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CHAPTER - I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Nagas 

The emergence of the Nagas in modern history coin

cides with the arrival of the British in 1820s in the 

kingdom of the Ahoms and the Meiteis as their Dliberators" 

from the Burmese. The 1\laga "tribe", a branch of the Mon

goloid race, were found occupying the foot hills and the 

hill ranges of the Pat Kai Range --the hill ranges 

broadly surrounding these kingdoms from the north-west 

down south. Before we go further it would be relevant 

to define what we mean by "tribe" in this study. The 

term "tribe" here would mean a small community, cultu

rally distinct, having cultural homogenity with a defi-

nite area, dialect, strong kinship bonds,an autonomous 

political organization with distinct customs and moral 

code under a chief and the village council. Here "econo

mic relations were usually of subsistence type, although 

trade and barter often extends the communityD. 1 In the 

1. International Encycleopeadia of Social Sciences, 
vol. 16, p. 146. 
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present context economic differentiation and specia li

zation is not developed and by modern standard technolo

gical knowledge remains restricted to the indigenous tech

nology "which fits well into the ecological aurroundings•. 2 

In such a society collective endeavour is a strongly 

developed feature, which can be observed in many econo-

mic activities. In this society •the sense of solidarity 

and strong community feeling preclude anything like 
3 pmf'erty". 

The Nagas are divided into many sub-tribes, each 

sub-tribe living within a definite territory. Today 

their land lies divided forming minor provinces in Indi;:.: 

and Burma - whereas their hills forming part of Burma 

are collectively known as Eastern Naga hills, in India 

their hills formed part of the states of Arunachal, 

Assam, Manipur and Nagaland. 

For more than fifty years, Nagas resisted the 

British and when they finally made peace in 1879, about 

30% of the Naga villages we' e under the control of the 

Brit~sh. The British however, did not go beyond getting 

2. Atul Goswami, •Tribal Development with special 
reference to North-East-India", Social Scientist, 
vol. 12, no. 8, August, 1984, p. 581. 

3. Ibid., p. 581. 
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allegiance to their authority, and the Nagas continued 

to run their affairs according to their customs and 

traditions. 

In the post-British period the si tuatlon took a 
' 
different turn. Indian Government's attempt at establi-

shing the authority of the new state saw its administra

tive apparatus reaching the far flung villages. It 

brought to the Nagas, for the first time, the question 

of accepting the rules and regulations of an authority, 

they hardly knew and still further, to live under the 

direct and constant supervision of officers and other 

employees of that authority. They could not agree with 

that. India came down on them with a heavy hand, 

requiring a number of special enactments to keep itself 

legitimate. Response from the Nagas ranges from resigned 

acceptance to total Ejection of the New Authority. This 

resulted in the instability that has characterised the 

political situation in the area these past forty years. 

It is in this context that the interaction between the 

tradi tiona 1 institutions and the bureaucracy, village 

elders and the politicians, the electoral politics and 

the tradition of consensus, etc. assumed the importa~ 

deserving an intimate study by social scientists. 

•Tribal Society" and Social Science Theory 

Most of the studies on the Tribes and the •Tribal 
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Soci~ties• are from the Anthropologists who treated the 

"primitive society" as the focus of their discipline. 

Accounts lPft behind by missionaries often i~lude long 

write ups on the "primitive• societies. The emphasis on 

bringing out the •primitive• in the case of the Anthro

p'ologists, and the "heathen• and the •native• in the case 
. 

of the missionaries gravely constricted the perspective 

of their studies and remained far from an adequate 

treatment of the subject. Apart from this general inade

quacy, Nagas were already responding to the changes 

brought about by the imperialist expansions in the 

area, when the Anthropologists and the missionaries began 

to write about them as the traditional societiesQ 

Some highly interesting studies on the Nagas have 

come out in recent years. However, very few of them are 

concerned with the study of the relationship between the 

land system and powf'r structure found among the Naga 
4 

com~unities. ProFp• J~ ~. Horam 1 s study gave an inte-

resting account of thP lPgislative, administrative and 

judicial processes and the role of the chief and the 

village council in the Naga village. However this study 

is of introductory nature -- limited both in data base 

4. N. Horam, Naga Polity, B.K. Publishing House, Delhi, 
1975. 



5 
5 and in scope. Professor B.K. Roy Burman has made a 

unique contribution to the study of the Naga societies. 

His observations on the •way Nagas perceived of themsel

ves and their ·surroundings, and on the 'dichotomy between 

~he state and the Naga village community regarding their 

rights over the natural resources' are precise and of 

immense importance. He observes •some of communities 
. 
in Nagaland and Manipur have by tradition

1
control of and 

access to rich resources, but they are not well off. 

They are conscious of the fact that their level of living 

is not satisfactory, but it is difficult to say that 

they perceive themselves as poor. More frequently, they 

perceive themselves as cordoned off from the benefits of 

their resources ••• while the state claims to be the owner 

of such resources, the community controls it•. 6 

Based on an in-depth understanding of the working 

of the community system, he has strongly recommended 

treating the "community as a resource-owning unit for 
7 the purposes of channelising development inputs"o 

5. 

6. 

70 

a. 

Professor Shukla and Professor Agarwal8 while 

B.K. Roy Burman (a) Demographic and Socio-Economic 
Profiles of Hill Areas of North-East India Office 
of the Registral General of India 1964. (b) Towards 
poverty alli.Vflation programmes in Nagaland and 
Manipur •. 

Ibid., p. 10. 

Ibid., p. 11. 

Shukla and Agarwal, Airiculture in North-Eastern 
Region, National Pub! shing House, N. Delhi, 1986. 
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dealing With the agricultural problems in the North-East 

region have provided good material on the land tenure 

system, people~ customs and beliefs. According to them, 

the above factors have direct and indirect bearing on the 

agricul~ural practice of the region. 

They feel ""that •the two distinct systems of culti-, . 
vation -- shifting and se~ry• ••• often simultaneously 

practiced by the same farming families were as per the 

dictates of the farm land. 9 The predominantly existing 

cultivation i.e. jhum cultivation -- is a •unique adjust

ment not only with the people but also with the terrain-

ian, 10 climatic and edaphia environment of the hilly region." 

Hence before any attempt is undertaken for the introduc-

tion -- of "a new system• there needs to be a proper 

undPrstanding and great deal of preparation-- infra-

structurally or otherwise. 

ThP scope and range of the studies are restricted 

by the demands of the organizations for which the studies 

were made. Consequently a large area is left for furthPr 

examination. 

9. Ibid., p. 11. 

10. Ibid., p. 13. 
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Relations between Land and Power 

Land and power have so often been projected in 

soc ia 1 sciences as phenomena re...;&nf or'c i ng each other • .. 
More than anything ownership of land has been considered 

the major ingredient of power both of nation states and o£ 

individuals. Th~ relationship to land -- agriculture and 

forest resourc~s -- as the primary source of household 

incomeJremains the dominant feature of the peasant and 

tribal societies. Yet it is necessary to differentiate 

the tribal economy and culture on the one hand and on tP.e 

other, the peasant1 for clarity. The tribal economy, 

even if it has multiple gradation and some sort of 

hierarchy i~ a- much smaller and more homogenous sociE·ty. 

In most tribes in North east as in tribes elsewhere (as 

different frcm the Adivasis or the Dalits in other parts 

of India) the caste system does not fashion the heirarchy 

am1 ::Pre is more mobility and flexibility. Social 

i·-:·_, ;Jiition within the tribes here is remarkably higho 

Andre betC"·ille's differentiation between the "core" and 

the "periphery" villages which in many ways is synonymous 

with N.K. Bose's distinction between tasrahamanic" and ... 
"tribal" ~illage has contributed in the understanding of 

the unique tribal village formation as different from 

the typical Indian villageo 11 Yet this also suffers from 

11. Andrei Beteille, "The Indian Village : Past and 
Present• in Hobsbowm (ed), Peasant in History : 
Essays in Honour Daniel Thorner, Oxford Univer
sity Pres~, Delhi 1980, pp. 1070-120. 
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the defects very common in anthropological studies which 

is characterized by •stereotype• prPsentations. 

Some th~oretical framework for appro.::~ching the 

•tribal' societies is requiredf~ this is ~eldom attemp-
' ted by p~litical scientists. ' Marx and Engels discussions 

on the •first stage in the social division of labour• 

closely approximate the •tribal' communities that have 

pessisted into the 20th centL·ry. Marx called this stage, 

the communal stage in precapitalist forms of production 

"when people sustain itself by hunting, fishing, cattle 

raising or at most by farming•. 12 At this stage the social 

structure tends to generate within itself not only thP 

distinction between the chieftain and the rest but also 

practice of slaveryJdue largely to the increase in popu

lation and the social needs as well as the growth of 

external relations like war and barter. 

The firstmajor advance over the communal social 

division of labour is the separation of industrial and 

commercial labour from the agricultural labour leading 

to the distinction between town and country13 
-- the 

12. 

13. 

E.J. Hobsbawm (ed), Karl Marx, Pre-capitalist 
Economic Formations, t~anslated by Jack Cohen 
Lawrence and Wisehart;' London 1964, p. 27. 

Ibido f P• 27 • 



formation of cities by the union of tribal groups, the 

emergence of private property as the main source of 

wealth, etc. Naga soci~ties have, since the British 

time, been experiencing the emergence of large villages 

consequ.ent to the combilg•:;together 4\f tribes, the deve-

lopment of priva~e property, the introduction and expan

sion of the market economy; yet st~atification of the 

'society is not sharp enough to bring about the classical 

urban-rural distinction. The pre-capitalist fonns of 

ownership has,~by and large
1
persistently continued to 

constitute a major component of the property relationships 

within Naga societies. Of Marx's four forms of social 

division of labour 6.,~,;:~~-- emerging out of the pre-capitalist 

state viz. Oriental, ancient, Germanic, and Slavonic, 14 

the first holds rel~vance in this conteKt. It explains 

to some extent the reasons -for continuation of pre-capi

talist modes of production. According to Marx, the 

fundamental characteristic oi t!Jr oriental system was 

"the self-sustaining unity of manufacture and agriculture" 

within the village commune vvhich "contains a 11 the condi-

tions for reproduction and surplus production within it

self and Which therefore resisted disintegration and 

economic evolut~on more stubbornly than any other system~. 15 

14. Ibid., p. 27. 

15. Ibid., P• 33. 
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He went Qn to say that such systems may be centralized 

or decentralized, more despotic or more democratic in 

forms, and variously organized. 

From the subsequent pages of this study it may 

become apparent that Marx's observation can be applied 

to the Naga Soci~ty as well. 

Scope of Study 

This is a study of 'land and power structDre• and 

the present attempt is for examining the various aspects 

of the land practices and the kind of power that came to 

be exercised by the Nagas within and outside their 

society. It attempts to show how one is relevant to the 

otherF,at different stages of history. The study period 

has been divided into Early Period, British P~riod and 

the Post-Independence Era. In examining this we have 

taken up the following questions: 

(l) Whether the political powPr is related ~o the con

tro 1 over la nd; 

{2) To what extent does the level of technology .p~ 

determines the importance or otherwise# of land 

as the basis of power; 

(3) Does evidence show that in the •• 811 trJJl'~ 
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barter economy the power of chieftains did not 

necessarily depend on the amount and quality of 

cultivable land owned; 

(4) Has the exapnsion of settled cultivation increased 

the importance of land as a source of power 

(5) Whether the increasing penetration of a market 

economy leads to a simultaneous increase in 

private ownership of land and decline in the 

pov·.'er of the chief; 

(6) How much does intrusions of external lev~l and 

cultural system lead to a gradual shrinking of 

the traditiona 1 institution l 

(7) To what extent do changes in land ownership lead 

to a decline in the power of the chief and the 

council to control and regulate the exploitation 

of forest wealth, thus spePding up the process 

of ecological destructiono 

(8) How far in the event of a iS~, national movemE>nt 

and consequent reprPssion, nE"'\"-' cPntres of power 

may be created from the old forms and private 

ownership of ~and may no longer determine the 

distribution of power. 

In this study mostly secondary data has been 

used. This includes reports of British political agents, 
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works by anthropologists and missionaries, as well as more 

contemporary writings on the north-east. 

Some primary sources had to be used out of necessity. 

Dearth .of research on c~rtain aspects made it necessary 

to use oral accounts of history by some village elders, 
' ' 

both men and wome.n. 
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OiApTER II 

lAND AND POWER STRUCTlRE AMON:; THE N.A.GA.S 

This chapter attempts to examine the relation

ship between land and power structure among the Nagas in 

the pre-Britisfi period -whether the functioning of 

different forms of government affects the land system. 

Emphasis will be given to the types of land systems 

under the absolute chieftainship and eouncil system. 

'iJe shall be examining the changes if any during the 

British period, In this study, village has been taken 

as the unit of goverment. 

PRE-BRITISH PERIOD 

Form of Government: The form of government varied among 

the tribes from a near dictatorship to an extreme form 

of democracy. However all the Naga tribes r'xc<>pt the 

Serna Nagas have a council system. 

Absolute Chieftainship: The Serna Nagas followed the 

principle of hereditary chieftainship. He practiced 

absolute authority over his subjects. There was no 

village council in the Serna villages. The Chief 

keeps one or two deputies to help him in,his work. As 

compared to other Na~ tribes the Serna Chief was con-
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sidered to be the most powerful chief, 1 as there was 

no village council to curb his power. 

Power and Fynctions of the Chief: The Serna Chief 
2 performed dual functions -- Religio4s and Secular. 

As a r~ligious head the chief prE·sided over all the 

religious festivals. Although the actual religious 

worship and sacrifices were performed by the village 

priest, the chief's presence in any of such ceremonies 

was necessary and he played prominent part in the 

proceedings. In the agricultural front also he was the 

first to sow the seeds, .the first man to plant and the 

first to harvest which were carried out with all tee 

necessary rituals. 

As a secular head he was responsible for the 

~ecurity and welfare of his subjects. The chief 

parcelled out land to~Och family in the village for 

cultivation each tirr.E' a nev, area l-.ad to be cleared 

out for the same purpose. In fact among the Semas 

the relationship betwePn the chief and his subjects 

took the form of father-son relationship, this comes 

1. 

2. 

A.W. Davis, The Semas in 1891, in the Nagas in 
19th Century {ed) v. Elwin, Oxford University 
Press, Bombay, 1969, p. 373. 

H. Horam, Naga Polity, B.R. Publishing House, 
Delhi 1975, pp. 80-81• 
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out clearly in the practice of land system. (This point 

will be explained in more details when we take up the 

pattern of land system in this chapter). As the Naga 

villages were sovereign village-state maintenance of 

relations with other village-states were also vested 

in his hands. In those days it was cus'tomary for the 

Nagas to notify the Chief of the village being visited 

by the travellers their purpose and duration of 

visit. The Chief in turn welcomed them and ensured 

their safety and their needs as long as they stay in 

his village. 

The chief also 2cted as the judge. His court 

was the highrst in hi~- village-state. All disputes and 

differences between the families and individuals which 

could not be settled at the family or clan level were 

brought to the chief's court. The disputes when 

settled, compensation could be paid in kind bv the 

wrong doer to the agrieved party. The greatest punish-
3 ment of that time was to be sold off as slaves or 

ex-communicate or exile the person from the- village 

for a certain period. 

3. The term •slaveu in the Naga society imply diff
erently from the term being understood generally 
in other society. e.g. Southern States of North 
America. First of all in the Naga Society it 
was the responsibility of the owner of the "slave" 
to see to it that they get enough food to eat 
throughout the year with proper house to live. 
Their children did not become slaves. In most of 
the cases, they were absorbed into the Master's 
family and become his clansmen (M. Horb..-.o·., 
Naga Polity, p. 111). 
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The Serna chief, if he so desired consulted the· 

elders and prominent members of each clan in settling 

disputes or in deciding important issues, 4 such as 

chosing of site for cultivation, partioning out the 

land to each family etc. However, the ultimate autho

rity rested solely in the chief and his rule was 

·accepted as law. 

The Chief of the village was also the Chief in-

Command in times of war. The powers for declaring war 

or making peace with another village-state rested in 

his hands. 

There appears to be no recorded case of a re-

calcitrant chief or his displacement but internal checks 

and balances may have had some effect on the exercising 

of power. And it was possible that other nobles in the 

village such as the clan leaders, the chief's deputies 

could remove the chief. 

Council System: Council system here would mean the 

chief in council, who -ould carry out all his functions 

in consultation with the members of the village council. 

In it the chief was just a nominal/titular head who did 

not have any prerogative over his council. 

4. J.N. Hu;ton, The Serna Nagas, Oxford University 
Press, Bombay, 1968, p. 145. 
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Most of the Naga tribes except for Ao, Angami, 

Lotha, Sangtam Nagas ther~ was a hereditory chief. 

According to Prof. Horam5 it was always the head of the 

clan which settled fttrst in a Village that became the 

village chief. The members of the village council were 

represented by the eldest family of the clan (head of 

the clan). In both the cases i.e. the village chief 

and the council, the principle of primegeniture in regard 
~ 

to succession was followed. The eldest surviving son 

succeeded the Chief/clan headmanship. In case there 

was no son, the eldest surviving brother of the chief/ 

clan . _. s ucc·~ed-c~ to the off ice. However, when it comes 

to village council, in the absence of a suitable man from 

the family the best and the ablest from the clan was 
6 g•·nerally elected by the clanmen. 

The alrrady mentioned tribes who did not follow 

hereditary chieft ~ship elect their chiefs. To be 

elected to the office of the chief depended on a person's 

outstanding personality, his personal distinctions acquired 

5. N. Hora:-;, Naga Polity, Delhi, 1975, p. 

6. P.R. Shimray, Origin and Culture of Nagas, Aruna 
Printing Press, Delhi 1985, p. 57. 
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7 through his performance of feasts of merit, integrity, 

his skill in war (during war time). for the hereditary 

chief too the above factors played an important part in 

their being able to influence the council and his 

subjects in general. In the village council also 

representatives were put up by each clan their best 

~nd ablest person. So it was not based on hereditory. 

The village council usually comprised of nine 

to thirty members according to the size of the village. 

The chief of the village was the head of the council. 

Powers and Functions of the Chief in Council: The 

Chief in council carried out powers and functions more 

or less similar to that of the autocratic Serna chief • 
. ...----

7. Feasts of Merit: were important criteria in a 
man's social status. These feasts were uiven 
by men who were economically in a position to 
feed the entire village which depended very 
much in the kind of fields/land that he owns. 
There wer~ series of stages of feasts in ascen
ding order varying from tribe to tribe. However 
thiS kind of feasts was common to all Nagas and 
the expenditure involved was more or less the 
same. 

Every feasts entails the host to social distinc
tion and increasEd progressively his position in 
the community. One who has these distinctions 
wears special clothes and ornaments and decorates 
his house in a distinctive manner marking his 
achievements. In times of war the warrior that 
brough~ the greatest nubber of human heads was 
honoured and respected but the ablest man of 
the village would be who performed the series 
of feasts of merit who was more respected and 
honoured •. {R.R.Snimray,--ur~nd Culture· oT Naga, 

-p. 109). Such practice also por ray the economic 
view of Naga life in which property beyond one's 
need essentially went to the community. 
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The difference in the two systems lay in the fact that 

in the former the chief carried out his functions in 

consultation with the village council unlike the Sema 

chief who wa.s the sole suthori ty in his village. The 

chief.in council also performed both the functions-

religiqus and secular. But he did not exPrcise unlimited 

power while carrying out these functions, whenever the 

chief gets the tendency to become erbitrary.the council 

was alw~ys there to curb and control such tendencies. 

In fact more than the office that he was holding,his 

power rested on his outstanding personality and as 

already stated the number of feasts of merit that he 

could performedo If it was in times of war it would be 

largely his ski 11 in war and to be a success£ ul chief 

commender. In general most of the chiefs had great 

economic power as ta~y had the biggest share of land 

and the best tarraced fields (in the case of tribes 

practicing terraced cultivation). And his capacity 

to help the needy got him further respect. In fact it 

was a great shame for the ruler if any of his subjects 
8 went to another village for food. 

a. Hokeshe Serna, Emergence of Nagaland : SocioTEconomic 
and Political Transformations and the Future, 
Vikas Publishing House, New Delhi, 1986, p. 167. 

) 



It would be relevant to add here that in the 

council system periodical public meetings were held 

regularly to decide on issues facing the v1llage-state. 

Such meeting dates were fixed by chief in sonsultation 

with the council. The chief also had a power to call 
~ 

emergency meeiing of the council as well as public. In 

all these meetings he pr~sides over them. In the 

meeting anyone present had the freedom to express his 

views, asks questions. ~hi!~ participating in the 

discussion every Naga knew that all discussions should 

lead to some conclusions. And once a decision was 

arrived at in public discussions, he was ready to obey. 

He had a great respect for the village chief and the 

village elders "it was here that one notices the blend 

be~wecn freedom of discussion and service of authority". 9 

Thus the chiPf in council follows consultative rule. 

To the other extreme of democracy, in some of the 

A~i villages there was no village chief and formal 

vfllage council either. Anyone could convene a public 

meeting to decide any issue of public important. 10 And 

9. 

10. 

Dr. Joseph Puthenpurakal, Baptist Missions in 
Nagaland, Ferma K.I..M Pvt. ltd., Calcutta, 1984, 
p. 5. 

R.R. Shimlay, Origin and ful1~e of Nagas, Delhi 
1985, p. 124. 
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since they were never ruled by any chief, no one indivi

dual ever seemed to have had authority over an entire 

village community. In the words of Haimendorf, wealth 

and progress· certainly gave a man a good deal of influ

ence, ·but the villages were run on strictly democratic 

lines a··nd no one could command his neighbours. 11 At 

every meeting they would elect an influential person 

with integrity to preside over it. Often they may refer 

the question in dispute to the village elders who were 

also k~own as informal village council. These village 

elders may in turn settle the disputes in a public 

meeting according to the customary law. In this commu

nity no person was allowed either to be one powerful 

or to sustain a powerful position for long and yet the 

village remained a cohesive unit. 

Powers and Functions of the Villa9e CounciJ: ThP 

village council formed an important organ in the 

functioning of the village state. It p~rformed three 

functions vi~. administrative, executive, and judicial. 

In the administrative sphere the councillors were res

ponsible for maintaining village paths and bridges, 

organizing village market, managing village funds and 

11. 
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helped the needy people through the funds. The council 

,announced the festival dates in consultation with the 

chief and the village priest. They also took active 

part in portioning out land to each family for culti

vation each year. They also assisted the chi~f in 

matters of def~nce of the village and was expected to 

cooperate with him in all other matters relating to 

the administration of the village. 

One of the important functions of the council 

was judicial. The chief and the councillors constituted 

the highrst court in the villagF. Whenever a case or 

dispute coulo not be settled at the family or clan 

level it ~as brought to this court. The council was 

also responsible for the effective execution of its 

decisions. If a party fciled to abide by the decision 

of the council, ~t took necessary action against the 

guilty. 

Thus the village council was second only to the 

chief. The council was powerful as it represented each 

clan Which the chief cannot ignore. The council in 

fact was an effective check on the powers of the chief 

who may have tried to take the law in his own hands. 
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Women and Power : All Naga tribes have a patriarchal 

system. Both land and power pass down the male line~ 

It is most unusual to have female chiefs or female as 

head of households. But since. the woman is the chi€f 

worker in agricul tura 1 production, she may determine 

the distribution of food or consumption ·mn the house

hold. · Outs ide- the household in the arena of poli tica 1 

decision-making the woman's power came from her kinship 

connection, through which they may affect village 

council or chiefs' opinions. 

Exogamy being the rule of marriage was the major 
-

way of forming political alliances. Generally no 

woman had the right to inherit land. 

TYPES OF LAND SYSTEM UNDER ABSOLUTE. CHIEFTAINSHIP A~U 

COUNCIL SYSTEM 

The Naga villages were sovereign states and 

possessed a well 6efined territory which was sometimes 

demarcated with regular boundary stones. Within the 

boundaries the village possessed permanent rights 

over the use of resources. The tribes under the two 

systems had several types of land-ownership which could 

be broadly classified into three categories 

(1) Land under the nominal titleship of the 

village chief; 
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(2) Clan titleship and the community land; and 

(3) Ownership right of utilization. 

In most of the Naga tribes all the three types 

of land system were found with the exfeption of the 

Serna, Ao, Angamir , Lotha, among these tribes one type 

or the other type of land system may be missing. 

lAND UNDER THE I'K)MIN.A.L TITLESHIP OF THE CHIEF 

Under this category the titleship of the entire 

village land was vested in the office of the thief. But 

this titleship was just a ceremonial titleship. The 

chief did not have any prerogative power vis-a-vis his 

subjects. This system was found in almost all the 

tribes under the two forms of government with some 

exceptions. For instance the Angarni, Ao, Letha Nagas 
~ 

did not have such titleship by their village chiefs. 

The reason could be that there was no authority who 

could cuni..rol over anyone among their tribes a 1 though 

they had an elected nominal chiefs. The semas had the 

chief with titleship of the entire village land. His 

titleship over the village land was both ceremonial and 

actual. It was ceremonial in the sense that he did not 

have actual control over the land which were under his 

deputies. This titleship was actual, for most of the 

village land belonged to him and did have prerogative 
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right over them. When it comes to one village depending 

on the land of another village, the chiefs whether they 

weme under the absolute chieftainship or council system 

had certain prerogatives. Such dependent village come 

under the protection of the bigger village. Whether its 

to do with economic control or political power, it cer

tainly added to the fame of the chief. The chief also 

collects nland tax• from the cultivators but such taxes 

were use for the comn_uni ty works. 

ClAN TITLESHiilP-- AND ~THE\GOMMUNITY lAND 

The two kinds of land ownership had been clubbed 

together as both were for the community use. The only 

difference between the two had been that where as land 

under the clan titleship was limited to the clansmen, 

land under the comr~uni ty ownership was open to everyone 

regardless of the clan that one belonged. It is believed 

that clan ownership rose because of the necessity for 

someone to represent the community. System of believe 

associated with fert.\\"(., _ and successful cultivation in 

the tradi tiona 1 society gives strong indication that 

the land of the chief and the clan/clans over a part 

of the village land was symbolic. In other words this 

titleship was vested in that particular office as 
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different from vesting upon the individual. Therefore, 

the legitimate exercise of this titleship was for public 

purpose as seen by the community concerned ..;._ that the 

chief or the clan chiefs holds the titleship only as a 

representative of the whole community. The titleship 

of the clan over a particular ~ortion of land was dire

ctly link with the important functions in agricultural 

operations viz. the responsibility of organizing and 

meeting the cost of the ritual sacrifices for-success

ful harvest by members of the community over that land. 12 

This type of land ownership was found among a 11 

the Naga tribE·s except for the Serna tribe. The Serna 

chief being an autocrat, all the village land was onwed 

and controlled by him. But among most of the other 

Naga -tribes much of the village land and natural 

resources were communally owne~. They were "managed and 

controlled by the traditional village councils in the 

. t t f th . t . 1 t• 
13 1.n eres o e commun1 y as a .. t:o e •• Community 

owned la nci and clan land were extensive 1 y rna de use of 

by most of the tribes followino shifting cultivation. 14 

12. 

13. 

14. 

Based on intPrview with the Ukhrul (Tangkhul) 
village e leers. 

B.K. Roy Burman, Towards Poverty Alleviation Pro
gramme in Nagaland and Manipur, Mittai Publications 
Delhi 1984, p. iix. 

In this method a part of l jungle was cut down and 
burnt and the land -was cultivated for two y~ars, ' 
they allowed it to remain fallow for a period varyin< 
from ten to fifteen year depended on the availabili b 
of land. 
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As such kind of cultivation made it necessary to have 

the land fallow for many years to regain its fertility, 

the community had to depend on the land othPr than their 

own. At the· time of cultivation each year the village 

chief with the help of the council parcelled out the 

land to each fa~ily. In this also the cultivators 

paid a)hominal sum of harvest to the person who performed 

the ritual sacrifice as a compensation for its cost. 

(It was a must for the Nagas to perform ritual before 

the clearing up of the jungle for cultivation to pro

pitiate the gods for good harvest)o This ritual 

sacrifice could be performed by any person from the 

clan who could afford the cost (if it was to do with 

clan land) or any person from the community (if it 

v.:as to do with community land). Angamis and northern 

Tanghf:huls did not make much use of the community/clan 

land as they practiced settled (trrrace) 15 cwltivation. 

OWI'SRSHIP RIGHT OF ~T1Lt Sfl.iiDM 

Under this system of ownerbhip, right over the 

15. Terrace field making- the •slopes of steep hills 
of great heights• were turn into terraces. 
Terraces were made on the slopes where water 
could be found in abundance and continaed down 
the base of the hills. 
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land was limited to seasonal or only for a span of time 

when a particular land under the titleship of particular 

individual was chosen by the village council to culti

vate·. Otlnership right over the land was limited for 

the f·ollowing reasons -- (a) unless the council deci

des for the whole village community to cultivate that 

particular land, the person having titleship right 

could not go and clear the jungle for cultivation on 

his own (b) once the council decides, whether he likes 

it or not he had to let the village community to cul

tivate on that land (c) he could not sell it to persons 

other than from his own villages. Durinc the agricul

tural season the owners of the land collected "land 

tax• from cultivators. But he did not extract the tax 

indiscriminately like the landlords did in other parts 

of the country. A small portion of the harvest was 

collected to establish and to as~ert his claims of 

ownership over that part of the land. It was also for 

the cost of the ritual sacrifices which he had performed. 

CMtnership right was seasonal, for during non 

agricultural season, anyone could collect the forest 

resources. Such as'roots 1 fruits, vegetables, dry 

branches of the tre€ for fire wood etc. This applied 
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to terrace fields also, for during non agricultural 

season anyone could collect fish and snails from the 

field. The fields were also use for watering the 

cattles. 

In the areas where settled cultivation was pre

dominent, along with the village settlement areas, land 

acquired the characteristics of permanent ownership. 

This may have been due to the very nature of land 

utilization. In the village settlement areas, as the 

community built a permanent home, so also the terrace 

fields were built for permanent use. In the words of 

Brown16 while describing the terrace fields, "the 

labour incurred in first ma.king these t-arraces must be 

very greaL and the skill manifested in irrigating them 

would do credit to a trained enginEer". nrhe soil of 

the terraced lands is extremely good; and being kept 

well manured and irrigated, by me-ans of artificial 

rhannels along w~ich the water is often brought from 

very long distances". 17 Mr. Hutton while discussing 

16. 

17. 

R. Brown, •Terracing• in The Nagas in the 19th 
Century (ed), v. E.lwin, Oxford Univ. Press, 
Bombay 1969, p. 589. 

John Butler, "Anaami Forming• in The Nagas in the 
19th Century (edY, V.Elwin, Oxford Univ. Press, 
Bombay, p. 587. 
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the Angami terracing (Angamies practiced terraced cul

tivation extensively) said that, "th~ Angami has an 

elaborate system of terracing and irrigation by which 

he turns the steepest hill sides into flooded rice 

fields •••. The terraces are irrigated by channels which 

carry water fr~m some stream or torrent for a distance 

that may sometimes be measured in miles, many fields 

being fed on the way each terrace of course, cannot 

have its own channel, but usually obtain water either 

from the next ~errace above it or from one of the 

terraces in the same row, the terraces being so care-

fully gBaduated that the water may flow from terrace 

to terraces round a :SBlY' · and back again to a point 

little below that from which it started. Water is 

also carried in a hollow bamboos passing over the 

other terraces and channels in between". 18 This some-

what long discription has been given to show the level 

of development achieved in settled cultivation with it 

the absolute right over such land. Also, the efficiency 

in cultivation and high productivity that gave prestige 

and power to the cultivators. In fact for the tribes 

fo~lowing terraced cultivation land became a more 

important determinent of power. 

18. J.H. Hutton, The Angami Nagas, Oxford University 
Press, Bombay, 1969, p. 73. 
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Angamis considered water as a very valuable 

property. The first man to dig a channel tapping some 

new stream acquired a right to draw water in the water 

channel to the exclusion of anyone else to tap the 

stream higher up. Certain large. streams were however 

regarded as common property and no special rights to 

this water could be established. The water that was 

drawn gradually became itself the subject of all sorts 

of rights, privileges, customs and inheritance, for 

instance, the over~low from the field of one person's. 

field may be utilized by another who had no connection 
' with him and may even belong to different village. The 

latter, by using the overflow, establishes, what might 

be called a •right of casement". Any attempt to turn 

the overflow to the fields of a third party even 

when bought by the owner of the water or to sell or 

otherwist"' to divert it from the existing user, was 

regardeo ~ illega1. 19 

Those Naga tribes such as Angamis and Tangkhuls 

which practiced terraced cultivation considered the 

terrace fields a highly valued possession. This may 

have been for its superiority over any other kind of 

19. Ibid., p. 73o 
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cultivation. For instance it yielded a very large 

return with less labour as compared to shifting culti

vation. The kind of rice being produced here was far 

superior and allowed the same land to be used year 

after y,ear without the necessity of shifting or a !low

ing it to lie fallow for many years. 

Among the Semas the third category of land took 

the form of absolute ownership in the hands of the 

chief and his dep~ties. The whole village land belonged 

to the chief and the deputy chiefs. And each land was 

parcelled out by the chief to the cultivatmrs. Here the 

relationship between the chief and the cultivators took 

the form of •father• and •Mughemi• (literally means 

"orphan") by a tie of land ownership. This was the 

beginning of the system of land holdings among the 

Semas. Whoever cultivated on his land become his 

"Mughemi" and he is in turn became a. •father• to 

them. The deputies also had their own Mughami as they 

had their own share of land given by the chief at the 

time when the village was founded. This relationship 

betwee·n the land owner and the cultivators went beyond 

the land being given out. Once a family became mughemi 

of the chief, the chief had to help him in many ways 

whenever it was needed. For instance whenever a person 



33 
. 

rv\t~ 

was too poor to find a bride (as the prideLwas very 

high) the chief helped him in paying the bride prices. 

Further, it became the duty of the chief that his mughemi 

did not go hungary. It was a big shame for the chief 

if a~yone of his mughemi went to another person for 

help. The mughemis in return for the land and the 

protection they get from the •father", worked for the 

land owner. They cultivated for the chief free or on 

payment of nominal wage in the form of salt. They 

also built the chief's house. Further the chief got 

a small portion of every animal killed in the chase and 
ftAcL 

also a small(of every ani~al killed during festival 

time. "The cultivators on the land of the chief 

and deputy chiefs became more or less permanent 
20 tenants". The tenants were expected to work for the 

chief and his deputies for some fixed days labour not 
21 more ~han twelve days in a year. Thus the Serna chief 

and his deputies had g~eat political as well as economic 

power and·control over their subjects. 

20. 

21. 

Hokese Serna, Emergence of Nagaland : Socio
economic and political transformation and the 
future, Vikas Publishing House Pvt. Ltd., 
Delhi 1986, p. 168. 

Ibid., p. 169. 
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OiAN3ES DlRil'll n-IE BRITISH PERIOD 

From time immemorial Naga tribes were living 

completely independent often with almost entirely self

contained economies. In course of time-, contact with 

the outside world came about in the following ways 

(1) Through raiding of the plains by the Nagas in 

retaliation against the kings who tried to subdue them; 

(2) Through the visits of tribemen to the plains lying 

along the base of the hills for commercial purposes; 

and (3) through the penetration of foreigners into the 

hills. The last made the greatest impact on Naga 

The Naga-- Ahom relationship is a study in 

alternating hostility and friendship. The Ahoms tried 

to subdue f\Jagas and were even defeated. But they could 

~ever make significant in roads into the Naga society. 

Often both sides tried to come to some compromi~e Which 

. ould end up in exchange of gifts. But soon there 

would be another war. This went on until the coming of 

the British to the Assam valley. Meanwhile regular 

contact between the hillmen coming down for trade 

failed to establish a cordial relationship with the 
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plainsmen. The hill people were looked upon as un-
22 

touchables. Since they had no such system/hierarchy 

or tradition on their own society, they could not 

understand or condone the arrogance of plains people. 

They. also experie need fraud and cheating from the 

people of the plain, during barter and transactions. 

This behaviour~largely shaped the attitude of hill 

people to the plains and ultimately · 

determined their stand-continued independence and 

statehood in the mid 20th century. 

Foreigners residing in the hills influenced the 

culture and mode of life of the Naga tribrs in numerous 

ways -- through modern medicine, by missionary propa

ganda, formal educa~ion, by display of adminis~ration 

and improvement of com8unication, by the presence of 

an armed force strong enough to support any uprising 

or inter tribal war. In the beginning the British 

were not in<Prested ir .a~:inq over the Naga Hills, most 

probably because econOI'iic ir.1porta nee of the country 

was not realisPd and as such the need to occupy or 

annex it, did not arise. Moreover Naga hills were 

22. Alemcheba Ao, Problems of Readjustment to a New 
Situation, special reference to the Naga tribes 
in 8Tribal Situation in India'' (ed) K.S. Singh, 
1972. 



dmstributed among many. The persons who succeeded in 

snatching this opportunity were often those with no 

here8i tary responsibility for the welfare of their 

kinsmen on fellow villagers. The introduction of a 

new economy thus entailed certain changes in the 

social organizdtion, causing social and economic distur-

bances particularly during the later part of the 19th 

century. 

But apart from bringing certain changes in the 

social orgc,nization, the British lE'ft the land system 

virtually intact. A regulation in 1896, known as 

Regulation V of 189( \' 2s passed. Under this Regula-

tion, rights of the village communities, as well as 

of individuals, over their respective territories, 

were recognised and annual tax in terms of number 

of houses, was collected. The earlier Regulation V 

of 1872 enabled an "inner line" to be drawn between 

the hill tribes and their neighbours in the plcins. 

The holding of land by strangers and the intercourse 

for trade purposes of collecting forest produce 
24 

beyond this line was prohibited or regulated. 

24. Baden-Powell, Land-System of British India, 
vol. III, Oriental Publishers, Delhi 1974, 
p. 452. 
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inaccessible to them. But then, the British sooner or 

later had to get themselves involved with the hill 

tribes particularly the Nagas in order to keep their 

interests going in Assam Manipur and Burma. 23 They 

had to prevent raids/plunder or any other form of 

agression by the Nagas on their subjects so as to 

protect their economic interests. 

The contact with the plains and the British 

ushered in a monitory mr:dium of exchange, ~he intro

duction of money tented to alter the local standard of 

wealth, power and influence. 

The moneyless economy had worked well with a 

clan system of society in which the various households 

depended upon their own efforts to supply their primary 

needs. Any surnlus over one's needs was distributed often 

in the form of publir rr.tErtainment (feasts of merit). 

But the cash P.conomy c:,c;nocd thr attitude of the 

people. It affordeo immrdiate opportunities to indi

vidvals to amass personal fortunes and to concentrate 

in to the hands of few, the means of production formarly 

23. Asoso Yunuo, The Risio9 Nagas, Delhi, 1977, p. 71. 
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Law for the government of the hill districts be

sides this 'inner line' Regulation, the Regulation of 

1880, as extended by Regulation III of 1884, ·could be 

applied to all the hill districts directly under admi

nistration as British territory. It enabled the boun

daries of such districts in respect of the adjoining 

-territory under the Regular law, to be fixed and it 

also enabled the chi~f commissioner to disclose that 

. any enactment not suiced to the place shall not be 
. d 25 1.mpose • 

The reasons for allowing the existing land 

system to continue may have been partly because the 

British found the land system highly well defined and 

perceived that it would not be in their interest to 

reform it. Experience had shown them that any attempt 

at reforming the triba 1 land sys tern and ways of life, 
w\..\c..\ 

had met with stiff resistancetreflected in various 

tribal upri~ings in different parts of India since 

the second quarter of 19th century. But while they 

took great pains to preserve them and to ensure that 

such change~as would inevitably come, would not be 

destructive, they failed to appreciate the economic 

25. Ibid., p. 452. 
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requirements of the hill people for technological 

advancement and other development. The christian . 
missionaries fallowed a rig;c,d policy of abolishing 

Naga ceremonies where indigenous traditions and not 

christianity were followed. •such ceremonies as the 

great feasts of merit, at which the religious aspect 

was far less important than the social had not been 

remodelled on christian lines but were completely 

abolished among converts. The tendency was to abolish 

abruptly the old things and substitute individualism 

for the strong community feeling which had enabled 
L6 the tribes to survive for so long". As the old 

customs were disturbed, the power and status attached 

to land also got indirectly affected. The impor~ance, 

and the value of land began to be directed towards 

acquiring private properties a~d wealth. 

In their attempt to exer i se> some control over 

Naga villages, the British colonial administration 

appointed what were called "Dubashis" or interpreter

cum-negotiators between the British and the Nagas. 

However, these Dubhashis did not significantly alter 

26. Alemchiba Ao, "Problems of Readjustment to a 
new situation (with special reference to the 
Naga tribes)" in Tribal Situation in India, 
K.S. Singh (ed) In3ian Institute of A3vanced 
Study, Simla 1972. 
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the power structure of the village since they usually 
27 

belonged to the ruling clan or chief's house. 

This chapter was presented largely a descriptive 

account of the land and power structure obtaining among 

various Naga tribes, the variety of systems of both 

goverment and· land ownership, and the consequent 

exercise of power. 

We see villages, that because of their size 

remained homogeneous, were able to practice high forms 

of democracy. And they were also able to resist the 

inroads of a market economy as they had similar 

characteristics which were founc in Marx's oriental 

system "the self-sustaining unity of manufacture and 

agriculture" (Hobsbowm, Karl Marx: Pre Capitalist 

Economic Formation, p. 33). 

We also saw how with settled terrace cultiva-

tion as among the Angamis, land became a more important 

determinent of power. 

In the following chapter as we examine in more 

27. 
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detail the tfpes if land system prevailing among the 

Tangkhul Nagas, we may be able to see more clearly how 

land and power re-inforce each other. We will also 

see how certain kind of agricultural practice led to 

privatiiation of land. 
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CHAPTER - I I I 

lAND SYSTEM AMON3 TI-!E TAN3KHUL NI\GAS 

This chapter deals with the tradition and practice 

among the Tangkhul Nagas with regard to land systemo It 

is the largest Naga tribe in Ma nipur and a study of this 

tribe may throw light on thP other Naga sub-tribes of 

the State as there are many similarities among them. 

Based on preliminary findings the study of this tribe 

has been broadly divided into ~huming .area and terrace 

area following the predominant type of cultivation 

which also reflects the ~xtent of privatization in land. 

This study will cover from pre-British period to British 

period. 

As it has been stated in the prr-vious ChaptPr 

each of the Naga villages was a sovereign state having 

its own administJ atioro :-Jnd following its own foreign 

pol icy. There was no CC> nl..ra 1 ised authority. But with 

the advent of the British, whatever Naga territories 

they could conquer were transferred to Assam and brought 

under 'normal administration'. The British administra

tion also used the Raja of Manipur in its effort to 



subjugate the rest of the Naga hills. 1 Most of these 

areas could not be conquered. The reason the British 

wanted to take over Naga Hills was to prevent their 

raids on the plains of Assam, particularly the tea gar

dens. As ".'t«>st of this rland had belonged to the Nagas 

and now they were keen to extract a fee for its use". 
2 

The ~eiteis (the Vaishnavite Hindu ethnif group in the 

valley), On their part used to invade the southern 

part of the Naga inhabited areas (mostly inhabited by 

Tangkhul Nagas) whenever they felt strong enough and 

extracted tributes. But they could never manage to con

quer and subj4~-<:.them permanently. 3 The Nagas in reta

liation to the invasion raided the Meitei-land. This 

went on until the establishment of the British in 

Manipur in 1891. The British for administrative con-

venience and in pursuance to their policy of 'divide 

and rule' fragmented the Naga hills and brought under 

differ~"nt administrativf: units. Thus, the present Naga 

tribes living in Manipur came under Manipur administra-

1. 

2. 

3. 

M. Alemche ba, A Brief His tor ica 1 account of Naga
land, Naga Institute of Culture, Kohima, Nagaland 
1970, p. 130. 

Hokese Serna, Emergence of Nagaland Socio-economic 
and Political transformation and the future, 
Vikas Publishing House Pvt. Ltd., Delhi, 1986, 
p. 14. 

Asoso Yonuo, The Rising Nalas a Historical & 
Political Stucy, Viyek Punishing House, Delni. 
1974, p. 45. 
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tion, by dividing the Naga hills, they undermined Naga 
4 unity as Lord Curzon had partitioned Bengal. Indeed 

the British had been successful in their scheme, for 

till today ~any of the Nagas are living as minmrity 

in various states of India and Burma except for the 

present Nagaland State which is carved out of a small 

portion from the Naga inhabited areas to be under one 

administration. Even though the inter state and 

Internationa 1 frontier arbi tra.rily divided the Nagas 5 

and w~aken their position to a great extent,they have 

maintained their ethnic and cultural affinity with 

each other. 

Tangkhul Nagas: The Tangkhuls occupy a comp<.1ct area and 

also the biggest hill area of about 6600 sq. km of the 

eastern zone of present Manipur state. The population 
6 according to 1981 Census was 82,962 and Tangkhuls 

tlie 7 
constitute one of the major tribe.s oflNagas. Their 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

Ibid., p. 369. 

The h~ga Nation and its struggle against fenocide, 
A Report by Internationa 1 Working Group o Inde- , 
genous Affairs, IWGIA Document 56, Copenhagen, 
1986, p. 

B.K. Roy Burman, Towards Poverty Alleviation 
Proiramme in Nagaland and Manipur, Mittal 
Pub ication, Delhi, 1984, p. 25. 

Census of India, Manipur, 1961, vol. XXII, 
Part VII, B. 
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immediate neighbours are the Mao-Maram Nagas on the 

West, the Chekesang, the Angamis and the Rengma Nagas 

on the North and North west, the Burma Tangkhuls now 

called the Somra Nagas on the north and north-eastern 

frontiers, the Maring, Anal, Mayon-Monsang Nagas on 

·the south-east; the Vaishnavite Meiteis in Man;pur, the 

valley to the south and south west. 

There are more than 300 Tangkhul villages of whmch 

about 250 are found in Manipur and the rest in Burma. 

The Tangkhuls practiced Council system with the here

ditary Chief as the nominal head in the village. 

PRE-BRITISH PERIOD 

Land System: All the three types of titlesbip/owner

ship seen in the previous chapter are also found among 

the Ta ngkhuls with some loca 1 variation. This may be 

due to th~ difference in the development of agricul

ture in the two areas- namely the pre-dominantly jhuming 

area south Tangkhul and predominantly terrace culti

vation area north Tangkhul. 8 Various factors may have 

brought about this difference between the two areas. 

Length of settlement, pressure on land and availability 

8. M. Horam, Naga Polity, B.R. Publishing House, 
Delhi, 1975, p. 5. 
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of water supply and favourable slopes/valleys may have 

made this difference in the agricultural practices 

possible. 9 

In the southern region pressure on land had 

been negligible until recently; hence they could com

fortably practice shifting cultivation without distur

bing the eco logica 1 ba la nee. It was also possible 

because of the difficult terrain in the south, terrace 
10 could not be constructed. According to Hudson, the 

'jhum' cultivators required high degree of skill to 

keep the fields ib their best condition and used some 

terracing methods in this effort. Davi~ is of the view11 

that "the terrace system spread northwards from Manipur 

until it reached the Angamis" and was adopte~ mainly 

because it gave better quality and better yield than 

any other system. 

Land under the Nominal Titleship of the Chief: Inspite 

of the differencP in their agricultural system in both 

10. 

11o 

E.W. Dun, Gazetter of Manipur, Vivek Publishing 
Company, 1981, Delhi, p. 28. 

T.c. Hudson, Naga Tribes of Manipur, p. 54. 

Davis, Angami Terracing 1891, in The Nagas in 
the 19th Century, ed. v. Elwin, p. 580-91. 
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the regions there was a similar practice of vesting 

the titleship of the entire village land in the office 

of the Chief and the Council. This was more of a nomi

nal and symbolic nature than actual. The right accorded 

by this titleship was restricted to the collP.ction of 

the token •land tax• on the cultivated jhum fields • 

. Even when it comes to another village using their land, 

as it happened among the small village using the big 

village's land, the chief charged only a nominal sum. 
~ 

This was for the ritual he performed before the clea~ing 

of the jungle for cultivation and also to show that the 

land belongs to his village. 

Clan Ti tleship of Com'luni ty Land: In both the regions 

we also find the second catPgory of land-holding systems 

viz. clan titleship and the community land. The 

com~unity land was directly under the control of Chief 

in Council whereas the land under the clan titl~ship 

could have been under the chief minus· the Counc::' or 

under any other ~·clan leader. 

As it has already been pointed out the two kinds 

of land ownership had been clubbed together because both 

were for community use. The only difference was that 
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whereas in the community land right of cultivation and 

extraction of resources were opened equally to all the 

members of the village 1 in the clan land, its use was 
O't\1 ~ • 

limited to the clan members l. However if a particular 

clan land was cnosen by the village chief and the 

council in the public meeting, such land could be made 

·used of by any of the village members. 

Among the Tangkhuls the village community land 

was usually made used of by the youngest son of the 

family. This may have been due to the kind of law of 

inheritance being practised. Here the eldest son got 

the lion's share of family's pror rty. (Property here 

would mean land. Being at a subsistence level their 

only property, unperishable wealth was land). In 

case there was no son the next kin inherited the 

property. If there was more than one son in-o.the family, 

the property is divided uneuqally among the sons and 

sometimes the youngest is left with nothing. This 

system also contributed to the privatisation of Community 

land. Sometimes if land is scare~"younger brothers" 

move out of the village in search of new land {Semas}. 

In this they were assisted by the elder brother and the 

members of the clano In return for help the younger 
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brother sent part of his harvests and hunting to his 
12 elder borther. This practice was continued by their 

descendants but as their emotional attachment towards 

each other faded slowly, this practice was turned to a 

form of duty. It de•eloped into a kind of 'land tax•. 

This way a network of vassal villagers came into exis

tence. Later in the beginning of the 19th century Kukis 13 

were also'settled on the basis of land tax,~n the 
14 Tangkhu1 area. But before this system development 

into a higher system of exploitation, the more powerful 

group at the Central valley of Manipur under the Meitei 

King started attempting to bring the Tangkhul areas 

under their subjugation and as a vessal. The most 

powerful Chiefs of Tangkhu1, namely the Hunphun {presen

tly known as Ukhrul) and Hundung Chief acknowledged the 

overlordship of the King of Manipur (Valley)e And 

though no formal agreement or o~der was made for the 

collection of the "La llup"_, 15 from the Ta ngkhuls within 

12. T. Lukkham, Wung (Ta ngkhul) Naga Okthot Mayonza, 
Imphal, 1961, p. 117. 

13. Kukis are one of the major tribes of Manipur. They 
differ widely from Na~as in their physical features, 
language, dress, as well as way of life even though 
they all belong to the allied tribes of Mongolian 
race. They have greater ethnic & cultural affinity 
with the Mizos. 

14. s .. Kanrei, Hunphun Thotrin Chan, Imphal, p. 25. 

15. •tallup" is a service to the state, which covered 
all the state works -.work for economic develop
ment in normal times, in times of war, military 
service. 
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their re~pective and tax system they readily agreed 

their service whenever convenient to do so. 16 The 

process of legitimizing the assumed claims by the 

Meitei did not however, continue as it was bilateral nor 

internally ~enerated process. And along with this 

the process of political centralization which was 

emerging was slowed down. 

ONnership Right of Utilization: It is in the third 

type of land ownership i.e. ownership right over which 

there was limited right and absolute right over the 

land. In the south Tangkhul, the former was found 

prevalent whereas in the north later was found more 

apparent. It could be said that this was mainly due to 

the kind of agricultural practice being carried out in 

each region. In the south where shifting cultivation 

is extensively followed, the village land was divided 

into several blocks, each block was made up of a number 

of plots belonging to se~eral households. But the blocks 

were under the titleship of a few previleged individual. 
17 According to Hungyo the ownership claim ovPr the blocks 

16. 

17. 

E.W. Dun, Gazetter of Manipur, Vivek Publish~ng 
House, Delhi, 1987, p. 28. 

P. Hungyo, Land Tenure System in the Hills of 
Manipur, Seminar paper: North East Indian Social 
Science Research, Shillong, On Land & Land 
Relationship in the Hills of N.E. India, May '81. 
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of land had be~n made at the time of their migration to 

their present villages. So only few households owned 

the block of land whose line of descent was directly : · 

linked with the ancestors who had owned the land, but 

he has not explained how only the few privileged indi

viduals came to .have the ownership. HOI''-ever going by tee 

system of hereditary chieftainship and hereditary clan 

representation in the village Council; clan titleship 

which had rose for someone to represent the community 

or the persons who might have borne the cost of the 

animal sacrificed in the ritual which was always performed 

befor~ thE cledring of the jungle in a particular block 

or area of land for cultivation for the first time, may 

have come to exercise ownership right over differrnt 

blocks of lanci. This was the beginning of land ownership 

over the land which hafbecome more absolu:te in the 

present century. This argument can be supported by the 
. ' 

fact that in most of the Tangkhul villages, consolida-

tion of land was maiimum by persons belonging to chief's 

and clan chief's families. But here, ownership right 

was limited by the fact that; (a) the blocks were made 

up of several small plots of land which belonged to many 

different households. The plot owners gave symbolic 

"land tax• to the block owner in the form of small amount 



of the harvest for having borne the cost of animal 

sacrificed at the time of ritual function by the same. 

This ritual function was performed to prop~tiate the 

gods for getting successful harvest. (b) Each time 

a new site for agricultural purpose and grazing grounds 

had to be decided upon, it was the village council along 

·with the community,was final. An individual as an owner 

of the land could not protest against the decision 

taken by the above in the public meE'ting. (c) Finally, 

the land which has come to be known as the family land 

could not go out of the clan e xC'ept in an extreme cases 

when there was no one Ibn the clan who could buy it" 

But tnis happened only on rare occasions. The o· :,··r 

of the land shoulci always first give pref~rence to his 

clansmen at a nominal rate. With regard to terrace 

field as a particular area was being cultivated year 

after year and was being oev~loped, it came to acqfuired 

the charact-Eristics of permanent ownershipo In the 

words of Hudson "by means of long and a~duous labour, 

a field may be built up and provided with water so that 

the large terraces represent the expenditure of a vast 

amount of energy and farming ability as well as much 

t . 1 . . k . 11• 18 A th th prac 1ca eng1neEr1ng s 1 .:. . mong e nor erners 

18. Toe. Hudson, The Naga Tribes of Manipu,!', Delhi 
1984, p. :xJ. 



except in the extreme north-east of the Tangkhul inhabited 

areas each household in the village owned at least one 

or two terrace fields. 

There are two types of terrace fields which were 

found in "abundance11 in this region. They are 'A.kang 

~· and 'Raiyi .bl4.' (dry and wet paddy fields). The 

difference in the two lay in the modes of irrigation. 

The former depended on the monsoon rain. So except for 

the rainjy season the paddy remains dry throughout the 

year. With regard to Raiyi lui all through the year 

it is well irrigated and well manured by means of 

channels alony which the water was often brought from 

very long distances. As it was among the Angamis, here 

also we find a mass of customs relating to the equitable 

distribution of water throughout the terraces. 19 The· 
().Y\0-. 

highest fields got the v·1ater first,l.to prevent its wastage 1 

intricate channel allowed it to go to the lower fields. 

In fact the ov·nr·r of the field was required to be very 

careful in prr-s1 rvir:g water so that the lower fields would 

get enough. R0iyi lui ar mostly located quite far from 
20 the village settlement area as water could be found 

19. 

20. 

Ibid., p. ::0. 

R. Erown, Terracing, in the Nagas in the 19th 
Century, Ed. V.Elwin, Oxford Univ. Press, Bombay 
1969, p. 589. 
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far down near the big streams and rivers. Akang lui 

were located much closer to the village settlement. 

But the Raiyi and Akang luis were located nearer the 

villa·ge settlement than the jhum fields. Jhum fields 

were far from home as this cultivation depended on the 

.thickne-ss of the jungle which would produce more soil 

nutrients after slashing and bUvning. Between the two 

terrace fields Raiyi lui was and is a much priced poss

ession than Akang lui. This is because Raiyi involved 

less labour, and produced more yield and finally the 

field was kept well irrigated all year round, and fish, 

snails could be found in abundance in this fic-lo. 

When it comes to "land tax" it was not just the 

nominal land tax in the shifting cultivation. Here 

a proper tax in the form of paddy was paid to the field 

owners by the cultivators. While fixing the amount of 

paddy to be paid, all considerations were taken into 

account, such as availability of water, the amount of 

labour to be used vis-a-vis, the genf-ral yields of the 

same f-ield, the size of each compaJtments of the fields 

(each paddy field is made up of several compartments). 

If the size of each compartments was big, then there 

would be less retaining walls to be worked upon and also 
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be easier to piou~~. hence less labour would be required. 

The payment for the Akang lui was usually one-fifth to 

two-fourth of the harvest of the year. For Raiyi lui 

as it was superior inemany ways, the payment may be from 

one-third to half of the tota 1 harvest. There was no 

fixed amount of rent. It depended ent~rely upon the 

agreE>ment betweEn the land owner and the tenant, Usually 

depending on oth~r's field was in an exceptional case, 

as most of the familiEs had their own fields. In case 

their fields could not produce enough for the family, 

they worked on the clan land or the community land. As 

already noted e~ch f~m~ly owns at least one or more 

Akang luis. Although tl:cre was no social bar for the 

t ~ . . 1 . 21 th tl d commoners o own rta:J.y:l :.n, ey were mos y owne 

by persons in the upper sections of the society and in

herited by birth e.g. persons belonging to the Chief's 

immediate family, the eldest family of the cla~ etc. 

The::-e were few commoners who owned Raiyi lui by dint 

of hard work and skill. 

From our discussion so far we have had in this 

Chapter, it has e~erged that there had been gradual 

21, Kh~~im Ruivah, Land Ownership and its problems 
Arnon.y the Tangkhuls, Seminar paper, 'f\E.ISSR 
Shil ong, 1981, p. 8. 



r:: .' ' vu 

process of privatization of land both in extent and in 

depth over the years. However in the southern region, 

right on land has remained limited ownership. This 

corresponds with the prevailing agricultural practice 

namely shifting cultivation. In the north cultivation 

on terrace field has enabled the individual to c.o..lti

vate on the same land which facilit&.kt its further 

development that in turn led to claim of absolute 

right over it. The study also shows that the general 

trend had been for the chiefs and heads of clans to 

consolidate their hold over the land in both region. 

BRITISH PERIOD 

With the establishment of British administration 

in Manipur in 1891 the surrounding hill areas were 

gradually occupied "due to the necessity of protecting 

h b . t f . d n 22 Bri tis su Jec s rom Naga ra1 s o This occupied hill 

areas were brought under the 9ritich political agent. 

However in the hills they also foJ ~nwed thP policy of 

non-inte~ference as they had done in the Naga hills. 

They •devised a system of administration which allowed 

22. The Imperial Gazetter of India. vol. VI, Oxford 
at the Clarendon Press, 1908, p. 34. 
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the hillmen to run their affairs along traditional 

lines". 23 

24 In the words of Baden-P1PNell, .. the reason for 

devislng •A simple form of administration" for following 

the policy of non-interference in the hill areas were 

~because they •are not advanced enough to be under the 

same civil criminal and revenue laws as the other 

districts of the plains•. If we have to analyse from 

the economic aspect the British had nothing to gain 

from this area. Secondly the area was inaccessible 

and the Nagas had always remained unsubdued. Thirdly 

the social set-up and pattern of land system was 

different from the plain area. And as such the Rules 

an d Regulations or the Land Acts which operated in 

the plain area could not be applied in the hills. The 

indigenous syst0m of land system was retained vert~ally 

unchanged so i~stead of land revenue a 'house tax• of 

Rs 2.00 wa~. rc:.:lised annually from each household as a 

recognition of their overlordship. 

23. 

24. 

Furer Haimendorf, Tribes of India : The Struggle 
for Survival, Oxford University Press, Deihl, 
1982, p. 35. 

B.H. Baden-Powell, Land-Sfistem of British India, 
vol. III, Oriental Publis ers, Delhi 1974, p. 451. 
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Although there was no change in the economic 

pattern of the Tangkhuls based on agricultures or more 

precisely land relationship, the introduction of currency 

by the British had led to the alteration of the local 

standard of wealth, power and influence to some extent. 
-

The British government also introduced the western 

system of education assisted by the missionaries to 

bring the Nagas in touch with modern civilization and 

use educated class as a link between the ruler and 

the ruled. The missionaries were more interested 

in proselytesing, hence sent the educated persons to 

different villages to pr:-ach the principles of Chris-

tian religion. These preachers also became educators 

too as education would accelerate the pace of the 

spread of the gospel. So in the process the missionaries 

became chief agents for imparting education to the 

Nagas. With the rise of new elite class -- the preachers, 

pastors, educated class who worked for the British 

administrators the position of the trcditional power 

holders seemed to have been weakened to ~orne extent. 

Power and status attached to the land got indirectly 

affected as alanda as the most important factor for 

gaining status and influence in the society was 

challenged by the introduction of currency and education. 
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I 

The two factors, education and newly found wealth-currency 
'· 

had made it possible to put pressure for, modllyi,ng the 

traditional land ownership sy~,tem where the be\St part 

of the terrace fields were under the ownership of the 

upper section of the,society. 

The three types of land systems under the 

council system seemed to have worked satisfactorily. 

The practices under these systems sePms to have been 

in harmony with the nature and soci~-ty. In the 

next chapter we sh~ll make an attempt to examine 

how far the process of "mooernization", the intro-

duction of different administrative structur~ and 

lecal systems of land, among the Nagas as a whole 

have succeeded in bringing aboit a process of different 

administrativE structures and legal systems on land, 

among the Nagas as a v.Lole have succeeded in bringing 

about a process of de''r- lopment in wt,ich nature and 

society continue a :'yr.,biotic rt'lationship. 
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OiApTER - IY 

LAND RElATIOI'S AND TRADITIONAL POWER STROCTtRE IN THE 

POST INDIA •S INDEPENDEN:E 

With the incursions made by market forces, the 
< ' 

church, the forma! education system, electoral politics, 
' 

the continuing Naga National movement and ~ilitarization 

of Naga areas, the whole social fabric of the people has 

'been under tremendous pressure to change. 

A progressively strengthening centre in New Delhi 

and its civil and armed wings operating in what now 

became a ~eriphery, the Naga poli~y reacted in several 

different ways. So did the land structure and the dis

tribution of power. 

Immediately as military repression intensified and 

an armed struggle for retaining indPpend~nce began, massive 

displacement of people from their lands took place for 

at least a decade starting in 1953-54-~eople were unable 

to cultivate and often forced to live in jungles for long . 
periods of time. This power to displace had the major 

implications.. It showed (a} that an alternate extremely 

strong power center was now in existence and (b) that 
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land ownership and control needed to be strengthened as 

it was in fearful danger of being lost. So, even if the 

traditional modes of land ownership and usage came back 

to some ·form of normality and tradition, the whole legi

timacy of the power structure was shaken. In fact, the 

policy of the centre was now directed towards breaking 

up those power centres in the periphery that in any way . 
threatened the exercise of its sovereignty. So that even 

while adopting ideals of protecting diversity, a massive 

socio-political and military drive was initiated in the 

area with a view to winning loyalty and/or forcing sub

jugation. State machinery adopted an unsympathetic atti

tude towards the local institutions and practices inclu

ding the traditional land ownership patterns, the judi~ 

ciary and educational systems and tried to undermine them. 

Even the 'development' schemt-s undertaken at the villages 

by the state are, either by design or coincidence, geared 

towards weakening thr traditional institutions. 

Attempts will be made in the succeeding paragraphs, 

to bring out the impact of the market economy, modern 

legal system and education, church, national movement, 

militarization of the Naga areas and electoral politics 

on the land system and power structure. This study will 

be restricted to the period beginning from 1947 when India 

became independent upto 1986. 
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QiAl'llES IN LAND AND POWER STRUCTlRE 

The transfer of state power from the British to 

the Indi.an National Congress in 1947, was not followed 

by any serious attempt at carrying out land reformation 
c 

in Naga areas. Th~ colonial government limited itself 

to the collection of •annual house tax• from the villages 

through the chief and the council of elders by way of 

revenue collection. As such there was no occasion for 

carrying out land assessment or for recording the land 

practices in the area. The government, in the post colo

nial period has been simply continuing the practice of 
1 collecting "house tax" annually. However, here is a 

mark difference between the two governments in their 

attitudes and practices concerning the land question. 

British government nPither questioned the authority of 

the village community over its land exercised through 

thP chiPf and the village council, nor the judicial system. 

The fact that thP~e was no written record~r~garding both 

these and was never used as a ground for bringing in on 

the sly systems alien to the area. In the post indepen

dence period, the state has been found on several 

1. Manipur Annual Administration Report 1957, p. 5. 
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occasions making conscious efforts at completely destro

ying the rights of the ownership, rights of the village 

over its land. It has among others, sought to interpret 

the 'absence of written land record', as the absence of 

rights either of the individual or of the community over 

the land. On this premise Ma nipur govenrnent took over 
-land from certain village and refused to pay compensation 

to that village. The affected village had to go to the 
2 ,court for reinforcing its right. In fact under different 

administrative and economic planning programmes, the 

public and private agencies (in the name of economic 

development, land reclamation, soil conservation, better 

utilization of land etc.) have encouraged "feudal land

lordismu. For instance lands which have not.been delineated 

by custom as belonging to any particular lineage or 

family has been interpreted to mean that an enterprising 

individual belonging to the community can apprepriate any 

amount of resource out of the community land for personal 

benefit. ..Under this notion, a person in a Manipur tribal 

village was encouraged by a development agency to clear 

60 acres of land for teak plantation, but the village 

community forced the person to give up the venture. It 

2. Roy Burman, Census of India 1961, p. l.XLIV, Delhi. 



was agreed that every person has a right to a •fair share" 

of common resource, and ••• he cannot go much beyond his 

'fair share•, and thereby adversely affect the interests 

of others. 3 

More serious was the confusion about the nature of 

right which is enjoyed by the chief of the community (his 

rights of allocation of resources to individuals within 

the community). Frequently, there has been a tendency 

to treat him as the owner of the land and not only 

commercial concerns but also target obsessed development 

agencies to take over resources of the community by 

settli~g matters with him. 4 But unfortunately such kind 

of outside influence have been generally rejected by 

the chief and by the community. 

Till today, there has not been any attempt to codi

fy the land system in Nagaland, excepting a small area 

of about 259 sq. km., the Dimapur Mauza. This area is 

a plain ar~a and lies in the southwest of the state, which 

was surveyed previously as part of the former state of 

Assam, where the Assam Land and Revenue Regulations apply. 

3. B.K. Roy Burman, •North-East India :Where Gandhi's 
concept of Trusteeship is an Trial•, contributed 
on the Seminar •A Social Worker's Conference of 
North-East India", Doimuk, Arunachal Pradesh, 
June 29, 1987, pp 3-4. 

4. Ibid., p. 4. 
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The rest of the state has not yet been surveyed no..,.. any 

ownership has been recorded. The only legal framework 

for determining the right to cultivate land is the jhum

land Regulation Act of 1970. 5 Under this Act jhum land 

has been defined as a land of shifting cultivation or 

grazing.land on which a member or members of a village 

or community have customary right. The Act has accepted 

the customary right of a community or a village provided 

i~ is under such utilization for not less than 30 years. 

The Act also prevents sale or transfer by any means of 

jhumland outside the village or community without the 

permission of the Deputy Commissioner of the District 

given on the recommendation of the Village and Area 

Council. 6 

"Regarding the ownership of land, it is to be 

determined on the basis of tradAtionally recognized cus
'7 tomary rights which arP at presPnt not coeified•. In 

the event of any dispute tr.:H1 itional and customary laws 

were propounded and interprnted by thP village councils 

and were effectively applied. 8 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

Report on the Agricultural Census of Nagaland, 1976-77 
p. 21. 

B.B. Ghosh, •pattern of use and ownership of Land in 
Nagaland•, in Land Reforms and Peasant Movement : A 
Studr of North-East India, ed., Atul Goswami, Osmans 
Pub! cations, Gauhati, 1986~ p. 185. 

Draft Fifth Five Year Plan {1974-79), vol. II, 
Government of Nagaland, p. 1. 

S.P. Shutla & A.K. Aggarwal, Agriculture in No~th
Eastern Re~ion, National Publishing House, New Delhi 
1986, p. 8 • 
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In Manipur the attempt at codification of the system 

in the hill areas appears to have been made by the Manipur 

State Hill people's Regulation 1947 and the Manipur Hill 

areas (Acquisition of chief's Rights Act, 1967. Even 

in the said regulation of the first, the rights of the 

villagers to the land have not been defined, the Regula

tion contains in its schedule only the lists of villages 

i~ the various sub-divisions with the number of taxable 

houses in each village. There is no record to show the 

lands in the possession of the various villagers though 

as stated by Hodson (Naga tribes of Manipur) the boun

daries of hill villages were well defined. 9 In the same 

Regulation we find that from section 60 to 64, 10 provi

sion has been made for settlement of disputes regarding 

the ownership of land, right of cultivation over land 

regarding village boundaries. This is in effect a recog

nition of the traditional rights over the land and its 

use 2mong the tribes. The second Act, •The Manipur Hill 

Area (Acouisition of Chief's Rights) Act 1967, provides 

for taking over the traditional rights on payment of 

compensation. •The legislation, however, could not be 

9. 

10. 

Roy Burman, Census of India 1961, p. LXLIV 

The Manipur Code Part II, Government of Manipur, 
Law Department, Imphal 1963, p. 82. 
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brought into operation due to local resistence•. 11 In 

a sense the effect of any new legislation from the centre 

regarding land has been minimal in Naga areas as compared 

to hill and tribe people elsewhere. So except for the 

shrinka.ge of land under the clan titleship and col'llllunity 
. 

·land and more of it getting privat-ized, the three types 

of land system have remained. 

FACTORS RESPONSIBLE FOR CHAf'.GES IN lAND AND POWER STRtX;TURE 

The reason for not having brought land reforms in 

Nagaland state has been given in the Draft Fifth Five 

Year Plan (1974-79) as •the problem of land reforms in 

Nagaland is basically different from that of other states". 

And it went on to say that "in this state there are no 

large mechanized firms or concentration of large land 

areas in the hands of a few persons; on the other hand, 

fragmentation of holdings also does not exist and there 

is no immediate need for any massive effort for consoli

dation of holdings. It has therefore not been found 

necessary to initiate any legislation or any specific 

administrative measures for fixing any ceiling on land 

holdings or to arrange for there are also no problems ari

sing out of sub-tenancy•. 12 

11. 

12. 

S.P. Shukla and A.K. Aggarwal, Agriculture in North
Eastern Region, National Publishing House, New Delhi 
1986, p. 80. 

Draft Fifth Five Year Plan {1974-79}, vol. II, 
Government of Nagaland, p. 1. 
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The reasons given in the Draft are true and that 

they could be applied to other Naga inhabited areas out

side Nagaland also. But besides the above reasons it may 

also be because the political implications of change which 

definttely would intensify conflict. The government is 

aware of the relationship of the tribal communities with 

their respective territories which frequently constituted 

~ymbols of their unity. Any scheme of development which 

may cause dissociation of the tribal community from its 

traditional r~sources is therefore likely to led to dis-

organization. The independence movement of the Nagas under 

the leadership of Naoa 1-lational Council (N>.:c, formed in 

1946, representing all t •· Naga tribes, to '--,e the voice 

of the Naga pf·ople) since the 1940s and the Mizo movement 

for an independent state since the 196C;s under the JV,izo 

Nationa 1 Front had drawn immence strength from the genera 1 

fear of being deprived of their land. The Mizo movem~nt for 

independence has ended with the signing of the accord bp'· -. '~ 

MNF and the Union Government of India. In the ca so of U1r 

Nagas the independence movement is still going on. This movP-

ment has been partly responsible for changing.the tr0ditional 

power structure. At the same time many other factors such as 

the custom of heredity, pdpulation, money economy, education, 

the church, militization, legal system and electoral politics 

have been of no les~ import a nee. These factors have 
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acted in various ways as agents of change. The first 

three factors -- custom of heridity, popu~ation, money 

economy had the direct bearing in fragmenting the family 

and community land. This had led to the intensification 

of privatized land. 

(a} Heredity, Population: Howe'\ler much different the 

mode of inheritance in each tribe, it led to fragmenta

tion of family land and the community owned land. As 

different from other Naga tribes among the Aos, 13 

AngamisJ 14 t·he family land was equally divided among 

the sons with some difference in the Angami tribe in the 

sense that the youngest son in addition to his share 

inherits the property retained by the parents till their 

last days. Among the Tangkhul, Mao, Serna etc. major por

tion of the family property goes to the eldest son. The 

remaining is divided among the rest in order of seniority 

with the youngest getting the least. This fragmentation 

of land went on with the passing of each generation and 

the increase in the population. In order to meet the 

shortage of land each family started to make use of the 

community land. Once such land was being used year after 

13. 

14. 

Mukul Chakraborti and Dipak Mukher:i, Indian Tribes, 
p. 190, Calcutta, 1971. 

J.H. Hutton, The Angami !~gas, Oxford University 
Press, Bombay, 1969, p. l09. 
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year by the same family it became their owb, only limited 

by the fact that land could not be alienated outside the 

village. 

(b) Mo_ney Economy, E;ducation, The Church: Money economy 

had multiple roles as an agent of change. With its intro

duction in the area land could be made available as a 

commodity although it was limited by the fact that clan 

members were given first preferences in the transfer of 

family lando If there was no one from the clan who could 

pay the land it may be sold off to any one in the village. 

However it was only on rare occasions the fa~ily land 

ever went out of the clan. Moreover this would not have 

been possible but for the money as a medium of ~xchange. 

Further, money economy made private ownership of terrace 

field more complete. For example terrace fields were 

opened to anyone, even from other village, for collecting 

snails, fish v,•atering cattle etc., but the introduction 

of pesiculture (for commercial purpose) has led to owners 

closing the fields from others. Village councils in 

most village have accepted this fact. 

The privately owned land of the village chief and 

chiefs' of the village clans have shrunk too. They sold 

off part of their land in order to meet the requirements 
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of the changing time. Often land had to be sold off for 

sending their children for education. This happened with 

most of the families with the setting up of various esta

blishments such as schools, hospitals,government offices, 

and the church, ·even the most illiterate and poor know 

that the educated children, when grown up will get jobs 

which will raise tbeir standards of living. In Manipur, 

to a lesser count the parents also have to sell off the 

share of their childrens• land for buying jobs. It may 

be pointed out here that in Manipur large amount of money 

is involve in getting even clerical jobs. The present 

trend is job in preference to land. In fact in terms of 

importance, land is being relegated into the secondary 

position. Thus land which had been the basis of wielding 

power and hence the traditional power is changing hands 

frequently. Now those who do not possess such land can 

exercise influence to a considerable extent if they are 

educated and employed accordingly. 

Most of the people who are away from their village 

as they had to work in the sub-division OY district head 

quarters or other towns have kept close link with the 

village. Whenever there is any important decisions to 

be taken regarding village affairs they make· sure to be 

there. Even when it comes to church also they would do 

the sa~e thing. In fact the job holders regularly send 

their monthly ti~ to the churgh back home. 



Each of the village whether big or small have a 

church and the church plays a big role in the village. 

Specially the pastor of the church. For instance tra

ditionally visitors would go to the house of the chief 

first. But now visitors either go to the chief's or the 

pastor's house. The pastors are consulted in all the 

. impbrtant issues of the village for the simple reason that 

th~ large majority are members of the church. In this 

way the spread of christianity and the new education 

and with it the setting up of goverhment administration 

schools etc. which produces teachers, officials, greatly 

reduced the traditional power. Among some of the Naga 

tribes the traditional leaders particularly the hereditary 

chiefs of aristocratic blood had remained bulwarks of 

conservatism and had taken very lo~ to avi:il themselves 

of such facilities as school education. When they finally 

came around they were not in a position to catch up with 

those families who had taken advantage of ·the new facili

ties made available to them. So now we .find that the 

leaders of the village are not necessarily from the 

chief's family. The erosion of the authority of the 
15 chiefs is thus noticeable in all the village. Even-

though the officials of the administration and the pastor 

15. Haimendorf, The Naked Nagas, Vikas Publishing House, 
Delhi, 1976, p. 243. 



of the church treat such chiefs with great courtesy and 

consideration, they often find it more convenient to work 

in most cases with the educated members of the community. 

Even in terms of celebrating festivals, although the time 

and reason of the festival remained the same as the old 

ones celebrated by ~heir forefathers, the names and the 

me~hod of waship and sacrifices have been changed in 

order to go with the christian way of live. 

(c) Legal System, Militarization: The level of repre-

session has also diminished the power of the chiefs and 

village councils through the creation of alternate cen-

tres such as police and army posts, district magistr2tes, 

district councils etc. Earlier there was no such need 

for police and the army. The village council under the 

leadership of the village chief carried out all the admi

nistrative and judiciary ~ork smoothly and effici~Rtlv. 

There were very rare occurence of crime. If there was 

any trial for such event, it was prompt, just and ligiga~ts 

did not have to spend much except for a potful of rise 

beer for the councillors and everyone present in the 

court to drink while the case was being heard. Now as 

the power of the village council had been weakened by 

the establishment of various district magistrates and 

courts most of the cases are fought in the government 
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courts, far away from home involving so much money time 

and energyo Instead of helping the poor getting fair 

trial it has become so Cumbersome and complicated and 

beyond the reach of the common people. For instance the 

Manipur {Village Authorities in Hill Area) Act 1956, 16 

see~s to drastically change the basis and the working of 

th.e time tested traditional institution with little 

regard for the local situation. First of all this Act 

allowed for the elected representatives to the village 

authority every three years and do away with the repre

sentation of members from each clan. Secondly the chief 

of the village shall be the ex-officio chairman.Where 

there is no such chief, chairman shall be elected by the 

members of the village authority from among themselves. 

Thirdly the village authority can try cases of village 

disputes according to IPC (Indian Penal Code) and the 

crimina 1 procedure~.. Fourthly a 11 the proceedings of the 

village authority should be recorded in Manipuri. The 

villages in the hill ar~as were ordered to follow it. 

But none of the villages did elect members to the village 

~~authority for several reasons. (1) The requirement of 

the Act for elected representatives is against the 

16. The Manipur Code Part I, Government of Manipur. 
Law Department, Imphal, 1963, pp. 107-122. 



traditional practice of consensus arrived through the 

mediation of the clan elders. (2) 'the imposition of IPC 

and Cr.PC in the administration of law and order and 

justice demanded right degree of training in modern 

legal profession. (3) Making Manipuri the sole language 

of the village authority is not tenable since most of the 

vil_lagers do not speak that lang~e. (4) Limiting the 

jurisdiction of the village authority to the i~sues having 

values not more than~ 200.00 (civil) and~ 500.00 (cri

minal) practically disqualified the village authority 

from handling most of the cases. (5) The appointment of 

the First class Magistrate as the authority for the 

removal of the offending members of the village authority 

from the office, also takes away the p6wers of the people 

to put constant check on the activity and conduct of 

the members concerned. 

In tlw face of obvious disputes, the state chose 

to push thF Act into the village through the back door. 

It has trc.:JtPd the clanvvise representation as 'Elected.' 
~ ~ 

But~made conscious attempts~cutting down the authority 

of the village council by constantly questioning the 

authority of the village council to handle disputes over 

matters involving values •highera than~ 200.00 and 

Rs ::00.00 and cancelling the council decisions with 



contempt. Thus the introduction of the Act has consi

derably weakened the village court as people can always 

go to the district magistrate or higher court and start 

the same thing all over again. Several organisations 

including the Ta ngkhul Naga Tribe Co unci 1 (Ta ngkhul Naga 

Long) have made representation against the imposition of 

the. said Act withoot result. Since India's independence 
17 in terms of judiciary power the Range Councils of the 

various Naga tribes have become defunct. The Range 

councils and the Tangkhul Naga Long have been limited 

to cultural aspect of each tribes to preserve the customs 

and culture and to a limited extent to promote common 

interests of each Naga tribes. 

According to the change of time it may be necessary 

to bring change~n the society. But before bringing the 

changes a proper study of the alr0ady existing traditions 

and customs should be studied properly. So that. the new 

changes would be suitable to the nature and society in 

questiono Any legislations for bringing changes which 

are so alien and not suited to the people would do more 

17. The Range Council was made up of the village fall
ing under a particular zone. The Tangkhul Naga 
areas were divided into three zones and the Tahgkhul 
Naga Long was the apex body of the three zones ( 
R.R. Shimray, Origin and Culture of Nagas, p. 102). 



harm than benefit the people. It would be wrong to dis

card everything old as bad and outdated. Any new. legis

lations should be made in such a way that the best of 

both -- "tradition" and "modern• could be blended ~ogether. 

In Nagaland taking into account the important 

functions played by the ~illage council, •Nagaland villages 

and Area Council Act, 19788
, was passed. Under this Act 

there are inter-village Area councils and village coun

cils. This may be taken as an improvement to the already 

existing village council keeping in mind the exegencies 

of time. As the Naga villages are no more isolated 

village-states there is the need for taking up various 

development projects together with other villages which 

would go a long way. Apart from administration of justice 

the powers and duties of the village council, the Act 

allows for the setting up of a Village Development Board. 

The m.:Jin objective of this board is to draw the direct 

p0rticination or involvement of the villagers in deve-

lopmPnt of the villagers in development programmes of 

th . 11 18 E Vl ageso 

The state government has tried to channelise deve

lopmental programmes through this board. This is in a 

18. Bo K. Roy Burman, Towards Poverty Alleviation Pro
grammes in Nagaland and Manipur, Mittal Publications, 
Delhi 1984, p. 40. 
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way a change from the earlier tendency of the state govern

ment not to recognize the communal character of the re

source as the basis\- for flow of developmental input. 

According to Roy Burman, "it is only after the establi

shment of the village Development Boards in Nagaland ••• 

that the communit~ is being recognized as the resource 

owning unit to a limited extend even for the flow of 

d~velopmental input". 19 So by the Act, the village 

council got back some of its powers and functions to main

tain and control their community affairs. Yet their 

powers and functions to a great extent has been eroded 

by the introduction of much more powerful acts. It will 

be relevant to give a brief account of the Naga nationa

lists movement before we go further to understand as to 

how such a situation has come about. According to Rev 

Nuh20 the genesis of Naga political resistance started 

in A.1J. 1228 when the Th,-liS invaded Assam. The same 

rPsistance was done to th• '"J,ri tish till 1880". And 

goes on to say that "thP actual I\laga political exodus 

started in 1929, asking thP British to leave Nagas as a 

19. 

20. 

Ibid., p. ll. 

Rev. V.K. Nuh, Nagaland Church and Politics, 
Vision Press, Kohima 1986, p. 127. 



"Free Nation•. Then on 1· ~th August 1947., NOC declared 

complete independence of t~e Naga people. The NNC invited 

the Indian Union to send ol servers at the time of holding 

of voluntary plebiscite. I1 May 16, 1951, plebiscite 

was held to ascertain the views of the Naga people on 

two basic issues: 

(1) WhPther they wanted to remain in India or to be 

a separate Independent ;tate; and 

(2) to repudiate the charge of the Indian goverrroent 

that NNC was supported br only a minority of the 

people. 

It has been claimed that ·he result of this plebis

cite was 99% of the Naga people V1 ting for freedom from 

India. The result convinced the l\'C that the Naga people 

as a whole had opted for independerce and that verbal 

supnort from other Naga areas added to their conviction. 

Th• :;lebisci te froms with thumb irnpr -:.ssions were sent 

to Vw Government of Indiao 21 

After the plebiscite the NOC a·~ tempted to negotiate 

with Delhi, but the Union Governnent r'fused to listen 

to their call for total independence. The Nagas had 

21. Asoso Yonuo, The Rising Nagas, p. 202. 
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refused to participate in the first general elections 

of 1952; and when the Indian and Burmese Prime Ministers 

visited the Naga hills in 1953 and banned the Nagas from 

making any representation to the visitors the Nagas dis

persed from the reception meeting they themselves had 

organized at Kohima. Ever since then several regiments 

were sent into the Naga areas and gradually the entire 

area came to be under the military rule. Unfortunately 

instead of trying to find solution through negotiation, 

the only solution though~ of has been to increase the 

power of the army over the Naga areas by introducing various 

draconian Acts. To na:.,e a few-- (1) Assam Maintenance 

of Public Order of 1953; (2) Nagaland Security Regula

tion Act 1962; (3) North-East Armed Forces Special Powers 
22 

Act of 1972. The Armed Forces Special ?ower Act vests 

23 with the military with vast powers. Once an area is 

declared disturbed and t•\·r- armed forces moved into the 

arPa civil rule virttJa lly comes to an end. The tradi-

tional village institutions and authorities are suppressed. 

Whenf'ver the army patrol enters any village the chief and 

22. Luithni and Haksar, Nagaland File, p. 232. 

23. Under the various special acts security personnel 
have wide and arbitrary powers to arrest and 
search people and homes without warrant and at 
any time of the day or night. 
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the members of the village council would be the first to 

be picked/rounded up· for interrogation in which often 

third degree method is widely used. As such most of the 

counter -- insurgency methods adopted in the area by 

the state has come to constitute the most important agent 

of -denigrading and destroying the traditional power centre/ 

v~llage council. 

The army camps of the villages (villages without 

army camps are exceptions} are constructed on the village 

community land. The state would, ~ugh the army camp, 

further, prohibit the community from exercising tts right 

of extracting/developing and protecting forest resources 

from the adjoining areas. Often the forest resources on 

the occupied areas and the surrounding forest are extra-

cted by the agents of the state. This outright suppre

ssion of the fundamenta1 rights of the people gravely 

harms the cause of the village council. Further in the 

name of security villagers are forced to clear off trees 

on both sites of the entire length of the road up to 
24 fifty yards. All these adds to the rapid decline of 

the traditional authority. 

24. Nothing is paid to the village for the occupied 
land and the resources thereon and the labour 
extracted. • 



(d) Electoral Politics: The present state of Na4Jaland 

came into being in December 1st 1963. It comprises of 
25 the Naga Hills and Tuensang areas only. The larger 

portion of the Naga areas remained with Manipur, Assam 

and Arunachal Pradesh. Thanks to the British and cour

tesy to the Centre; a large chunk of Naga areas that had 

re.mained free from foreign control through out the history 

has been claimed by Burma. The Nagas boycott of the 

general elections of free India (1952 and 1957) was total 

in Naga Hills and Tuensang Areaso This boycott was demon

stratiod of resolved of the Nagas to resist India's impo

sition and their determination to live as a separate 

nation. In 1962 which was the third general election, 

the Union Government of India did not make any attempt 

to conduct election in the Naga Hills and the Teunsa ng 

areas. However the Naga leaders in Manipur fought the 
on 

electionsLthe plank of the merger of their areas with 

Naga land. 26 

On 22 March 1956, NNC proclaimed a Naga Federal 

Goverrnent {NFG) at Phensenyu village in Rengma area. 

25. 

26. 

Statistica 1 Hand Book of Naga land~ 1966, Govern
me nt of Nag ala nd , p. 1. 

R.P. Singh, Electoral Politics in Maniour, Concept 
Publishing Co., New Delhi, 1961, p. 56. 



Along with it a constitution was adopted. Th@ Government 

under this constitution had to function with clearly 

demarcated division of pow~r and rPsponsibility indica:ting 

a degree of political maturity. To safeguard its newly 

declared independence and nationhood, the Naga Government 

raised its own army. The armed conflict which nad begun 

in 1954 went on between India and the Nagas till 1964 

when an agreement to cease fighting in order to settle 

the conflict through negotiation was worked out. 

According to Mullick, 27 the Naga were solidly 

behind the Federal government of Naga land. Accordingl~ _, 

the Centre had to give some concession to a section of 

the Nagas tobreak the Naga solidarity. So it was decided 

that an autonomous district would be creattd. In 

June 1957 some of the Naga civil servants and IB offi

cers formed a "working committee• out of which Naga 

PeoplP 1 s ConvPntion (NPC) was emerged. Some of the NPC 

sessional effice bearers appointed themselves as represen-

tatives of th~ir people decided to make an agreement with 

the Union Government. In the face of bitter opposition 

by the pt=ople, a sixteen point Agreement was arrived at 

between the NPC and the Government of India in July 1960. 

27. B.N. Mullik., My Years with Nehru, 1948-1964, Delhi, 
1972' p. 313. 
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The state of Nagaland was formed and placed under the 

Ministry of Extetlnal Affairs. But as a consequence to 

this many leaders such as Imkonglika, President of NPC, 

T. Sakhrie and many who were party to the agreement were 

assassinated. 

The first general election in Nagaland was held 
28 between 10-16 January 1964. The Naga Nationalist 

Organization (NNO) got majority and government was formed 

by NNO. The second general election of 1969 also brought 

NNO back to power. But the 1974 a!eembly elections brought 

the United Democratic Front (UDF, supoosed to have been 

close to Nagaland Federal Government) brought to po·•>~er. 

However, UDF ministry could not last much for long as 

various crossing of the floor took place. Finally 

President's rule was proclaimed whose extension was fur-

ther facilitated by Emergency in June 1975 to 1977. 

After the emergency the UDF came back to pov·.:er again and 

reiterated its sympatheies with the NFG, its deterrnina-

tions to steer the renewed r)egotiations to a successful 

resolution. The NNO which had joined the Congress Party 

during the emergency faded into the ppposition. But from 

1982 onward till today the Congress-! has been running 

Nag ala nd State. 

28. Asoso, Yonuo, The Rising Na9as, Delhi, 1974, p. 
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In Manipur for the Nagas the Centre of Political 

powf'r lay largely in the hands of the ~itei, the military 

and the Centre. Naga politicians entering the state ele

ctoral politics have had to do a very 1\ight-rope walking 

between the Nationalist movement, ""eitie ethoic dominance, 

military and the Central control, Even when the 1952 

a·nd 1957 General-Election were boyco~d by many Nagas 

the N~nipur Nagas tactically opted to participate on a 

platform demanding integration of all Naga areas. Today 

Manipw· is the embodiment of all the consequences of 

bureaucratic corruption, complete absence of accounta-

bility. 

In all the Naga areas instability of the political 

atmosphere has led on the one hand amassing of wealth 

including land and on the other to power mongering. Re-

duced to moniroties in most states the Nagas have to 

rFfer to differrnt power centres where in most cas~s 

thPy th~'mc-']vr>s are power1Ps5. They face the very real 

danger of being displaced from their lands and having 

their social fabric destroyed as has happened with many 

tribal groups in the North East e.g. Tripura, Assam. 

As far as Nagas in Burma there is little informa
J 

tion on the trends of change in their social system. 

However, in the light of their inaccessibility and lack 



of much contact with either the Burmese or the Nagaland 

State, their plight is probably the worst despite the 

relative independence that they may enjoy. While 

providing a bas~ for the national movement and r~~tly 

because of this they have not been able to develop 

infrastructure and resources. They face famine, widespread 

health problems. As such their land and power structure 

may not have been disturbed to such an extent however 

clan/tribe involvement in thP national movement must be 

determining the exercise of authority in the village 

or community. The social and political organizations in 

Nagaland State for instance, the Naga Students Federation 

(NSF) have constantly tried to maintain links with the 
29 Na«!Jas in Burma. Apart from living in a contagious 

area territorially the ethinic bonds remained as close 

as that of many communities in South Asia e.g. thP Tamils. 

The introduction of electoral politics has imme

didtely diminished the traditional wtilders of powero 

Evrn ttough many of the old elite retained positions of 

importance and power they do not exert a synonymous 

authority. This is because of alternate sources of power 

such as the district administration (bureaucracy) policy, 

29. Oking Times, News weekly Kohima, August 1985, 
vol. I, no. 16. 



and the army. The council of eld~rs and the chief find 

themselves having to constantly refer village issues to 

these new arrivals. Through the machinery of l~gislatives 

assembles, district councils, legal aparatus the centre 

has managed to exert indirect but effective control over 

the land. The preceding account of the 1956 Act and the 

army acts are sufficient evidencP of this. Once inde

pe.ndent and sovereign village bodies have been reduced 

to appending unable to retain the respect of the common 

men. 

(e) Non-Electoral Bodies: To cope with the emerging 

complexity of Naga politics several social organizations 

have emerged. Th~y have attempted to use modern method 

to deal with thiS complexity. Women's org2nisations such 

as Teng~hul Shanao Long, Mothers Association, Youth and 

Student Organizations, human Right's Organizations such 

Naga PeoplP's Movement for Human Rights (NPWIHR) and 

voluntary Dev~lopment Crganisations are some of this. 

While their objettives were quite different and in fact 

they tried to maintain certain tra.ditional rights in 

effect they also have eaten at the roots of traditional 

authority. By their very effectiveness in mobilising 

public opinion and gaining public participation they 

have overshadowed the village chief and council to some 
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extent. They have been able to interact with the centre 

better and make their presence felt with social organi

zations outside Naga areas. 

The above chapter makes it clear that most of the 

changes taking place in Naga areas is not indegenious nor 

is it controlled by the Nagas themselves. While cer~in 

acts and regulations may have assured Nagas control over 

th'eir land and the exercise of the village authority the 

reality is quite different. However it could not be 

said to have reached such dangerous proportions as in 

other tribal areas around the world. Most Nagas still 

cultivate their own land and as such remained firstly a 

citizen of their village even if voiceless in the larger 

context. 

The village chief and village council despite the 

domir:ation of their power ttill exercise day to day 

a: 'thori ty and continue to command traditional respect. 

But tre hold of the village council over natural resources 

have been deminished. New centres of power have crEated 

with the national movement and repression and it is no 

longer the private ownership that determines the distri

bution of land. Modern social organizations emerged in 

response to the changing milieu and affect the power of 

traditional authority,•Land" becomes the over-arching 

slogan and nationale for survi~al. 



CHAPTER - V 

COr-.K::illSION 

Over the last century Naga society has been emer-

ging from a largely self-sufficient, subsistence, barter 

economy to a money economy. Its dependence on outside 

goods and services has increased with the shrinking 

world. To some extent this process has been hastened 

by the First and Second World Warsin which Nagas partici

pated. Marx's "self sustaining unity of manufacture and 

agriculture" is breaking down under multiple onslaughts 

described in earlier chapter~. At the same time the dis

integration has been somewhat controlled due to the 

traditionally democratic village systems and tr,e natio-

na list movement. 

Today clan and kinship control of land and power 

are not as important as before in the social fabric of 

decision making. "Political parties", "army" intervene 

in village and inter-vil~age affairs. The village is thE> 

unit of government for day-to-day functioning but it has 

been surpassed both by the "underground" nationalist 
by 

government andithe district and Central administration 

and political system. 

.. 
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The contradictions inherent in the process of 

change are apparent in Naga society and politics. Though 

village institutions may have diminished village life 

remains largely run by local (even if changing) customs 

and practices. Much of the traditionally demarcated land 

remains village land. While the three forms of land 

ownership remains·viz -- land wnder the nominal title

ship of the village chief, clan titleship and the commu

nity land, and ownership right of utilization, other forms 

of land use and control have been imposed -- such as 

reserved forests, large areas of army settlements, and 

some amount of defacto-ownership by outsiders. Private 

ownershJbp of land has been on the increase. In fact 

villages are making efforts to counter this trend expre

ss ly prohibiting community owned land from being priva

tized. 

A notable feature of present day village po~itics 

are the disputes over land boundaries. Unlike earliPr 

times when the village councils expeditiously and inex

pensively dealt with thiS issue, today prolonged litiga

tion in district courts and els· where is the norm. 

Villages have to set aside funds to fight these cases. 

A follow up of the loss of power of traditional 

institutions has been the loss in control over the 
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environment and the indiscriminate exploitation of natural 

resources. Nevertheless, the situation has not gone out 

of hand and village bodies and social organizations have 

stepped in to control this. 

A typical village chief today commands the respect 

of the community._ Many disputes and discussions are 

settled by him. The old elite has managed to be in the 

forefront of •modern• social life and political decision 

making. More of them have formal education and hold 

public offices. At the same time, the social mobility 

of the non-elites has incrf'ased. The new elite remains 

in close touch with the most minute village affairs and 

tries to settle issues through the old modes of dis~ 

cussiono 

A few villages have reached the proportion of small 

towns such as Kohima, Mokochung, Ukhrul. However. thE'Se 

towns have not become the nerve centres of politics. The 

coming into being of the service sector iQ economy has 

brought about some diversification in the job and alter

natives to cultivation. But most people maintain both 

occupations. In that situation the work burden on women 

may have increased -- (a) because they may themselves have 

employment in the service sector or (b) their husband and 

family members may move to the place of work leaving women 

to continue agricultural work .on their own. 
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One major indication of stability in the midst of 

political disturbances has been the maintenance of land 

use pattern as of old water rights, modes of cultivation, 

choice of lanq for cultivation. In short the fundamentals 

of subsistance agriculture persists. And consecutively 

the powers of the chiefs and village councils have been 

retained. But a major trend with increase in population 

has been intensification of land use cultivation. The 

difference between this area and other rural/tri~al areas 

has been the almost complete absence of issues such as 

land ali€nation, absentee landlordis~, feudal or capi

talist production-relations have not emerged. Almost all 

Nagas remained land owners and cultivators anc virtually 

no one has been reduced to the state of agriculture labo-

urers. The agricultural labour used in the peak seasons 

continues to be largely on the basis of exchange except 

in the plain areas of Dimapur where there has been in

flux of non-Naga migrant agricultural labourers. 

There has been a tendency in theory .i11 social 

science to regard tribal societies as ndying societiesft 

-- as sociPties which have inevitably to be destroyed and 

replaced by so-called modern social structures and rela

tions of production. However, while change is inevitable 

in any society, the Nagas and several •primitive" cultures., 
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such as,the Native Americans and indegeneous groups in 

various parts of the world have shown resilience and 

revi ta lizat ion. 

Hence 'Tribal• societies must be viewed as dynamic 

social structures adopting newer forms to their needs, 

developing alternate forms etc.
1 

but not following a pre

determined stage of de~lopment towards disappearance. 

In the above account on the Nagas, this is preci

sely what can be concluded -- that a •pre-capitalist" 

society has, despite external-global pressures, survived, 

changed and resisted. Our hypothesis regarding changes 

in distribution of power, land ownership and control 

have been upheld. The diminution of powers of the 

village chief and council does not herald new forms of 

village government. Rat~er, then? is super-imposition 

of "mocern forms" that have taken away some degree of tra

ditional aut~ori tyJbut have not succeeded in completely 

destroying it. The influences of market economy have 

not destroyed the social base of subsistence production. 

Looking at present trends1 in predicting the future~one 

may sermise that adopted forms will survive better then 

new ones. 
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