, spe-
cially on the invasion of Soviet Union by fascist powers and

the first anti-fascist conference was held at Nalitbari in

1941 under the Presidentship of Shamsul Huda.

In 1942 this area was declared a liberated area through
conferences. It was liberated from the clutches of money-
lenders, landlords and Brit;sh imperialists and an almost
independent administration was established in the north of
Mymensingh covering five police stations. This libeéerated
zone fell between Kangsa river and the Brahmaputra river,
which in turn contained places like Garampara, Chaitanyana-
gar, Ghoshgaon, Nagerpara, Maagyamkura, Tantar and many

others.

&

Therefore froem March 1942 to January 1949 the area was
administered successfully. While the whole of Bengal was
reeling under the famine, not a single death from starvatién
was reported in this area. Inifact,,the common granary or
"Dharmagola’ even had surplus food which was either sold or
distributed in the neighbouring area. The Krishak Samity
set up hospitals in Panchgaon, Bharatpur etc. A High School
at Bharatpur was also set up and is still managed by the
tribals. In order to remove superstitious beliefs, and the
use of incantations and charms for curing diseases,; the

Krishak Samity introduced homeopathic and alleopathic medi-
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cines.14

The movement progressed further with the holding of the
Sixth Bengal Provincial Conference in May 1943, where the
aim of Tebhaga struggle was declared. %he Tebhaga movement
latér proved to be a significant movement. Further, a large
number of women from peasant.and middle class background

also came forward and volunteered themselves as workers.

With the end of World War Il the British tried to re-
impose their authority and re—-introduce the Tonk system,
abolished‘four years ago. Attempfs were made to collect the
arrears due to money lenders. The Roman Catholic
Missionaries also directed the Christian peasants to be
Toyal to the British-government and began to create schisms
among the tribal people. Consequently, some area was
recoveredA by the British forces, while in the remaining
areas a reign of terror was let loose. The tribals foughf

with their primitive weapons like bows and arrows against
the sophisticated artillery of the British. In the process,

many important leaders including women, like Rashmoni,

Surendra, Sachi Roy were killed.

16 peasants, in

The Tébhagals movement of the - Barga
progress 1n the Mymensingh district and Bengal, drew inspi-

ration from these developments. A number of Hajong women

like Rashmoni, Shankhamoni, Rebati and others not only
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participated in this struggle but also martyred themselves
to this cause. As the R.I.N. revolt took place and the

"British power appeared to be weakening the success of these

movement seemed imminent.
Government Policy and Revolt in post-1947 period

With the partition of 1ﬁdia after independence these
tribals became citizens of Pakistan. They rejciced at the
liberation from colonial rule and declared their allegiance
to Pakistan. Both these were by celebrated hoisting, Pakis-
tani and Communist flags. Numerous demonstrations were held
under Baikuntha Gun in Durgapur, Balai Sarkar (a Rajbansi
leader) in Bhatpur etc. Further, the tr;bals appealed to
the government to withdraw pfohibitory orders and watrants
against prisoners, which had been issued during the British
beridd. They also asked for the abolition of Zamindary

System without compensation.

However, even after one year s duration there was no
attempt made to redress these grievanmces. The Hajong, Dalu,
Koch and Garo'tribals continued to resort to constitutional
methods and met Mr. Burrows, thelqovernor of East Pakistan.
Conceding the possibility of delay due to formal enactment,
the tribals requested that their demands be met through a

- special ordinance.

Nevertheless, the League Ministry remained unsympathet-
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ic. In fact, they issued court of ward certificates to
collect arrear taxes and paddy which the Zamindar demanded
was his due according to the Tonk system. Further, they
began ’using force to ;ollect £he levy and paddy. The Gov-
ernment also deployed the National Guards organisation in
these areas to terrérise and suppress the people. This
policy of violent suppression by the government began on 8
January, 1949 when twenty maunds of Tonka paddy was attempt-
ed to be forcibly seized from Nilchand Hazong of Chaitan-—
yanagar. As the village people succeédee in resisting this
attempt, the news of this began spreading to various vil-
lages. Drawiné encouragement from this precedent there
began similar instances of withholding paddyAin other wvil-

lages, l1ike Battala village etc.1”

The resistance progressed further as the Kachari of-
fices of Chaitanyagarh in Lengura village belonging to
Susong Zamindars ;ere forcibly cccupied. As news of this
Succeés sprgad westward resistance spread to Maizpara Umion
of  Susong Durgapur police statiorn, and even beyond, to
Sherpur FPargana. A meeting on 28 January attended by 5,000
peasants reiterated the demand for abolishment of Tonk
system without compensation. Further, local committees’
participation in £he collection of revenue and taxes by
Government was asked for. In addition, an administration

that oversaw tribal interest, inclusive of tribals that fell

127



outside the partial administrative reforms was demanded.
The extent of support these tribals enjoyed can be gauged by
the conference‘organised by Hindus and Muslims at Yasodal
which suppqrted the abolition of Zamindary. By the fourth
week of January, at every big and small market place the
campaign demanding Zamindary’'s abolition was in progress.
By Ffebruary, the peasant movement and organisation had
spread from Mymensingh to the Sylhet in Sunamganj subdivi-
sion. Peasants in Bisharpasa thama area, and Mohanpur,
rBarchhara,Bansikunda, Laur, Radhanagar and other villages

also began resisting colection of paddy and levy.

As the Government retaliated with a policy of vioclence,
a number of tribal deaths began to be reported. In the
firing at Lengura importanmt leaders like Mangalchan and
Agendra were killed. On 10th February, at Netrakona over  a
hundred Hajongs were killed due to police and military
firing. Tor ture, demolition of houses, seizing of cattle
and other belongings of peasants accompanied such firings.
As the government ' s forces failed to capture the revolution-
aries (who resorted to guerrilla activities), torture in the

villages of imnrmocent people by security forces began.

As the resistance continued the government 1nflicted

further violence on the tribals by deploying even Punjabi,

Pathan and Baluch forces besides the East Pakistani Rifle
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Regiment. By 22 March, reports of Pakistani soldiers’
illegal entry into the Indian territory of Garo Hill Dis-
trict of Assam in search of escaped Hajongs began coming.
These forces entered villages of Naluagiri, Dasangiri, and
Cherakhali and killed Hajongs in firings, besides torturing

them for information.!®8

Coincidence of Communal Riots with Peasant Resistance, and
Government Policy Thereafter:

At this time in'February, 1950 communal violence erupt-
ed in both India and Pakistan. In India, it spread in the
states of Bengal, Bihar and Assam. As a result there was a
flood of Muslim evacuees from.B{har and Assah into East
Pakistan in the months of March and April, who now demanded
rehabilitation. The Government provided this 1in areas
inhabited by the resisting tribals, amd thereby met two
interests simultanecusly. The government not Dnly continued
its repressive policy towards the tribals, but it also began
evicting them from their land and villages to accommodate
the Muslim evacuees. Thus the migrants from Bihar were
settlied in villages falling in Susong, Durgapur and Kalma-
kanda police staXtions. Similarly the evacuees from Assam
were rehabilitated forcibly in villages falling in Haluaghat
arid Nalitbari police stations. The eviction Qf tribals was
carvried out by using policemen, sepoys and even about eight

elephants. In about one hundred and fifty villages of
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Kansa, Jhinaigati, Bankura, Kankarkandi, Manpara, Jugli,
Bhubankura, Gazirvita, Ghosegaon, Maizpara, Vedikura, Jiga-
tula, Lengura, Chqitanyanagar, Kharnoi, etc. the tribal
peasants were totally evicted. In other villages, where
other +tribes resided, eviction was partially carried out.
A1l young boys and headmen of villages were arrested and
tortured in Mymensingh Jail Custody, as a result of which
twehty five boys died and hundred develped incurable dis-

eases. 19

In an attempt to prevent this the peasants started an
extensive campaign to win the support of migrant Muslims by
explaining the history of Tonk Struggle; They further
appealed to the evacuees tp settle down in the lands owned
by Zamindars and moneylenders instead of those of local
peasants. Though the migrants in Susong from Bihar remained
apathetic, those from Assam-responded positively and began
settling down i1n lands owned by Zamindars in Haluaghat and
Nalitbari. However, the League government unleashed repres-—
éion on these evacuees too, and arrested a few evacuee
leaders transferring them to remcte areas elsewhere. The
rest of the evacuess were instigated and even coerced into

plundering and occupying tribdl property;

Thus the goVernment continued 1ts policy of feudalism
in the garb of rehabilitating backward evacuee Muslims. The

possibility of 1%t sutceeding in suppressing the peasant



revolt in this way became apparent, when in the month of May
conflict broke out between two groups over Karaitala vil-

lage, one of which comprised evacuee Muslims.

In the changed circumstances, the révolbtionariés
considered it necessary to change tactics. By continuing
the struggle, peasants belonging to the same class would be
pitted against each other. In the five day conference that.
was held it was decided that the peasant resistance could
not continue since it would aéversely affect Muslim evacu-—
ees. Instead constitutional means were mnow decided to be
adopted. Therefore an appeal was made to all the parties of

East Pakistan to abolish Zamindary Tonka system.

The Tebhaga Andolan

Meanwhile, the "Tebhaga Andolan’ of the Santal and

other tribal peasants'was in progress against the Zamindari

system under the leadership of Ila Mitra.<9 1In 1950, the
death of a police officer in Nachol in Rajshahi district,
led to a reign of terror on the peasants let loose by tﬁe
government. In the police ahd army brutality that followed,
twenty-four peasantsvweke tortured to death 1inside Nachol
Police Station. There were reports of many peasant deaths
in Nawabganj and Rajshahi Jjail. Their leader Ila Mitra was

brutally raped and murdered, while still others fled to West

Bengal.21



The struggles against the Zamindary system did have

their impact and it was abolished with the Agrarian Reform

Act of 1950.
Policy Towards Garos of Madhupur Forest:

With the abolishment of the Zamindary system, the
Madhupur forest 1in 1951 was transferred from under the
management of the Zamindar to a Regional fForest Officer of
Government. Henceforth, the government policy was to dis-—
courage Jhum culfivation, specially after the forest was
declared a National Reserve. By 1955, the Garos had almost
completely given up Jdhum cultivation and takem up wet culti-
vation which in turn brought crucial changes in the socio~
economic life of Garos and speeded their assimilation.
Adoption of wet cultivation, however, did not imply that
they did not live from the forest also, as a.fesult of which
Garos remain reluctant to give up forest life. Though this
led to a battle with the government over ownership rights of
the forest ever since 1947, it assumed morevseribus dimen-—
si1ons under the Bangladeshi government. Therefare, here
omly Pakistani government s policies which finally led to

adoption of wet-cultivation will be discussed.

After 1951, both the Jhum fields and the wet fields

were declared as 'Khas' land, i.e. land under Government



ownership. The Garos were prohibited from using these Khas
larnds and restricted to wet fields not fallihg in the Khas
area. In the earlier years after the Government took over
tand of M™Madhupur farest, the Garos were g%ven ‘Temporary
Patta  or temporary right of usufruct to the wet fields they
were allowed to cultivate. By this the successors of the
holder w©ould wse the land, but.could‘not sell it. The
Government retained the right to fell the trees on this
land, besides the power to recover whole or part of the plot
for public wuse, without giving compensation. To} use the
lands given under "Temporary Patta’' the holders had toc pay
a tax every year to the Government. Later, these holdefs
were granted complete ownership or "Permanent Patta’ as a
result of which the plot could be cultivated for a few
years. The stipulations of the Temporaﬁy Patta were contin-
ued and after the wet fields were surveyed the plots were
put under the holdef’s name., This was follow?d by the right
of the holder to sell his land and also demand compensation
if the Government took it for public purposes. In practice,

however compensation or alternative land has not been given.

Therefore, Government allowed the Garos to cultivate
the wet fields but not the Jhum lands. However the ' Garos
continued to practise the latter since the government found

it 1impossible to enforce 1it. In 1955, Madbhupur forest was

declared a Reserve Forest. Further, the Forest Department



persuaded the Garo leaders to convince their people to give
up Jhum cultivation so that national property would not be
damaged. In return they were promised Government assist-
ance. As a result of this, by 1955 most of the Garos had
given up their traditional Jhum cultivétioﬁ and taken up wet

cultivation.zz

Government Policy in the Bangladeshi Period:

Bangladesh came into existence as an independent state
on 1656 December, 1971. In the process, however, the reper-—
cussion of the arbitraryvbbundary division during Partition
was again emphasised. In the liberation war i1t was estimat-
ed that three million civiliaﬂg had died while thirty mil-
lion were renderea homeless. >An0ther ten million had fled
to refugee camps in India. The tribals too faced adverse
consequences. 1hus the_Garos homes fell in an important war

zone, leading to death, disease and migration.23

Bengali Nationalism and Tribal Identity:

As Mujibur Rahman came to power, the Bengalli .identity
of the citizens waé proclaimed. In February 1971, at a
Berngali Academy meetinq Mujib declared, "After vyears of
struggle and sacrifice, Bengali nationalism was now ; reali-
ty and Bengalis were a nation. "Joy Bangla"” was not merely
a slogan . but it embodied all aspects of Bengal's life -

politics, economy, culture and 1a-nguage.24 Similarly,
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according to the 1972 Constitution, "the unity and solidari-
ty of Bengali nation, which deriving its identity from its
language and culture, atta;ned sovereign and 1ndependent
Bangladesh through a united and determined struggle in the
war of independence, shall be the basis of Bengali national-
Tism (sic.),“25 In an attempt to exclude religion from cen-—
tral identity of Banmgladesh, Mujib made Democracy, Social-
ism, Nationalism and Secularism the four chief pillars of
the 1972 Constitution.?® In the pre-1971 period, the secu-
lar position had been used by the Awami lLLeague to distin-
guish itself from the ideclogy of "Muslim nationalism" which
West Pakistan elite emphasized. Further, it "had helped
politically in harnessing the support of non-Muslims minori-
ties. After independence, secularism came to denote equal
treatment to religjons in public affairs. The party however
could not ignore the Awami ulema, who formed an important
section within the party. As a result certain concessions
like reallowing religiocus broadcasts on government radioc and
TV, banning of drinking of alcohol in private clubs, were

made.

However, the problem of accommodating tribals, who were
both ﬁon—Muslim and non-Bengali speaking remained. The
tribals were conscious of their distinct identity, and their
feelings were reflected in the words of Chakma " leader,

Manabendra Narayan Larma who said,
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A Bengalee living in Pakistan cannot become or be
called a Punjabi, Pathan or Sindhi and any of them
living in Bangladesh cannot be called a Bengalee. As

citizens of Bangladesh we are all Bangaldeshi but we

also have a separate ethnical identity, which unfortu-

natelg7 the Awami League leaders_dp not want to under-

sand. . .

This statement was in the nature of a response to the
one made by Mujib in a public meeting at Rangamati in 1973,
where he declared that henceforth all tribal people would be

known as Bengalees and could have no other identity.28

Bangladeshi Nationalism and Tribal Identitys:

When Zia-Ur-Rahman came to power there was a shift from
“"Bengali" to ”Bangladéshi” identity. This was manifested in

the amendment of %he basic principles of state policy. The

" term secularism was removed from the preamble and other

parts of the Constitution, and was replaced by the phrase,
"absolute trust and faith in Almighty Allah."” ‘A new clause
promoting friendship with "Muslim countries based on Islamic
solidafity was added. Lastly, the ctitizems of Bangladesh
were now to be called Banlgadeshijinstead of Bengali. These
constitutional outlines were barely chapnged under General
Ershad, ‘who’succeeded Zia—Ur—Rahman. The Islamic orienta-
tion of the amendments, served both a political and ideolog-
ical purpdsel Politically, it helped in harngssing support

from the extreme rightist groups which were sidelined by
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Mujib s government. Economic advantages could also be drawn
when Bangladesh needed aid from the oil-rich Arab countries.
Ideclogically, by describing the citizens as Bangladeshis
they sought to meet certain shortcomings of the term "Benga-
lis". The word Beﬁgalivin the 1972 Constitution had defined
the ethnic identity in terms of religion and language.
These two criteria hardly distinguished them from the sixty
million Hindus of West Bengal. The Islamic provisions
provided a religous symbol, while the term Bangladeshi
(insﬁead of Bengali) gave a territorial homeland symbol.
Both. together, therefore,vgave a wmulti-symbol congruence

which differentiated it from India and Pakistan.29

The transition to Bangladeshi identity appears more
symbolic than substaptive. Though the term secularism was
removed from the -Constitution, it was not followed 'by the
build up of an Islamic Republic as in Pakistan. No amend-
ments were passed in order to bring the laws in conformity
with the GQuran and the Sunnah. Moreover, Zia did not allow
the ulemas to wield considerable influence. When Ershad
came to power he said that people alone wéuld decide whether
Banlgadesh would be an Islamic republic. Though later he
made Islam the official state religion, he had already
clarified that these ideas would not be "introduced in the
administration along the Pakistani model." Conceptually

too, state religion is far removed from an Islamic State.
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In Bangladesh, "Islamisation" lacks ideoclogical coherence,
and 1is (in practice) a haphazard distribution of funds to
Islamic centres as political patronage. Therefore while
Islamic centres in urban areas specially Dacca and Chitta-
gong flourish, those in rural areas languish due to want of

fuhds.3o

While the country’'s national identity has developed
both an Islamic (no matter how symbolic) and Bengali con-
tent, thé problem of space for other ethnic identities
remains. Therefore, even though the Government attempted to
set up a Garo Cultural Institute in'197631 and a Tribal
Cultural Academy in 1977 and claimed that one million Taka
was being spent for the socic—-economic deveiopment of back-
wai+ d areas,sz thesé have remained superficial attempts.
Further, as Bengali became the sole language (with Engliéh
to be resorted to only when necessary) at -all levels of
nationaf life in administration, science and technology,

education, foreign visits etc.,33

accommodation of tribal
identity received a‘further setback. For example, despite
many tribal languages having written scripts,"Bangla” was
introduced as a medium of instruction in the Bangladesh
Education System even at the priméry level. G&Since language
can be a means of economic mobility, with exams for Jobs
(specially government jobs), being conducted in that lan-—

guage,34 such a move has proved detrimental to tribals. In
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the educational system itself, it has been seen that there
is @& high drop out rate of tribals. One important reason
for téis has been that tribals speaking in their own lan-
guage at home, find it difficult to cope with a totally
different medit._\m.35 In order to rectify this tfend, critics
have suggested the introduction of tribal languages possess-—

ing a written script at the primary education level along-

side Bengali.

The imposition of Islam has given a further setback to
the assimilation of tribals into the national mainstream.
This 1is because they have been undergoing Hinduisation or
Christianiéation over a long period. Consequently, not énly
have they faced the brunt of government policies but also
developed strained relations with neighbburing Muslims. For
example, it became a state religion. For example, mere
adherence to Christianity has strained the relations between

Garos and Musi‘ims.36

Other Policies of Government towards Tribals:

The demographic policy of encouraging non—tribals into

tribal areas, has been alleged as an attempt to convert
tribal areas 1nto one dominated by Bengali Muslims. Howev—
er, the economic rationale behind. such actions cannot be

ignored. This policy’'s repetrcussions can be seen in Mymen-

singh where the tribals have been pushed back by the non-
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tribals from south.>’ In the Madhupur forest (where Garos

reside)} influx of Bengali settlements equalling about 4% of

the total populstion has been witnessed.38 This is because

land is a crucial factor in Bangladesh. With population
exceeding 113 million on a land mass whose oﬁe—tﬁird area 1s
flooded each year; the economy close to bankruptcy‘with ?OZ
of the national income derived from foreign aid, land be-
comes very important in the country’'s economy.39 Further,
it is justified as being in contravention with the Constitu-
tion, that any Bangladeshi be prevented from settling and
buying land in any part of thé country. In an addréss to
the UN Working Group on indigenous populations in 1?83 in
Geneva, a Bangladeshi spokesman said, "The people of Bengla-
desh have to share-;he available resources in an équit;ble
manner within the severe economic constraints well known to

the internationail community.“qo

Though the government 1s quick to defend . tapping of
natural resources in tribal aras, it has in turn failed to
provide even the basic facilitieé to them. Therefore, in a
country which 1s one of the poorest, the conditions of
tribals are evem worse than the population as a whole.
Compared to the 25%Z of literacy in total Bangladesh popula-
tion, the.adult tribal literacy population was only 17.7%.
Among the tribals those adhering to Christianity had ‘a

higher literacy, i.e., 30.8%4 in contrast to those following
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Himduism, Amnimism or Budhism. Similarly, while 53% of rural
households had tubewell drinking water amenity, only 19.2%
of tribals had been provided with this. The percentage of
tribals who lived in houses made of straw or bamboo were
about 92.5% while those for the whole rural population was
62.47%.%1

Though there are instances of governments taking meas-—
ures to protect backward tribal areas, these are set aside
when its interests conflict with that of tribals. This is
apparent from the different policies 1t follows regarding
the Garo and Hajongs in partially excluded areas on one
hand, and the Garos of Madhupur forest on the othef. The
former numbering over 41,000 {in 1978) and spread over five
police stations of Mymensingh, mamely Sribardil, Nalitabari,
Haluaghat, Phunpur, Durgapur and Kamalkanda have special
rules and regulations operating for their bet'terme-n't.42 Yet
the Garos of Madhupur too reprgsent "backward" tribals,
considering the fact that their socio—-cultural and econhomic
life 1is still intricately linked with that of the forest.
This was expressed by a Garo who said, '"we are childrem of
the forest. We are born here, we are brought up here and we
want to die here. We are so accustomed to forest life that

N 4
we cannot survive 1f we get evicted. 42

Yet the government has adopted a hostile attitude

towards those of Madhupur forest. The two parties have been
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struggling over ownership of land in Madhupur forest. The
government has argued that majority of the land 1in the
disputed area 1is either Khas (gove?nment trust land) or
forest land, by the 1927 government listing of land owner-
ship, which in both cases means that the state owns the
land, and not the Garos. This is despite the fact that
Garos have been residing in this area for centuries and are
perhaps the first inhabitants‘of this forest. Over the
centuries they have adapted their culture and 1i1ifestyle
completely to that of the forest, and loss of the latter
would prove crucial for-them. The Garos too have their
legal position and establish evidence of ownership, which
was guaranteed by the Bengal Acguisition and Tenancy Act,
1950 and maintained under Bangladesh (Adaptation of Existing

Bangladesh Laws) Order 1‘?72.44

It is important at this point to explain the weak legal
position of tribais=if—their‘local, customary and religious
laws clash with national laws. This is because there is no
specific law which directs, that respect be accorded to the
former. In case the ctustomary laws are backed by statutory
authority, then the conflict is respolved by wusing Qgeneral
statute law. However, 1t has been found that in Bangladesh,
the Supreme Court‘has shown little imnovativeness and dyna-
mism. The Garos of Bangladesh, therefore are in no strong

position, specially since the Bangladesh (Adaptation of
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Existing Bangladesh Laws) Order 1972 can be repealed, a
right granted by Art. 149 of the Constitution of the Peo-

ple' s Republic of Bangladesh 1972.

Though the Garos have been in conflict with. the Govern-
ment over the land rights of Madhupur forest, ever since
Partition, the situation took a new turn in 1980s. In 1986,
the Government announced 1its objective of being self-suffi-
cient 1in rubber. The Madhupur Forest area was regarded by
the Bangladesh Rubber Pfantation as 1deal for rubber culti-

vation.45

In 1986 the govermment brought about 6,000 hectares of
land under 1its control, and began replacing the "Sal" trees
wWwith with rubber gmes. The projecf was encouraged by the
Bangladesh Forest Industries Development Corporation (BFIDC)
with the backing of forest Department of the’ Bangladesh
government. The basis for this exﬁropriation of land was
the republished 1984 listing, already mentioned abovei The
government further argues that those wanting to contest the
listing should have done so within the stipulated period set

by the fForestry Act, a time-limit which expired long back.

To this the Garos have countered, firstly, that the listing

AW
was 1incorrect and based on a false map; secondly, that they

were neilther made aware of the republished, 1984 listing nor
of the need to contest it as a result of which this provi-

sion should be struck down. It must be realised that the
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Garo tribals have not completely "civilized"” themselves and
are therefere not regular roadere sf Bangladesh Gazetts,
where the listing was republished. Thirdly, the Garos have
_pointed out that regardless of tHe 1§sting the developers
are grabbing land arbitrarily, in areas which are not in-
cluded in it. Attention has alsoc been drawn to the ecologi-

cal damage dome by rubber plantations in Madhupur Forest .36

Heedless of these protests the development of rubber
plantations continues 1in the Madhupur Forest. In fact,
ancther broposa] tb staft a second Rubber Development
Project has alsoc been mooted. Neantime, there have _been
further allegasticons against the government. Garos argue
that land which was taken over for plamnting +ubber, is
instead being leased to private owners, a practice which was
-also discovered in the Rubber Plantation Development in CHT.
Further, the government policy of giving preference to the
”laédless people"” in the sale of the land, is being misused
by the people who are acquiring land on fraudulent evidence
of "landlessness” and are wusing 1t for other 1interests.
Charges of corruption and bribery have been leveélled against
the government officials administering the project, and in
one case privafe legal proceedings are going on against two
forest officia}s. What 1s worst, however, is the harassment
the Garos opposing eviction are facing. Their women are

attacked, homes burnt and arbitrary arrests made against
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them for disrupting the plantation development by uprooting
rubber plants that have been sown in the centre of Garo

paddy fields.

The Asian Development Baﬁk (AbB) has a crucial role to
play in the success of the government policy, being a major
potential source of continued funding for the second phase
of +rubber cultivation. As allegations against government
continued, the ADB has made a concerted éffort to ensure,
that the interest of the Garos are protected if i1t funds the
project. The ADB maintains, that "as é matter of policy"”
they do not develop rubber plantations on land being used to
grow food crops. They also clarify that they will not
include land inhabited by the Garo in the project. They
carried out several surveys in this disputed area, and as a

-

result reduced the proposed area from 8,000 to 3,350 hec-
tares. The‘]at£er figure includes 1,000 hectares already
planted by the Bangladesh governmént. They have also pro-
vided for the exclusion of cultivable land, and uncultivable
land (used for grazing, fuel-wood collection), "as far as 1is
practically possible”. However, the future of the Garos
remains insecure what with a government which has expropri-

ateag l1and at Quéry oppartunity in the pégt.47

Meantime, the Garos are undergoing rapid social change.

On the one hand they are losing'their homogeneity, and on
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the other being reduced to day-labourers on land which they
once owned. Besides persecution, various other factors have
contributed to it. One of them is urbanization, since Garos
sell their land to pay-off their debts and expenses incurred
iri family marriages, medical treatment etc. The prices of
land having inflated with a growing population and scarcity

of habitalle land, the Garos 5911 it and many migrate to

cities too.
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CONCLUSION

The world is today witnmessing & population explosion
and rapid technclogical advancement. Therefore, as the
frontiers of civilization expaﬁdf, no society inéluding
tribal ones can remain in i1sclation. Staying in  isoclation,
however, does not imply that these societies are static in
nature and not undergoing soccial change, but that the soccial
change 1is & gradual process giving the impression tha the
society  is almost exactly as it was earlier. Yek thisg

)

gradusl change c@g@f be discerned as tribal groups migratéﬂ

wahi
over years 1in search of livelihood or other factors.

In aress now falling on the northern borders of Rangla-—
desti, the tribes have undergone similar dynamism. For exam-
ple, Hajongs migrated from as Tar as Hﬁrma and Indo-China to
Fangladesh driven by economic needs. Similarly, the kKoch
were pushed down from West Gar@ Hills by fresh véettlementg
of Garos, besides the need for remuneration. The Khasis toa,

settled i Sylhet when they Tound a flouwrishing market for

"pait’ trade. Among the Garos, practices like head-hunting
arnd raiding have also provided culture contact. Therefore,
the practices of bringing back hunan heads necessary  for

Turieral Fites, or raiding whereby slaves were brought back
and assimilated into scociety through marriage, led to secial

change.
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However, sudden change was introduced as British colo-
niai ﬁfggﬁﬁﬁ'.assqmed power. Even the nmature of political
authori;y underwent complete change. Therefore, until now
political authority in tribal scociety had ranged from uncen-—
tralised ones as among Garos, to relatively centralised ones
existing among Khasis, Santals etc. Under the colonial
powers who had established themselves through coercion,
centralised and Western type, impersonal institutions were
introduced. The British were, however, careful not to
dismantle the indigenous institutions completely and re-
tained them in some areas to pacify the tribkes. Yet, these
indigenous institutions weére adapted to suit British inter-—
ests and ﬁard}y remained the same. Among the kKhasis, the
economic interest of higher revernue from Jaintiapur was met
by removing the Raja but retaiﬁing local authorities like
Dolloies and Sirdars. The latter s powers were, however,

greatly reduced.

The rapidly changing nature of institutions produced
etress among tribals who could not change their beliefs and
expectations as fast. The people were disenchanted,., &z a
result, when they were asked to pay taxes for natural re-
sources which they had slways considered their own. The
newly establicehed courts and thanas had become venues for
corruption since thgéﬁribals were ignorant of the laws.

The Dolloies too feltjsidélined under the new system, and

/S
T
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later led the revolt of 1862,

Among the hill Garos too, the traditional institution
of rnokma was used by the British to bring peace on one hand
and end to practices like witchétraft, sorcery, head-hunting
on the othe%. Infact, the hill Garos came under any type of
centralised aufhorities for the firet time under the Brit-
ish. That this process proved stressful is apparent from
the number of clashes that took place between government’'s
forces and Garos. The Garo raide that prompted Hritish
supbression, were actually & retaliation against the illegal
avthority of the Zamindars, an exploitative feudal class
created by British themselves. Thus, these feudal lords not
only harassed the hill Garos but often imposed illegal dues
o the pléins Garos, who were peasants. The Garoc peasants
too, unable to tolerate the exploitstion revolted in 1824

under Tipu Fagalpanthi which continued for five years.

The British paolicy of changing land tenure system in
arder to get higher revenue created tension and conflict in
the plains, amonrng Hajong, Foch, Dalu, Bamnai and Rajbansi
peasants also. Though this finally led to the histaoric
Tanka movement, it was preceded by spontaneous uprising,
like the Sanvasi rebellion in 1763, the Hajong revolt in
early nineteernth century, followed by the combined revolt in

1823 of Hajong, Garos and others.



The British used various policies to cufb@’these recur—
ring revolts. The immediate one was of viclent -suppression
through 1its far superior arms against  tribal  swords  and
shields. in the long term, however, control was tightened
through administrative methods like establishing thanas, or
bringing these areas directly under their control and deep-
ening their penetration. For easy accessibility in  these
areas, both for effective control and tapping resources,
transport and tommunicatimn was built which alsa-speeded up
sogcial change. An important means of "civilising" or paci-
fying the tribes was Christianity. Thus the Christian mis-—
sionaries were established to create loyalty among tribals
towards the EBritish. This could be easily witneésed in
World bWar Il period when the missionaries tried to dissuade

Garcs and others from participating in the liberation strug-

gle.

Regardless of the motives, the positive aspect of
Christianity can not be overlocked. By winning a large
number of converts they brought education and modernization
among kKhasis and Qaros, whﬁ}iin turn helped them to assimi-
late into non—tribal spciety. Thus superstiticus beliefs,
faith in wﬂ}cﬁacraft and sorcery was vreplaced by a Sciéntif—
ic outlook. Similarly, chickenpox was no longer regarded as

a favour from God’' s but understood as an infection requiring

preventive measures, In fact, this modernization has taken
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the form of Westernization among these tribals. This can  be
ea;ily observed in their dress, music and other aspects.
among  other tribes modernization has beernn brought  through
Hinduisation. Thus tribés like Rajbansis, Manipuris, Dalu,
and others are increasingly adopting Hindu elements through
Sanskritization. Therefore, wﬁile Rajbansis claim to be
EBhanga Kshtriyas from Arya—Varix, Dalu claim to be descend-
ants of Arjun’s son, Babrubahan. The Hinduisation process
can alsoc be observed among Hajongs who are divided a&long
religious sects, Shakta and Bhakta (Maishnavs). hThough‘ at
present blending of both tribal and Hindu features can  be
observed, the former are expected to reduce further as :the
various groups compete to raiseltheir social hierarchy by
becoming more "Hindu" than the other. In the process,

however, tribals have alsoc influenced Hinduism to an extent.

The impact of various aseimilative processes culminatedv
in the World War Il period, when the anti-colonial struggle
witnessed participation of tribals in large numbers. This
showed thst the tribals were learning to think beyond their

rarrow tribal loyalties and on & wider, national level.

However, after partition when & sovereign nation-state
emerged this assimilation received a major sethback through
various poalicies of the succeseive govermnments. This does

not imply that penetration and assimilation through further



development of transport, communication, education etc., was
not taking place, but that in sovereign nation, assimilation
into the larger society required more than that i.e.,flﬁ'¥f;5
gﬂﬁgiigzdevelopment of a sense Dflnational identity. Even
the provision of fOfmef fell far short of their expectations
of a national government. Therefore, Pakistani goevernment
alienated the tribals from the national mainstream through
its policy of violent suppression in the Tanka and Tebhaga -
movements, and imposition of Islam. The Bangladeshi govern-—
ment too identified natianal identity first with EBengali and
later Rangladeshi identity, thereby completely marginalising
ethnically different +tribals. This has not only led to
tense relations between the two communities but the formay
have also been deprived of their life in the past. In the
riots of 1950 over 500 Manipuri families, and numerous
Santals were killed. Large mnumbers were also forced to
migrate to India. In the 194% riots toof over 30,000 Garos
had to evacuate the Rangladeshl territory. The Hajongs who
had 'migrated in  large numbers to India &fter the Tanka
movement, did so again after the riots of 17965. As far as
the Rengali  language is concerned, the tribals have been
increasingly accepting it through interaction with Hindus.
However , ite ;mpogition as  the scle language  with the
esclusion of others even at primary education level has
created much stress. As a result large number of tribals

have dropped out from schools being unable to cope with a



totally different medium. Yet, the relatively higher rate
of literacy compare&to earlier shows the strong urge among

tribals to educate themselves despite adversity.

. Hre
Lack of initiative on, government’'s part has margina-

lised the tribals economically, thereby slowing their inte-
gration intoc the national mainstream. The tribes live in
abysmal conditions, with little access to even basic facili-
ties like clean drinking water, housing etc. Yet, when it
comes to tapping natursl résourcesin tribal areas, it' is
quiﬁk to point ocut the need for equal sharing of resources
for the country’'s economic QEVEImeent. The Garos of Madhu-
pur  Forest have had to face the brunt of this arguhent as
they fight & legal battle over the forest’'s resources. Or
the one hand, is a matter Bf survival of the Garos who are
caomnpletely adapted to life in the forest, and on the other
hand 1is the.government‘s economic objective of being self-
sufficient in  rubber. 7The position of Garos 1is  weak 1in
Bangladesh’'s legal system because national laws are given

precedence over locsl, customary ones in case of & clash.
¥ \ o . . ) '
A The BGaros™ whe + ¢ are not completely “civilised” have

been unable to keep upto-date with govermnment publications.
Therefore, when the government republished thelr ownership
right in 1984, and provided a certain time within which it
could have been contésﬁéq, the Garos were unable to avail

- T

it. Meantime, Garos.ﬁave)been subjected to kidnapping,



torture and eviction, while the government recognisesTfraud~
ulent claims of non—tribals for acquiring land. This leads
to tﬁe question, that how is economic development which
necessitates penetration into tribal areas to be accommodat-
ed with tribal needs. Since tapping of natural resocurces is
inevitéble, what is required is cushioning of its impact on
tribals.. For this, economic and educational standards of
tribals must be brought at par with the rest of the4country,
through & scientific study of tribal culture. If the
4ec0nomic -and educationalaadvancement is attempted without
any relation to culture contact, the efforts are doomed to
failure. For example, food gathering and nomadic people
cannot be settled to plough cultivation all of & sudden.
Thus, the Birhors of India have been settled through a
T programme thch organised them into cooperative sccieties on
the basis of crafits of indigenous culture. Further, tribals
must be left free to develop their DQn cultures &n their own
way. Thus, the national mosaic should be one where space is

givernn to various ethnic and éultural groups to adjust and

readjust, integrate and reintegrate.

; Naberndu Datta and Majumdar, "The Tribal FProblem" in
Bovernment of India, The Tribal Fecple of India., vrevd.
edn. (New Delhi, 1973), pp.26-27.
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