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Writing on hill politics in Northeast India at the time when most of the hilly areas of the
region were still demanding statehood Shibani Kinkar Chaube contends (1968, 7) ‘that until the
British advent, the notion of territorial or political authority was unknown in the hills.’ While
he was referring to the absence of an organised political life and the assertion of a large-scale
territorial entity, it would, however, be wrong to assume the absence of territoriality among
independent villages in out-of-the-way places. Human territoriality, as Sack (1983, 55) explains,
can be ‘asserting and attempting to enforce control over a geographic area … by individuals or
by groups, and it applies at any scale from the room to the international arena.’ The notion of
territoriality in Northeast India exists together with ethnic identity and is largely determined by
the colonial spatial knowledge, wherein the colonial empires mapped the occupied territories
to establish who lived where to make the task of administration easier. Administrative units were
created around such identities, and a host of other minority groups were also grouped within
such units (Baruah 2009; Haokip 2016).
When the East India Company (EIC) was granted the Diwani of Bengal in 1765 after the
Battle of Plassey, it brought the British in direct contact with the tribes on the northeast frontier
of Bengal. Among them, the Garos were ‘the first of the Assam mountain tribes with whom we
came into contact’ (Mackenzie 1884, 245). In his introduction to Alan Playfair’s ethnographic
account of the Garos, Fuller (1909, xiv) also described the Garos as
inhabiting the outermost end of the mountain promontory which runs out into the
rice lands of Bengal, the Garos were the first mountaineers with whom the people and
the rulers of Bengal would come in contact, and they are mentioned with frequency
in ‘the early records of British rule.
As the first among the hill tribes that the British came in contact with, the policies and laws adopted
to deal with the Garos were later extended or replicated in other hills of the frontier and beyond.

The ‘Exceptional Space’
The Government at Bengal expressed the difficulty of governing the frontiers during the initial
days thus:
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It must always be a matter of extreme difficulty to determine the best mode of dealing
with savage hill tribes, who regard plunder and murder as lawful and commendable pursuits, and dwell in inaccessible fastnesses within a climate so deadly as to defy approach.
(Mackenzie 1884, 339)
The EIC initially continued with the Mughal policy of non-interference in the affairs of the hill
communities (Syiemlieh 1989, 11). In pursuit of this policy, David Scott, who was responsible
for the Garo frontier when he was the magistrate of Rangpur from 1815 to 1821, was instrumental in formulating the non-regulation system of governance for the tribes in that frontier.
Regulation X of 1822 established ‘a special system of government for the tract of country
occupied by … Garo Mountainers’ who are considered to be ‘races of people entirely distinct
from the ordinary populations.’ This regulation, while removing ‘the intrigues and oppressions
of Bengali zemindars and their amlah (court official),’ created a spatiotemporal exceptional space
where the normal laws did not apply. Till 1860, the policy followed under this regulation was
to have ‘no direct dealing whatever with the savage tribes of the Assam valley’ (Mackenzie 1884,
553). The regulation identified who the dominant race is in a particular geographical area and
pre-concluded that they are ‘occupying the hills called after them,’ despite identifying and recognising the ‘other rude tribe’ who inhabited such space. So, the task of the British, when they
first came in contact with hill people was to establish the name of their group identities, even
if the name is repudiated by them. After establishing the identities of what was considered to
be desperate groups, the hills were named after them. Thus, the British ethnicised geographical
space and laid the foundation for ethnic territoriality.
While the regulation did recognise the existence of non-Garo minorities, putting them
together as ‘other rude tribes,’ it emphasised who was the dominant. This first law that was
legislated especially for the Garos and subsequently extended to all the hill tribes in the then
province of Assam laid the foundation not only of how they will be governed but also how
such territories will be named and identified. Thus, there is a close relationship between ethnic
identity and territory. How identities are given, shaped and territorialised is significant in the
divisive and exclusivist ethnic politics today.
Due to a series of raids and plunders committed by the Garos in the 1840s and 1850s, the
non-interference policy was subjected to much debate within the colonial military-administrative circles. Submitting a review of policy on the Chittagong frontier in 1856 to the Secretary to
the Government of Bengal, Captain Henry Hopkinson, the Commissioner of Arracan, strongly
observed that ‘in the establishment of a superintendency lies the last and only chance of success’
otherwise he suggested ‘to leave the tribes altogether to their own devices’ (Mackenzie 1884,
533). Earlier, the first suggestion for direct management of the hill tracts came from the police
report of 1850 in order to stop raids. To put an ‘an effectual stop’ over ‘periodical forays’ the
Government of Bengal in 1854 expressed that,
It must always be a matter of extreme difficulty to determine the best mode of dealing with savage hill tribes, who regard plunder and murder as lawful and commendable pursuits, and dwell in inaccessible fastnesses with the climate so deadly as to defy
approach.
(Mackenzie 1884, 339)
In 1854, the Bengal government expressed the necessity of drawing a boundary line to demarcate the settled district from the jhum tract in order to establish judicial administration, and ‘it
would be a work of extreme difficulty and expense to lay down such a boundary.’ However,
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Hopkinson did not see the necessity of laying down such a line as the hill tracts were quite
distinguishable from settled parts (Mackenzie 1884, 339, 335).
The non-interference policy was abandoned, and, in 1866, the Garo Hills district was
founded with the passing of Act XXII of 1869, thereby ruling them from the heart of their
hills. Known as the Garo Hills Act, 1869, it replaced the Regulation X of 1822 and defined the
boundary of Garo Hills. This Act brought about a hill administration in which there is ‘village
self-government under the immediate superintendence and watchful eye of the resident British
officer’ (Mackenzie 1884, 553–54). The Naga Hills district was constituted in 1867, while the
Lushai Hills was divided into North and South districts and later combined in 1898.
With the discovery of mineral resources, oil, and the suitability of large-scale plantations of
tea and rubber, the region was increasingly seen as a resource frontier. On the other hand, the
continued expansion of the plantations and increasing tensions in the foothills between British
subjects and the tribes necessitated the regulation of movements between the hills and valleys.
The Bengal Eastern Frontier Regulation of 1873 introduced an Inner Line along the foothills
to separate the hills from the plains and thus regulate the movement of the British subjects as
well as the tribes beyond the line. This was the first law that divided the whole frontier into
a binary of hills and valleys and thus laid the foundation of an imagination of a space based
on geography and the politics of recognition based on such territorial imagination. The rigid
ethnic and territorial classifications have led to exclusive ethnic homeland movements that
have embroiled the region till today. The ethno-territorial movements often produce conflicts
between ethnic groups in which many innocents pay the price of being categorised under a
given ethnic identity.

Territory in Pre-colonial Era
Prior to the British rule, the concept of territory, and territoriality thereof, was already prevalent among the so-called traditional societies in the highlands of Northeast India. However,
they were conceived differently in their own cultural settings and largely confined to what
a village can utilise a certain geographical space as well as the capacity to defend such space.
The borders of such territory were marked mostly in the form of natural dividers such as
rivers and mountain ridges. Such conception of territory was largely fluid in temporal terms,
and variations occurred on the extent of its hold over such geographical spaces. The expansion of such territory depended on the prosperity of the village in terms of its economy and
population.
The relationship between the hills and valleys is one of the most contested debates today,
while acknowledging that different dynamics were at play in influencing such relationship.
While the territories of the valley kingdoms were constant, despite the expansion and homogenisation happening within the valleys, territorialities in the hills started changing fast with the
arrival of the British in the region.
In various parts of the borderlands there persisted different ‘conditions of overlapping territoriality and sovereignty, which characterised the indigenous polity of this region’ (Misra 2011,
56). When the British brought, for instance, Goalpara in Assam under their rule they regarded
the shared or fragmented sovereignty as ‘an anomaly,’ as they were unfamiliar with the ‘tributary
relationships, rights and territoriality.’ In such a local system of authority, reciprocity and interdependence marked the ‘incorporation and submission of tributary rulers.’
Among the upland settlers, territories existed together with identities and village boundaries
were the limits of territory and identity. The name of the village was often the identity of all the
villagers.The village would normally be surrounded by forests and jhum fields. Beyond this lay the
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hunting ground of the village which also served as undemarcated boundary with the neighbouring villages.These undemarcated lands were categorised as empty wastelands by the British during
their initial contacts with the highlanders, which often led to conflicts between the two as the
British did not recognise the territorial rights of the highland villagers. Boundary maintenance,
whether cultural or territorial, was simple between hill peoples. However, such territoriality and
indigenously maintained relations between different groups of people that centred around the
village were broken with the intrusion of modern forms of governance.The attempt by the ubiquitous state to maintain semblance of authority through intervention went against hill polities.
During the advent of the British there were some areas which were in the early stage of
state formation. For instance, the Chassad Kukis and the 25 Khasi estates were already organised
along village confederacies. Mackenzie (1884, 211) mentions about the Chassads, who have
tributary offshoots comprising Choomeyang, Chungle, Moonoye, Koomeyang, etc. To him, the
Chassads ‘inhabit 12 villages, some of which are mere offshoots of the others.’ Referring to various Kuki-Chin ethnic groups in the Lushai Hills, Edgar also mentions that
Almost every village has its own Chief, who generally, however, owes some sort of
allegiance to the most powerful Chief of the groups of villages to which he belongs,
whom I may, for convenience’s sake, call the head of his clan.
(cited in Reid 1997, 3)
In some areas of Assam, ‘the Government recognizes twenty-five petty states in the Khasi Hills’
where the ‘constitution of the States is democratic, the chiefs bring in no sense territorial sovereigns, but merely elected heads of village confederacies’ (Mackenzie 1884, 237). The independence of each village in its territorial assertion and control, and the rudimentary state formation
process were thwarted with the coming of the British and their administrative system, which,
as Misra (2011, 197) points out, led to ‘the erasure of pre-colonial social and economic connections and of local ideas of space, place, power and cultural difference.’

Post-Independence Territoriality
By the end of the Second World War, there was a clear indication that the British were leaving
soon and the hill people were ‘filled with uncertainty and anxiety.The plains people, whom they
considered to be weak and inferior, were going to replace the British as rulers and they resented
it’ (Haokip 2012, 307). This led to a movement which called for unification of hill tribes leading to the formation of the Hill Leaders Union at Shillong in 1945 and the Tribes and Races
Association of the Plains and Hills of Assam later that year.The movement culminated in the call
for a hill territory to be carved out of Assam in order ‘to safeguard their interests and aspirations.’
The tribes in Cachar and Mikir Hills were not interested in the movement for a hill state. The
Nagas and Mizos declined to join as they were already in the process of launching their own
ethnicity-based territorial movements while in Tripura both the hill and plains people seemed
happy with their state of affairs.
During the high noon of British colonial rule, the societies that were once considered ‘primitive’ and confined their governance to village level were slowly beginning to organise along
the larger group identities given by the colonial rulers. Thus, they asserted and demanded a
territory of their own based on their ethnic identities. For instance, after their return from the
labour corps in France the Naga porters, along with other newly educated Nagas, established
the Naga Club in 1918, which was the first-ever apex body of the Nagas and later became a
forerunner of all Naga political consciousness and movements in the post-colonial period.They
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became purely territorial in focus in due course of time. The Naga National Council under
the leadership of A.Z. Phizo was the first to demand self-determination at the time of Indian
independence. Despite the Naga Hills district and Tuensang Area being combined to form the
state of Nagaland in 1963, and a special recognition of Naga culture, land, and resources in the
Indian Constitution, the Nagas in the contiguous areas felt left out, leading to the movement for
integration of Naga inhabited areas. The hill state movement that culminated in the formation
of the state of Meghalaya to particularly accommodate the aspirations of the Khasi, Jaintia, and
Garo peoples soon grew in discontentment along ethnic lines, focusing on ‘development disparity in the state’ (Haokip 2014, 308). Within a few decades ethnicity-based insurgency movements were witnessed in the state demanding separate ethno-territorial entities.
Smaller ethnic groups are today contesting the existing territorial arrangements and demanding politico-territorial units of their own. Baruah (2009, 11) noted:
… new groups demand ST status and those who have it seek territorial autonomy
available under the constitution’s Sixth Schedule, originally available only to ‘hill
tribes’ – governed by custom, and not by law in colonial practice – and those with
Sixth Schedule statuses demand full-fledged states.
Meanwhile dominant groups are defending the existing territories of states like Assam and
Manipur. The competing ethno-territorial demands, particularly in ethnically overlapping areas,
have led to several inter-ethnic conflicts during the 1990s and early 2000s. Some of the major
conflicts were between the Kukis and Nagas, Hmars and Dimasas, Nagas and Dimasas, Kukis
and Karbis, etc.
The Constitution 125th Amendment Bill, 2019 seeks to upgrade autonomous councils like
the Karbi Anglong Autonomous Council, North Cachar Hills Autonomous Council and the
Tripura Tribal Areas Autonomous District Council to territorial councils. The Karbi Accord
signed on 4 September 2021 promised to expedite the implementation of constitutional amendment and devolution of more power to territorial councils. However, microscopic minorities
living within such councils like the Bru, Paite, and Hmar in Mizoram, the Kukis in Karbi
Anglong and the Hmar and Kukis in Dima Hasao have been largely ignored so far (Haokip
2020). Regional councils are needed to be formed for such minorities as well.

Conclusion
Territoriality, as it exists in post-colonial Northeast India, was laid by the British in their desperate search, initially, to protect the commercial interests in the lowlands and later on to govern the
tribes in the uplands. The assigning of tribal identities and in some cases larger group identities
like the Naga and Mizo slowly led to the development of ethnic consciousness and belongingness, which in turn laid the foundation of ethno-territorial consciousness in the region. As
Baruah (2009, 9) pointed out:
The ethno-territorial frame that colonial officials used to create boundaries between
administrative units and to devise various rules of exclusion, continue to shape notions
of entitlement and the aspirations of ethnic groups – as articulated by political organizations speaking on their behalf.
The emergence of new states in the region were mainly the offshoots of such ethno-territorial
aspirations and today the state territories are some of the most contested as well as defended
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political entities. The demand for newer states and defence of the existing ones are inextricably
linked to political power. Despite the propagation of the borderless world, the lure of political
power to govern a given territory remains strong, constructing and reinforcing ethnic identities
and territorialising such ethnic spaces.
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