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Introduction

It may surprise you to know that out
. of every 1,000 Indians, 69 belong to the

tribal community. In fact India has the '

largest tribal population in the world, and
yet we know so little about them. Who are

. the Indian tribals? They are people who-

live in a distinct area, speak a common
dialect and belong to a common social
group. Most tribals live in very dense
forests or mountainous regions hard to
réach by road. In the past they lived
simple lives devoted to hunting, grazing,
and cultivating their land by the method
of axe cultivation in which part of a forest
is cut down, the branches burnt, and the
seeds sown with the first rains.

But as more and more forests are being
cut down, the tribals have been forced to
give up their old methods of cultivation,
and to learn to use the plough the way
Indian farmers have been doing for centur-
ies. But many tribals have resisted the use
of the unfamiliar plough.

Take the case of the Baigas from Bihar,
who believe they have originated from the
womb of the Mother Earth. Hence they
refuse to wound her breast by using the
plough. Despite immense pressures from
the government, the Baigas refuse to give
up hunting and have still not taken to
ploughing. Because of this they are now
reduced to a state of poverty. They have
lost the use of the forests which were once
~ their home, and the people who considered
themselves to be the true Pashupati, or
lords of the animals, now suffer oppression
and exploitation at the hands of baniyas
and liquor vendors.

The Juangs of Orissa could not take to
the unfamiliar plough and have met with
a similar fate. They have been reduced to

landless labourers in economic bondage’
to their richer neighbours.

Large scale construction of roads, the
transistor radio and the television network
have been other important factors in bring-
ing the tribals closer to the mainstream of
Indian life. But what is surprising is that
increasing contact with modern civilisa-
tion has had a paralyzing effect on their
lives. It seems strange that tribes, whose
taste in their own sphere of art, handicrafts
and textiles is so fine and true, lose all
sense of proportion when they are face to
face with what they wrongly consider a
“superior” culture. Open a school in a
tribal village —and the children will stop
learning to weave, carve or paint. Start a
handicrafts workshop —and they remove
their lovely ancient ornaments. Open a
shop—and they throng to buy shoddy
plastic goods.

More and more tribal children are grow-
ing up without learning their local dialects.
Instead they are l€arning one of the Dev-
nagiri scripts because that will help im-
prove their job prospects later in life.
While there is no denying the importance
of learning.other Indian languages, it
seems a shame that tribal children should
grow up without learning their “mother
tongue” as well. Tribal languages are beau-
tiful and rich in imagery and should not
be allowed to die.

Verrier Elwin, a leadmg ajuthorlty on
tribals, said that the tribals did not need
to write poetry since they talked poetry.
Describing the language spoken by the
Gonds of Bihar, one of the largest tribes .
in India, Elwin said that a Gond woman
would say that chillies are red and green
birds sitting on a-bush. A man speaking
of his pregnant wife would say that she
must be treated as a ﬂower, or the light
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h?may fade from her blossom. An old woman
would say that even the poorest cot has
legs of gold and a frame of jewels if a
beautiful girl sleeps on it.

- Such beautiful speech is spoken by all
“our tribals. Tribal children sitting around
-"-the fire at night love to ask each other
riddles. What looks like a peacock but
has only one leg? An umbrella. Which
little sparrow scatters its feathers about the
house? A lamp. Which flower blossoms out
of a dry tree? Fire. It would be a shame if
such colourful speech died out.

Tribal art is also being sacrificed at the
altar of modern civilization, Tribal art is
one of the most pure forms of art because
itisdeeply msplred by religiousideas. The
little brass images of horses, elephants,
musicians on a swing, so popular in our
state emporiums, are made by the Murias
of Bastar as offerings to their gods. Simi-
larly the Nagas have woven some of the
most splendid varieties of cloth, carved
wooden and brass heads, bamboo drink-
ing mugs and tobacco pipes, all meant to
be worn or used by the successful warrior.
Tribal art is in danger of dying. Originally
itwasinspired by their religion andrituals,
. and social customs like head-hunting and

" marriage ceremonies. The little brass

images of animals and musicians are made
by the Murias of Bastar as offerings to their
gods. Similarly, the Nagas weave some of
their most splendid textiles as garments
for successful warriors.

With the breakdown of their lifestyle,
the tribals aregiving up the art forms which
are natural to them, and are making crude
and clumsy imitations of bazaar art which
they feel will help themn bring in quick

- money.

This is the central tragedy of their lives.

Their old lifestyle has been destroyed by
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scheming money-lendem and land-hun-
gry farmers from the plains who think
nothing of grabing tribal land because they
know they are simple people who can be
easily tricked. The result is that the tribals
have been swindled bit by bit and have
sunk deep into poverty. The Saoras used
to have a special sacrifice to purify their
villages each time they had a visitor. A
goat or fow] would be sacrificed when the
tribe was visited by a petty official, and a
black pig when an anthropologist visited!
But now the stream of visitors has increased
so rapidly that their only question is
“When will this stream endp When will we
be left alone?”

How best can our tribals be inte-
grated into the mainstream of Indian life?
There is no easy answer to this question.
In US.A. the federal government has
spent millions of dollars in trying to im-
prove the lot of Red Indians. Many leading
American doctors, psychologists, teachers,
writers, actors and actresses, have fought
on behalf of the Red Indians, insisting they
be provided with good schools, medical
care, job opportunities and so on. And yet
the Red Indians remain an unhappy lot.
The same can be said about the Australian
aboriginees. Although vast tracts of land
have been reserved for them, and they are
being given economic assistance, more
and more Australian aboriginees are
taking to alcohol.

It many ways the tribal problem defies
solution, because each tribe’s pattern of
living is inspired by certain customs which
are central to that tribe. For example
among the Nagas it is head-hunting that is
the central ritual of that tribe, and many
of their social customs and arts and crafts
are woven around it. When head-hunting
was banned, it was naturally a great blow



to the Nagas. _

Many of our tribals have become Christ-
jans and are provided education in mis-
sionary schools and have risen to high
positions. They have become doctors, tea-
chers, nurses, farmers and engineers. But
what is unfortunate is that they lose contact
with their own people and, in fact, often
look ‘down.upon them. As a result they
exist in a kind of isolation which is not
healthy for them.

The government can help the cause of
the tribals by providing them with econo-
mic aid, better schools and colleges so
that they can pursue technical education
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as well. Every tribal family must also be
provided with cultivable land, and the
government should ensure that greedy
farmers from the plains and grabbing
moneylenders cannot snatch their land
away. _

The old days, when tribals wore no
clothes and ate strange foods, has now
vanished into legend. Verrier Elwin was
oneof the last otitsiders who witnessed their
old customs. He records how he was invit-
ed to parties where he was served roasted
rats and mice in the Bondo hills, chutney
of red ants among the Murias, large white
palm tree grubs fried in their own fat,
which he found a little too rich, and a
“wonderful pilaff of dog’s meat” from the
Kabui Nagas. How many of us are pre-
pared to share in such delicacies? Not too
many I daresay. But to establish a bond
with them, we must partake in their lives
just as they must gradually adjust to ours.
Special responsibility rests on the govern-
ment who should not make the tribals -
ashamed of their past or force them to make
a sudden break with it, but should help
them to build upon it and allow them to
grow.

As more and more tribals leave their .
homes to eke out a meagre living aslabou- -
rers, miners, factory workers, and domestic
servants, let usreturn to their villages and -

“discover for ourselves the remants of their

life of beauty, dance and song, which they
have so tearfully left behind. '
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The Nagas

The Nagas are a warrior tribe living in
the north-eastern hills of India. They were
formerly notorious for head-hunting,
which is the only thing most people seem .
to know about them, but this practise was
. stopped some time back and the last recor-
ded case of head-hunting was in 1958,
They are a proud, independent people,
gifted with an ability to create splendid
dances and songs, and with a taste for col-
ourful clothes and jewellery, Mongoloid
in features, they are always well groomed, -
with their black hair well combed and a
fresh flower stuck in their earlobe or hair -
- knot. It would be hard to beat a Naga in
- his ceremonial finery and he makes full
use of his natural skill and taste in the use -
of cowries, feathers, goat’s hair dyed red,
shells, bone and ivory. '

- Christoph Haimendorf, a well known
anthropologist, spent many years study-
ing the Nagas. He wrote: “One might well
imagine that in the hard world of head-
hunters there was little room for gentleness
and sensitivity to the feelings of others. Yet
I found many Nagas, including men who
proudly wore a head-hunter’s tatoo, peo-
. ple of extraordinary gentleness. In their
" dealings with their family and co-villa-
gers, they were very considerate of the
feelings of others.”

The word “Naga” is commonly assumed
to have been derived from the Sanskrit
word nag, which means snake. But Verrier.
Elwin insists that “Naga” has nothing to
do with snakes, and is derived from the
world nok which means people. However,
the Nagas never use this word, referring
to themselves variously as Konyaks, Aos,
Angamis, Lothas or Semas, depending on
which tribe they belong to. The name
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Naga was given to them by the people of
‘the plains and it is so widely used that
even their state is called Nagaland.

On feast days it is the boys and men

who outshine the women in the variety
and splendour of their clothes. Men wear

conical hats made of red cane, decorated -

with red goat’s hair and a few tail feathers
. of the great Indian hornbill. Warriors wear
woven baldrics and ceremonial hip baskets
decorated with bird skins, boar’s tusks,
carved wooden heads and also monkey
skulls. Naga men love wearing earrings,
arm rings and neck ornaments as well.

For ceremonial occasions women wear
colourful skirts decorated with embroi-
dery, glass beads and tassels of dyed goats
hair. The skirts are of a great variety and
are woven by the women on small loin-
looms. The women are very fond of orna-
ments, arm bands and hair ornaments
made of glass beads.

No Naga ever leaves his village unless
he is armed. Their most important weapon
- is the dao, which has a broad iron blade

"about 8”long, which is fixed into a bamboo
or wooden handlé. It is used in felling
~ trees, splittingbamboo slaughtering cattle
~and fowl and even in hair cutting. It is
also used as a weapon for war, Other wea-
- pons are spears and guns—the Konyak
_ forges have turned out simple muzle loa-
ders for generations.

-Weapons used on festive occasions are
~ also decorated with colourful trimmings.
Dao handles are decorated with tufts of
hair, usually in bands of red and black.
. Ceremonial spears are also decorated with
- red ‘and black goat’s hair.

-~ The Nagas build their villages on the
" most commanding points along the ridges
~of the hills. This allows them to observe
 every movement on the path leading up

Most precious to the Nagus, the dac has many uses. -
' It is even used for cutting hatr.
to the village. Thevillages were formerly

- barricaded by stone walls and fences of .

thorns, and some had village gates—great -
wooden doors decorated with painted car-
vings in bas-relief, which were approa-
ched by narrow winding paths sunk in the
ground. ‘

The number of houses in a village vary
from 50 to 250. The average house is spaci-
ous and far more comfortable than the
houses built by peasants all over India.
Each house has a long hall about 30 ft.
long and 6 ft. wide. In this is kept a rice
pounding table. Next to the hall isa living
room where meals are cooked and eaten.
Behind this room is a spacious utility room. -
which is used for the drying of rice and _
cutting up of animals to be used for food.
Behind this room is a large verandah, -
erected on bamboo piles, where the men
sit and make baskets and mats while the -
women busy themselves with spinning,
weaving and sewing.

Prominent in many villages is the mor-
ung or dormitory for the young, unmarried
men. Some tribes also have small houses -
for unmarried girls. The morungs are gu-
ard houses, recreation clubs, centresof edu-
cation, art, and discipline. They also have
an important ceremonial purpose. Many -

‘house the great wooden drums which are -:»‘:'f-
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A geometric design typical of Naga textiles.
beaten to summon for war or to announce
a festival. Formerly skulls and other troph-
ies of war were hung in the morungs, the
walls of which were decorated with figures
of tigers, hornbills, human figures, mon-
keys, lizards and life-size figures of men
and women. The condition of a morung
indicates the state of a village. A well-main-
tained morung means a healthy and pros-
perous village and a broken down morung
means a decaying village.

The boys are sent to the morung when
‘they are six years old. They are taught to
serve the older boys and those who disobey
are severely punished. The boys are taught
to sing community songs, dance, and work
_ together. They develop a deep sense of
loyalty for their morung.

A Naga's first loyalty is to his morung
rather than to his village. The members of
a morung form a tightly knit community
that is more closely integrated than the
larger village community. 1n the past it
was a matter of honour for members of a
morung to avenge the death of any of their
members by taking a head from the morung
or village responsible. Blood feuds thus
continued for years.

The morung also serves as a sanctuary.
No man seeking shelter there can be touch-

ed, regardless of the charge against him.
He will be protected until the clan elders
review his case and settle it for him,

The staple food of the Nagas is rice
supplemented by beef and pork. Their
favourite drink is rice beer, which may be
described as a nourishing soup with a kick
in it. For while its alcoholic content is
small, it contains most of the essential
nutrients and is an important source of
strength and energy. The Nagas have
recently started drinking tea and even
taking a little milk. The Nagas, like most
hill tribes of Southeast Asia, knew neither
about the milking of cattle nor did they
use animals for ploughing the land.

Verrier Elwin gives an interesting ac-
count of how one of the Naga tribes had
devised their own style of drinking tea.
They had heard that tea was made with a
kettle. So they would pour water from a
bamboo container into a kettle, then they
put the leaves into another bamboo and
poured the water from the kettle back into
the bamboo to heat it! The tea would be
drunk without milk or sugar.

In the past the Nagas made almost every-
thing for themselves and some tribes show-
ed great skill in making household objects.
Drinking vessels made of bamboo and
mithun bones, wooden spoons, wooden
plates, tobacco pipes and baskets of diffe-
rent shapes were made by them. In fact
the Nagas like to beautify every article
they use in their daily life. They are
expert in wood carving and their public
buildings are full of graceful wood-work.

The basic interest of every Naga is in
his family, the clan, and the village. This
is what he regards as his culture which
must not be interfered with. He is passion-
ately attached to his land, and the Nagas
have covered their hillsides with a success-














































































