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T
ension gripped Nagaland in
early 2017 over the reserva-
tion of one-third seats for
women in urban local bodies

of the state. It happened after the
Naga Mothers’ Association, which is
functioning as an apex body of Naga
tribes women’s organisations, filed a
petition in the Supreme Court in 2012
for implementation of the reserva-
tion, and the apex court ruled in
favour of the NMA.

Earlier in 2006, the Democratic
Alliance of Nagaland government
amended the Nagaland Municipal
Act, 2001 to add more provisions of
the 74th Constitutional Amendment
Act. This first amendment to the Act
had specifically inserted sections 23A
and 23B to reserve seats as well as
offices of chairpersons in municipali-
ties for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes and women.

Section 23A of the Nagaland
Municipal (First Amendment) Act,
2006, states, “Seats in every Munici-
pality shall be reserved for the Sched-
uled Castes, the Scheduled Tribes and
women. including women from the
Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled
Tribes, in accordance with the provi-
sions contained in clauses (1) to (3)
of article 243-T of the Constitution”.
Section 23B also provides that “The
offices of the Chairpersons shall be
reserved for the Scheduled Castes, the
Scheduled Tribes and women, as
nearly as may be, in proportion to the
number of seats reserved for them in
the Municipalities and the allotment
of such offices shall be made by rota-
tion”.

The Cabinet of Nagaland on 16
December 2009, however, decided to
indefinitely postpone elections to the
municipal and town councils after the
first amendment was made to the
Municipal Act. It also dissolved the
existing bodies and appointed the
executive officers concerned of the
dissolved councils as administrators
to discharge their functions until elec-
tions were held.

The NMA filed a writ petition at
the Kohima bench of the Gauhati
Hight Court challenging the state gov-
ernment’s refusal to hold municipal
elections. A single-judge bench ruled
in favour of the appellants in October
2011 and directed the State Election
Commission of Nagaland to hold
elections for all municipal and town
councils. The Nagaland government,
on the other hand, filed a writ appeal
at the division bench of Gauhati High

Court before the deadline to hold
elections. The division bench set
aside the judgement of the single-
judge bench on 31 July 2012.

Behind all such roadblocks for
the implementation of women repre-
sentation and that of “others” are the
various tribal bodies in Nagaland.
Naga Hoho and Eastern Naga People’s
Organisation, under the banner of the
Joint Coordination Committee,
oppose the 33 per cent reservation of
seats for women. During the muscle-
flexing protests in January 2017, two
protestors died and normal life was
disrupted for several days in various
towns of Nagaland.

Disagreements on numerous
aspects of the composition and func-
tioning of the municipal councils
continued during the interim period
when the state government constitut-
ed a committee to study whether the
amended Nagaland Municipal Act
violated Article 371(A) of the Consti-
tution — a “special provision with
respect to the state of Nagaland”. Trib-
al bodies of the state, which oppose

elections to the municipal councils,
warned that whoever filed their nom-
ination would be ex-communicated
from their respective tribes.

Meanwhile on 23 January 2019,
the Union Cabinet decided to
increase the financial and executive
powers of autonomous councils in
the North-east formed under the
Sixth Schedule of the Constitution. It
was done with the introduction of the
Constitution (One Hundred and
Twenty-Fifth Amendment) Bill on 6
February 2019 in the Rajya Sabha.
One of the interesting features of this
amendment bill is the nomination of
not only a specific number of women
but also “unrepresented tribes” by the
Governor.

In Meghalaya, there is an attempt
by several groups, including the state
government, to remove the word
“unrepresented tribes” from the pro-
posed amendment to the Sixth
Schedule. It was decided on 26 Sep-
tember 2019 by a sub-committee
constituted by the state government
to recommend the same to the Stand-

ing Committee of Parliament.
Leaders of the five “unrepresent-

ed tribes” in Meghalaya — Hajong,
Koch, Rabha, Bodo and Mann —
express their concern over the devel-
opment. They say, “It is sad that the
minority tribes have run into tribal
majoritarianism. We have virtually
been made non-indigenous and
unwanted in our own homeland”.
Apart from the five “unrepresented
tribes”, there are several other smaller
unrepresented tribes such as Biate,
Hmar, Synteng, Mikir, Naga and Kuki.

In Manipur, a tribal body based
in the Saikul sub-division of Kang-
pokpi district issued a statement on
23 November this year for “social boy-
cott” of a former student leader resid-
ing within its “jurisdiction”. The state-
ment of the “customary court of jus-
tice” of the Kuki Inpi Saikul Gamkai
claimed the said individual had
alleged that leaders of the traditional
institution were mainly contractors
and agents of a militant group.

There is often no love lost
between activists and tribal bodies in

the region. Activists want change in
society; a politics based on equality,
equity and justice, and democratical-
ly elected local and state institutions.
On the other hand, tribal bodies
uphold tradition, which is often patri-
archal, less democratic and patronis-
ing. In such a situation, tribal bodies
often deploy the traditional sanction
that they actually do not possess
since they are, at best, community-
based organisations, without the his-
torical legitimacy and authority they
claim to have.

In a 2013 book I had edited called
The Kukis of Northeast India: Politics
and Culture, a nonagenarian and
church leader Dr Tongkhojang
Lunkim claimed, “the traditional sys-
tem of Kuki administration” is three-
tier — village at the lowest level; dis-
trict or lhang in the intermediate, and
the Kuki Inpi or Kuki government as
the national government. He also
asserted, “Kuki Inpi has been the gov-
ernment of the Kuki nation from time
immemorial, until the British invaded
Kuki country, and declared war
against the Kuki country”.

In the description of Kuki admin-
istration by the seasoned Kuki leader,
the block or gamkai administration,
which issued the aforementioned dik-
tat against the former student leader,
does not figure. Where does their
legitimacy as traditional authorities
comes from then?

Marxist historian Eric Hobs-
bawm in his introduction to the 1983
co-edited work, The Invention of Tra-
dition argues that many “traditions”
which “appear or claim to be old are
often quite recent in origin and some-
times invented”.

As seen in the case of Kuki soci-
ety, many tribal bodies in the North-
east are mainly community-based
organisations that imbibe some roles
of traditional institutions to gain legit-
imacy. But they cannot determine
customary law and procedure or the
administration of civil and criminal
justice thereof.

A village is the universe of tradi-
tional societies and all customs begin
and end there. The tribal bodies
today, however, are organised along
the lines of modern civil society
organisations to deal with the state
and other communities. In attempt-
ing to serve larger goals, they usurp
the roles of traditional institutions
with self-serving leaders at the helm
who perpetuate patriarchy.

The writer is assistant professor, Centre for
the Study of Law and Governance,
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi
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A
s 2021 draws to a close, the
North-east has lost 20 media
persons to Covid-19 since
last year. Statistics of the

region, comprising eight states, are
also stark as the country-wide Covid-
19 media casualties has touched the
300-mark.

Besides three scribes from the
North-east, who died while working
outside the region, all others suc-
cumbed to novel coronavirus-related
ailments while performing their
duties in their own localities. Assam
witnessed the highest number of
novel coronavirus casualties among
North-eastern media persons, while
Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Mizo-
ram and Sikkim evaded deaths of
journalists from Covid-19.

The first shocking news for the
local media fraternity broke from
Guwahati as 54-year-old Rantu Das,
printer and publisher of popular
Assamese daily Asomiya Khobor, died
from Covid-19 complications on 3
July 2020. The following month wit-
nessed three Covid-19 casualties
among journalists in Assam. Rural
reporter Dhaneswar Rabha (35), who
was based in Udalguri lost his battle
on 6 September, whereas Silchar-
based senior journalist Ashim Dutta
(66) died on 7 September. A radio
news presenter named Golap Saikia,
who was also associated with several
regional satellite news channels, suc-
cumbed to complications on 26 Sep-
tember.

This year, Assam lost two lumi-
naries, Lakshmi Nandan Bora and
Homen Borgohain, to ailments aggra-
vated by Covid-19. Eighty-nine-year-
old Bora, author-journalist and recip-
ient of the Sahitya Akademi award,
died on 3 June while undergoing
treatment in a Guwahati hospital.
Padma Shri Bora was also president
of Assam’s highly influential literary
forum, Asom Sahitya Sabha. Veteran
journalist, editor and litterateur, 88-
year-old Borgohain, who was also a

Sahitya Akademi award recipient and
president of Asom Sahitya Sabha,
died on 12 May.

Guwahati-based talented jour-
nalist Aiyushman Dutta (35) suc-
cumbed to Covid-19-related compli-
cations on 26 April at a private hospi-
tal. Earlier, Moran-based journalist
Jadu Chutia (49) died on 21 April at
Assam Medical College Hospital in
Dibrugarh. More journalists followed
them as Chaygaon-based scribe Shiv-
acharan Kalita (60) died on 14 May,
Bokajan-based reporter Rubul
Dihingiya (44) on 17 May and
Nagaon-based reporter Humeswar
Hira (63) passed away on 22 May.

New Delhi-based Assamese jour-
nalist Nilakshi Bhattacharyya (55)
died of Covid-19 aggravated ailments
on 30 April this year after hospitali-
sation in the capital. Sadly, her hus-
band Kalyan Barooah (60), also a
senior journalist from Assam, suc-
cumbed to the virus in the capital on
1 May. That day, another Assamese
media person, Anirban Bora (43),
passed away in New Delhi.

Tripura reported its first Covid-19
media casualty as Jitendra Debbarma
(46), who was associated with a Kok-
borok language news channel, died
on 21 October last year. Three more
scribes namely Tanmoy Chakraborty,
Manik Lal Das and Gautam Das suc-
cumbed to Covid-19 complications.
Agartala-based freelance journalist
Chakraborty (40) died on 25 April this
year while Kumarghat-based senior
journalist Das (58) died on 18 July.
Agartala-based journalist and politi-
cian Gautam Das lost his battle on 16
September.

On the other hand, Manipur lost
a senior journalist, 65-year-old
Sagolsem Hemant to Covid-19 on 30
May this year. Later, it witnessed three
more Covid-19 related deaths —
Saikhom Shantikumar, Thotshang
Shaiza and Lairenjam Bijen Singh.
Imphal-based media person Shan-
tikumar (51) died on 6 June, Ukhrul-
based television journalist Shaiza (52)
on 12 June and Imphal-based scribe

Singh (45) died on 23 July. Meghalaya
lost one journalist, 67-year-old Syn-
dor Singh Syiem, to post-Covid-19
complications on 6 August this year.

Even though the Central govern-
ment and some state authorities
announced (and also paid) compen-
sations to the families of Covid-19 vic-
tims among journalists, no state gov-
ernment in the North-east has come
forward with such schemes. In con-
trast, the Odisha government has
offered Rs 15 lakh to each family that
lost a working journalist to Covid-19.
The Governments of Uttar Pradesh,
Tamil Nadu and Punjab have also
announced Rs 10 lakh each to such
families. Both the Andhra Pradesh
and Chhattisgarh governments
announced Rs five lakh each, fol-
lowed by Bihar (Rs four lakh) and
Telangana (Rs two lakh) as aid to the
kin of journalists who died due to
Covid-19 complications.

The Government of Assam had
initially announced that it would
include Covid-19 media victims in the
list of beneficiaries to receive Rs 50
lakh as life insurance along with other
frontline warriors, but it has main-
tained a stoic silence over the com-

mitment to compensate affected jour-
nalists’ families. Other North-eastern
state governments too have paid no
importance to the matter till now.

Meanwhile, the region is set to
complete the year without any inci-
dent of a journalist being murdered,
repeating the track record of the last
four years. The North-east witnessed
two casualties of journalists to
assailants for the last time in 2017.
Shantanu Bhowmik and Sudip Datta
Bhaumik were killed in Tripura. The
nation, on the other hand, is losing
five to 15 journalists to assailants
every year.

Tripura had also reported the
assassination of three media persons
— Sujit Bhattacharya, Ranjit Chowd-
hury and Balaram Ghosh in 2013. They
were killed at the same time in the
office of a Bengali newspaper inside
the capital area of Agartala. Assam and
Manipur witnessed the murder of jour-
nalists Raihanul Nayum and Dwija-
mani Nanao Singh, respectively, in
2012.

Till then, the region had contin-
ued seeing the assassination of jour-
nalists annually, where Assam
accounted for a major share of the vic-

tims. The state, supporting several
newspapers, news channels and
presently, plenty of digital platforms,
had witnessed the murder of more
than 30 editors/reporters/correspon-
dents since 1991.

The saga of sensational journalist
murders started with the brutal killing of
veteran Assamese freedom fighter and
journalist Kamala Saikia. The septuage-
narian teacher was targeted by the
banned United Liberation Front of
Assam for his fierce criticism about its
various disruptive activities. The out-
spoken media columnist was dragged
out of his residence on the night of 9
August 1991 and his body was recov-
ered the next morning.

Five years later, the murder of
human rights activist and journalist
Parag Kumar Das on 17 May, in the heart
of Guwahati, also created massive public
outcry. The executive editor of Asomiya
Pratidin was apparently targeted by sur-
rendered armed militants as he used to
write articles strongly criticising them as
well the governments in New Delhi and
Dispur for their anti-Assam policies.

The writer is the Guwahati-based Special
Representative of The Statesman

Stern words

Arunachal Pradesh chief minister Pema
Khandu has blamed the local people of
Tato in Shi Yomi district for lack of infra-
structure development in the town
despite being declared the district head-
quarters three years ago. Khandu had
inaugurated the new district with its
headquarters at Tato on 9 December
2018 along with the then Union minister
of state for home Kiren Rijiju and Deputy
chief minister Chowna Mein.

Tato, however, is yet to witness any
creation of infrastructure and the offices
of the deputy commissioner and super-
intendent of police function from
Mechuka, 50 km further up. Referring to
“complaints” raised by several local lead-
ers during a public meeting at Tato last
week, Khandu said that the “complaints”
should be directed towards “your own
people”, according to an official commu-
nique from Itanagar.

According to sources, during cre-
ation of the district, the local people of
Tato had agreed to give sufficient land
for creation of office infrastructure for
free but when the authorities actually
reached to survey and start the ground-
work, the “donated land” was far less
than what was required and assured.
“Every financial year, since the creation
of the district, we have been keeping
funds for development of Tato as the dis-
trict headquarters and every year the
funds went unused. Now tell me who is
responsible?” the CM asked.

Khandu gave the example of three
other districts — Pakke Kessang, Lepara-
da and Kamle — created along with Shi-
Yomi, where infrastructural develop-
ment had begun but “even a single brick
is yet to be laid” at Tato. The CM, howev-
er, assured that the government would
continue to support all-round develop-
ment of the district no matter what.

Khandu, who travelled by road to
Tato from Mechuka, expressed concern
over slow progress in construction
works. The 50-km-stretch from Tato to
Mechuka is divided into three packages.
“Work is progressing well in only two
packages. Progress on one package is not
satisfactory. I will take the issue up at the
highest level when I get back to the state
capital,” he said.

Earlier, the CM inaugurated the
newly established circle headquarters of
Rapum and one health and wellness
centre each at Rapum and Yapik villages
besides laying the foundations for the
Border Road Task Force road to Tato and
a veterinary aid centre at Padusa village,
the communique added.

— PTI

Switching to TMC

Former Meghalaya chief minister Mukul
Sangma, who along with 11 other Con-
gress Party Members of the Legislative
Assembly recently joined Mamata
Banerjee’s Trinamul Congress on Tues-
day, asserted that TMC flags would flut-
ter across the North-eastern state in the
next 45 days. Sangma said that the entire
North-east wants a “true alternative” to
the Congress Party that can sincerely
take on the Bharatiya Janata Party and
promote the interests of the people of
the region, and “All India Trinamul Con-
gress chairperson (Mamata Banerjee) is
the force they should gravitate to”.

Addressing a press conference at the
TMC headquarters in Kolkata, the two-
time Meghalaya CM said that the legisla-
tors’ decision to join the party was not
an overnight one and they had deliberat-
ed on it for long. “In the next 45 days, you
will see Trinamul Congress flags flutter-
ing in all parts of our state,” Sangma said.

Meghalaya TMC president Charles
Pyngrope, who is among the 12 defect-
ing MLAs, thanked Banerjee and dwelt
on the long-standing ties between the
people of West Bengal and Meghalaya,
especially Shillong. Banerjee welcomed
the 12 MLAs at her Kalighat residence
last Monday in the presence of her
nephew Abhishek Banerjee. The Megha-
laya legislators attended TMC’s working
committee meeting chaired by Banerjee
to chalk out the roadmap for the 2024
Lok Sabha elections.

— PTI
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Numerous journalists have been
killed down the years in the North-
east, with the latest perpetrator
being Covid-19
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