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    Part One Prologue




    Kuknalim! Oh Kuknalim! Victory to Our Land and Our People




    Those were the days, the brutal days, the crucial days would be over; the days of the British colonizers, ambiguously handling the Nagas, would be over indeed. Once more, they would be free; the Nagas thought. So, they thought! They thought they would be free of domination, free to determine their own future. Well they thought so, after all the British, through talks, gave the Nagas that impression. The impression, on their request, that they could be left alone, but to that effect no provisions were made.




    Yet initially all looked well for it was Mahatma Gandhi himself who said to a Naga delegation visiting him in 1947 that ‘the Nagas had every right to be independent’. Sadly however, this grand advocate of non violent opposition, was assassinated and a new wind was to blow in the yet to be formed Union of India.




    Without actually handing the Naga lands and its people over to the emerging Union of India, Great Britain consequently did nothing when India took over.




    When one contrasts the words by Gandhi ‘the Nagas had every right to be independent’ against those of Nehru spoken in 1951 ‘even when the rivers will be red with blood and the country goes to pieces, I will never allow the Nagas to become independent’, the bitter conflict that emerged comes into full view. Even though Nehru’s words reverberate to this day, the Nagas then were not deterred. They stood their ground and did not budge or bow to the successive Governments of India, who from Nehru onwards sent in and kept their troops on Naga soil to overpower them.




    Still the Naga Peoples did not give in, not even when, in an effort to try to crush them, a bloody war was unleashed. Later the Nagas bowed in defeat to the tactics of money showering and divide and rule, but did not give in still and to this day stand for their right to self-determination.




    More than 50 years now, we are after the first invasions and the Naga Peoples are still convinced self-determination is their right. Considering their experiences with the Indian Governments, they fear that to, forcibly become part of India, are not their cultural advantage. So until today, despite military, political and economic interventions, the Nagas do not waver and withstand India.. Unseen by the rest of the world this haughty power India moves to subdue using any thinkable mean to achieve its goal.




    Does this theatre of obscured violence look like it is part of a fairy tale, a fantasy thought up by a creative novelist? The ingredients making up this theatre are so extraordinary that a creative writer could hardly have thought those up. The shocking and persistent details will no doubt speak volumes for themselves.




    The Naga Homeland, situated in the North east of India and north west of Burma/ Myanmar was divided between India and Burma without the consent of the Nagas. On the Indian side of the theatre hundreds of thousands of soldiers hold the entire Naga People captive. Even more isolated on the Burmese side the Nagas there are under siege too and practically separated, the border running through the lands of tribes and even villages. The Naga Homeland is obscured and thus unknown not just because of the inaccessibility of the Hills, it is kept in isolation. And so the Nagas live an isolated life because of India and Burma severely limiting access to the region. Both the national and the international press cannot enter this forbidden land and so the international community through lack of accessibility not being aware neglected the war leashed upon the Nagas, this long term conflict between India and Nagaland.




    India is a great and powerful nation and its rulers take pride in calling India the greatest democracy on earth. I was told by an Indian official once that what is meant with the greatest is the is the quantity, not the quality when referred to democracy. And he was right indeed for a democracy it is, but the quality leaves to be desired. This greatest democratic nation shuns interference in what it calls an internal affair. The international community, oblivious of the Naga stand, implicitly acknowledges the conflict as a domestic problem, so while the Nagas resist the occupying nation they do so without any support from the outside world. The right to self determination is a right enshrined in the human rights charter of the United Nations, of which, of course, India is a prominent member. Because they are contained the Nagas decided to come Out of Isolation. In an effort to raise attention for their quest to live as a Free People, they traveled far and wide First, from the sixties onwards, it was A.Z. Phizo, the president of the Naga National Council, NNC which declared independence a day before India did, who while living in exile in the heart of the former British Empire London, who tried to raise awareness. Much later, in the nineties only, an array of Nagas went out to seek recognition and acknowledgement for their right.




    When they listened to the compelling, really unbelievable stories, these virtually unknown Nagas were telling, primarily human rights and indigenous peoples organizations in Europe realized something important had been obscured from public view. Till then the Nagas were only known to ethnological museums, which were firstly interested in cultural not the conflict. The staff of these NGO’s were flabbergasted not only about the atrocities these Nagas were telling, atrocities that reached genocidal proportions, but also in the matter of fact way they were told. But the problem they faced was that those stories could not be verified. Official documentation was available but since that was practically Indian propaganda, which branded the Nagas as a rebellious and stubborn people, prejudice could flourish. As Nagaland was off limits, none of their own documentation could be checked, it could only be checked against what was considered credible information. Yet what those Nagas told was taken seriously for the stories were hard to fabricate and they were consistent. At the time India denied all foreigners entry to the states of the North East of India where Nagas live, especially to those who wanted to verify claims. Times change and now tourists, when a married couple or a group of minimum of four under certain conditions can enter, but only to get a glimpse of the rich and diverse culture of the Naga peoples. On the basis of the ceasefire between the Nagaland and India (1997) it is safe to travel. Still for purposes of tourism or otherwise when visitors keep their eyes open, they would cannot avoid to see numerous Indian troops present and they may wonder what these soldiers are actually doing there. The answer is both simple and complex: those tourists are in the midst of Nagaland, at war since 1954, an area of fierce conflict too, where (Nagas figures) no less than 200.000 Indian soldiers of different denominations are stationed. In this respect it is important to mention that in between 200.000 and 300.000 Nagas have died as a result of direct and indirect warfare. However, and here is the disparity, the Indian Press consistently talks of a minimum of 25.000 people who lost their lives in this conflict. The few journalists who did manage to enter were captivated by the ground realities. The one sided Naga stories became credible but did not fall in fertile earth because they still could not be verified by what are considered credible sources. So after more than 50 years of war still hardly anyone knows about the Nagas; not as a culture and not as a people in conflict and least of all why India and Nagaland are in conflict. Although the Human Rights Organizations did try to make the Naga story more public by introducing them to the United Nations Indigenous Peoples Forum under the Commission of Human Rights and leading them to become part of the Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization, UNPO, the resonance to their plight is minimal yet. They are practically alone in defending their basis rights against India. Touched by their conviction and right with this introduction to their multifaceted culture, a travelogue and historical overview and overview of conflict resolution I contribute in opening this unknown world of gentle peoples, peoples who were once only seen by missionaries, colonizers, soldiers, and for the uniqueness and cultural heritage, anthropologists and museologists.




    The Nagas are a friendly and quite self conscious peoples. They do not like to be looked down upon, but acknowledge other peoples as their equals. Before going into this much deeper, first I will go into the question of who these unknown peoples are, how they express themselves, what motivates them and lastly how they resist and persist.




    Before any colonial intervention the Nagas were free peoples. In the beginning the people were known by their ancestral community names and generally lived in well organized and self-contained village(s). By tradition, most of the Nagas had a democratic form of organization. They knew both private and communal ownership. According to Naga historical accounts, orally passed on for the Nagas could not read or write then, Naga villages were attacked by their neighboring Ahoms of the plains, but also Burmese, Kachari and Manipuri rulers, yet they were never conquered. Until the British in the early 19th century made their way into Naga territory the term NAGA was not indigenous.




    Then uncharted territory the British imperialists, when in Burma, asked their Burmese interpreters; who live beyond the mountain range? And the British pointed in the direction of the northwest.. The Burmese nonchalantly told them that it was the “Naka” people, which meant, people who wear earrings. From the 1830s onwards the term “Naga” began to appear in the British official reports and survey records. If the first writers on the Nagas had not been British mostly likely the Nagas would have had another name. Though it was a given name the Nagas found it convenient as it denoted a common identity for the something like forty or more tribes. Until the British rule was established over a minority of Nagas, there had not been a valid enough reason for them to politically connect under one name or banner. Although the Nagas certainly feel they are one people, irrespective of belonging to any tribal community, the political awakening of the 20th century and the strong consciousness of the Nagas are the elements which makes them stand up for their nation to become in reality a nation of their own. What is striking though is that the political consciousness among all sectors and communities of the Naga peoples was raised at a time when communication was very poor. Going from village to village to spread news alone was something of an accomplishment. It is clear too that this feeling of oneness, based on the historical first dispersions and so knowing they come from the same ancestors, is also connected to the absence of historical “tribal” conflict. True, conflict there was among villages and primarily those which were part of the same tribe. Intertribal warfare was virtually non existent though. So what is the Naga origin?




    





    Cultural diversity with a common historical base




    When I met Tia Longkumer, a young Ao woman visiting the Netherlands to connect with organizations that have expertise on drug abuse, I did not know much about the Naga cultures and heritage. I knew much more of the Indo-Naga conflict, the Naga struggle to be independent again. This was because of the different Nagas I had met in relation to the war that was unleashed upon them. Hardly a soul outside Nagaland, including myself, had even heard about them then. But, staggering stories made me realize the Naga peoples, overwhelmingly outnumbered and in spite of the odds against them, were capable of standing up to what they believed; while sustaining themselves respectfully their right to self determination. So I was more than a little surprised to learn, that behind their long struggle against domination, a wealth of culture lied hidden and was about to be revealed to me. It was on a sunny day in Amsterdam, the Naga International Support Center had just been established a year or so, when Tia enthusiastically captivated me with her tales. Of course, her words did not fall in barren earth. I had done some research and had read books, books like the one by Julian Jacobs on the Nagas to start from. Julian Jacobs, The Nagas: Hill Peoples of Northeast India was published in 1990 under auspices of the Department of Social Anthropology at Cambridge University in England and portrays the Naga society. It covers their history under the British colonial time, the last two decades before Indian independence too.




    I had gathered some facts and insight and learned about the diversity of tribes, their traditions and expressions. Other then finding a number of topics interesting, I did not really have a coherent view on the Nagas as a people, a people though diverse indeed, which could yet be one in defending their rights. In fact it was difficult to believe that such peoples, speaking different and mutually unintelligible languages, would be able to come together so strongly and be so determined. They did not fear to face occupation from the world outside, India and Burma.




    Though sharing the same origin, through time the Nagas dispersed to form their tribes and sub tribes, communities and clans of their own. Though they were dynamically formed as they people lived in villages on hilltops, they knew their ancestry, but created and adhered to their own traditions. These traditions are fully expressed and can be visually experienced by way of their attires with headdresses, adornments like jewelry, but also in architecture, music, and songs and what links alls are the expressions in wood and stone, statues and menhirs.




    On a late spring afternoon, open windows at the NISC office, Tia talked and I listened. As Tia, painting with words natural to her, vividly made an alien world come alive, my attention was caught and to fully grasp the pictures she painted, pictures in words, I asked some questions: “Naga culture is complex,” she began, “you will find it reflected in all aspects of life. First of all it is visible in how people dress. They express both they are part of the people and their tribe, but their personal adornments show their individuality.”




    Using a range of man-made but natural materials I had to admit the Naga attires as expressions of cultural identity are truly breathtaking, I thought remembering the attires.




    “In our clothing and other physical tribal expressions, we show our individual style and taste and what we are part of. Cultural symbolism is depicted in Naga jewelry, textiles, and tattoos. In short there is a wide variety of objects we use to express ourselves with. The western museum world primarily shows appreciation of the richness and the complexity of the Naga culture and recognizes the beauty and symbolism of Naga cultures.”




    “These symbols have meaning and determine what tribe, community, village or clan you are part of? Do they also reflect the heritage of the Nagas, their origin?” I asked.




    “We don’t have written records but are rich oral history,” she continued, “our symbols are means of identification. Through the symbols they use, the people know who they are. Living our culture is more than just significant in recognition, it is very normal. Outsiders will compare, describe and judge the differences they find between people.”




    “So, according to a Naga like you, who are the Nagas?”




    “We are scientifically classified as Indo-Asiatic peoples. As Nagas all together, we form some 40 tribes and sub-tribes. We share many cultural traits through a common history. As we live in villages on hilltops, we live in relative isolation. Perhaps I must say lived because due to the invasions of the British and later the Indians eventually one nation evolved. In the old days, before the British and Indians, the peoples in their villages lived undisturbed. Well, we did fight each other, but when we were threatened by outsiders invading our land, we would fight them off together. To confront these invaders we formed temporary coalitions. This is because we share a common history, we have the same roots. Over the centuries, a thousand or so years ago, we dispersed and evolved into a collection of tribes. You know, the Naga peoples were not a people, not the cohesive nation we do know now. Over time, after the Nagas dispersed, this one common people spread and populated the, what is now known by the British, Naga Hills. Though similar in style and expression we developed our own cultures and even languages.”




    “Tell me some more about that?” I asked.




    “There are many tribes who through their attires can easily be distinguished. The Konyaks the largest one in number of people, then the Aos, the Tangkhul, the Semas, and Angamis. Other important tribes, in size only, are the Lothas, Sangtams, Phoms, Chang, Khiemnungams, Yimchungers, Zeliangs, Chakhesangs (Chokri), and Rengmas. So, according to our oral annals, our people arrived millennia ago and dispersed in two waves; the first wave was from where they lived once, in what is in Burma (now Myanmar). Some went up north and settled, others went west. It was also a long time ago and a later wave moved out from the village of Makhel, northern Manipur. The people who were going to disperse commemorated this as a very important event. They placed a megalith there which is known now as the dispersal stone. That stone still stands at Makhel as a legacy of that time and bears witness to that important event in our history. When the people left Makhel they settled on mountaintops in the region called, by the British called the Naga Hills. There they founded villages and built their lives. The Naga Hills are rugged terrain and the people could only connect and communicate by going on foot over paths leading through valleys and over mountains. That rugged terrain caused the people to live in seclusion of each other. And, they spread out over a vast area. According to traditional tales the land they settled in, was uninhabited land. Over time they developed their own cultures and languages. Today the Nagas speak some 60 dialects or languages which belong to the Sino-Tibetan language group. To give you some understanding of the profound isolation between tribes and even villages, you should know that in some areas even dialects vary from village to village. With respect to the extreme difficulties in communication between tribes and villages, I am sure you can imagine how it must have been. For intertribal communication Nagamese, a pidgin language, is used nowadays. Due to the British colonization many Nagas speak both Hindi and English too. The official language of Nagaland State is English.”




    “I am sure there is a lot more fascinating detail to reveal,” I said to her in encouragement so she would feel that I paid attention.




    “There is indeed,” she said and her eyes lighted up as she continued, “from the beginning of the 20th century all this changed and gradually isolation came to an end when the British arrived. They colonized part of the Naga Hills and introduced and imposed their administration on us. Perhaps I could tell some more on cultural fife in relation tribal organization?” she asked.




    “Oh yes, please do, you have only lifted a tip of the veil yet,” I smiled.




    “How our peoples govern themselves, say in tribal organization, varies greatly, yet most tribes are organized in a village state type of democracy. In that village state democracy everyone contributes to the decision-making process. It is done by way of gatherings and meetings held by the village and tribal councils. Among the Konyaks it is different for there it is the chiefs, called angs, who rule the people. Angs are as autocratic as kings and so you can say they are kind of absolute rulers. Tribes like the Semas and Chang adhere to a hereditary kind of chieftainship, but the members of those tribes are as equal as those of most other tribes such as the Angamis, Ao, Lothas, Rengmas or Tangkhul; their councils democratic in nature. In sharp contrast with peoples of most parts of India and Burma our Naga tribal communities are quite autonomous. Centered around a hierarchy of councils, at the village and tribal levels, the local, regional and now national forms of organization deal with disputes which involve breaches of customary laws. In this system of self-government is also room for debates on like on the future of the Nagas. In relation to the customary laws it works like this: starting from village level people suggest, complain or appeal to their respective councils. From that village level the first domestic level, when things cannot be properly dealt with or have a broader perspective, the issue will be put before the Tribal Council. From there, when of national importance, it is elevated to the Naga Tribunal or the Naga Council, or Naga Hoho.




    “Does that mean that an idea for change will reach the national level?”




    “Yes, someone who finds it important an issue or idea is relevant to more than one tribe or village, can have that idea brought before the by the Naga Hoho for consideration.”




    “This relates both to the judicial/penal system as well as law making, governing system?” I asked




    “Oh yes, everyone can and will contribute and this is how it is done,” Tia clarified.




    “How do you enforce decisions then that are mutually agreed upon among tribes, or individually passed sentence on? In the past I don’t think you had policemen enforcing the law or prisons to punish people?”




    “Of course not, but ours is a tightly knit society, so anyone who has been branded for doing something wrong, like in having committed a crime, will feel it. His or her life will be difficult for that person is shunned.”




    “How was that in the old days? How were people prepared to fully take part in their community?”




    “In the old days our villages had institutions that were culturally and organizationally important. In our communal houses or dormitories for young, unmarried, men called morung, young men learned to become men of responsibility and of culture. They went through a series of initiation rites and tests to make certain they would be equipped to take that responsibility. They learned practical things too like hunting, agriculture and yes to become warriors. The morung practice has been almost lost but now, but modern Nagas are progressively realizing the importance of cultural morung life and try to revive this learning practice. Cultural life then revolved around the morung, but please do not think that women were not important. Compared to and in contrast of the practices of Hindus or Muslims, in Naga society women have a relatively high status and honorable position. Women equally work in the fields but their influence in the tribal councils is strong. Women have a say in things!”




    “I have seen lots of pictures of merrymaking, Nagas in their own colorful attire?” I said and before she answered I saw her eyes twinkling while she pondered on answering: “This is because we love to feast. In the past there were many occasions, but highlights are our Feasts of Merit. Yes in full attire, we perform series of sacrificial ceremonies to renew our bonds with the spirits, our ancestors and each other. These are happy occasions and there is a lot of merrymaking. All tribes do that and they regularly organize big festivals. Then we make music, we dance and sing as beautifully as we can. Naga feasts are much more than a display of folklore or ritual; it then when all exuberantly express our concern and love for life.”




    ”Love for life? Wasn’t it the British who called you headhunters?” I remarked, trying to draw her out by what she really meant by love for life. Judging from the pictorials I had seen and from the people I had met of course, that exuberance of life was real, but why then this bad, if not demeaning, reputation of the Nagas, who were judged as backward, uncivilized, people after all? In the eyes of their colonizers, British or Indian, the Nagas are fearless warriors, who take heads for trophies. She shot up, fully alert now. Then calmed herself as she thought for a moment trying to frame her words properly: “Yeah,” she agreed, “true, the British called the Nagas headhunters and the Nagas kept the skulls in the morungs. But I ask you now: Were the heads just trophies signifying a barbaric inclination? Or were the slain people, their heads taken, people like you say in your self proclaimed civilized style, just casualties of war?” and she looked at me. Fiercely, like she felt accused and hurt. Wisely I decided to keep quiet as she was proud of her heritage and looked at me for lacking the understanding it deserved. She spoke strongly but continued asking in a tone which revealed some aggression: “What do your people do with the enemies in the wars you fought and killed many? Your history shows your armies killed thousands, millions!”




    She did not wait for an answer, knowing fully well that history was written by historians for all to read, but continued: “You put them in mass graves. Those warriors were cannon fodder. What honor was that? Only your own people you hold in high regard, those that fought for you and lost their lives, those who were slain. Yet, you and I know, no one can be victorious without an enemy to win from.”




    “That is right,” I said in agreement and nodded.




    “Now let me tell you about the meaning of what your people persistently call ‘headhunting’. Please realize that Nagas live in the Naga Hills on hilltops, really mountaintops, and that the villages alone and as I said already, lived in isolation of each other. Any disagreement between villages first and tribes at large could lead to hostilities resulting in one village attacking another. That was small scale tribal warfare and with relatively few casualties. It was not even war between two tribes but between villages so of the same tribe or of two different tribes. The wars were no concerted effort of tribes trying to dominate others. Before the Nagas adopted Baptist Christianity brought by American missionaries (1830 onwards), the people had their own religion and believed that the life force was in the head. Consequently, the victor of a slain enemy would gain the life force. The victim became part of the victor and honor was to bestowed upon him. So, the heads, the skulls, were kept, not just as trophies of prowess, although that idea played a part too, but as a sign of tribute to the slain. There are no victors without an adversaries.”




    “That is understood,” I said, “but then why did the British call you headhunters?”




    “Well, the British observed rituals and feasts. They saw women honoring the warriors retuning to the village from war with heads of the slain. Those men were considered real warriors. Once you prove you are a real warrior you were held in high esteem by the women. You would be an attractive man, a man to marry. Because warriors could defend their village or control other villages, they safeguarded the future of that village. Of course they were seen as prime men, capable of raising and protecting children. They were seen as the best providers and protectors, so it relates to what we know as the survival of the fittest.”




    “The British through the missionaries put an end to that and introduced their own warfare with rules and regulations alien to the Nagas?”




    “Oh yes,” she said, “very different, but the Nagas learned fast and during the British conquest the Nagas fought for 60 years against them. In the latter part of the 1900’s only a part of them were colonized and a treaty, an agreement was drawn up but since those Nagas could neither read not write, they did not sign, yet they were loyal. The area the British colonized was less than one third of the Naga Hills. The British called the larger remainder of the Naga lands un-administered areas and the Nagas living there the Free Nagas. Since the Naga Hills is a British term, we now rather talk about the Naga Homeland. Under the Indians we became more divided and the other parts, around one third again is in Burma and the rest in India. You should realize that neither Britain nor India were ever able or willing to conquer and colonize the Nagas..”




    “That was the end of what the British called the practice of ‘headhunting’?”




    “No, sporadically villages clashed still but with the advent and spread of Christianity the keeping of heads was abandoned, not the hostilities that would result in killing. In addition, in times of real danger people would return to old values. An lucid example of that was the Battle of Kohima. To open the door the Japanese attacked Kohima, the gateway to the West, to pave the way and conquer India from the East. If the Nagas had abandoned the British, they would have lost the war, but the Nagas, superior in knowledge about terrain and hill warfare, helped them win that Battle, the battle of Kohima. Though many Nagas and Britishers lost their lives, the allied British/Naga Forces killed many Japanese and the Nagas took their heads in the process. They were slain enemies, their heads were taken and kept in morungs. It is odd to see the differences in perception for when the British fought the Japanese alongside the Nagas, then they were not called headhunters by them. After that now significant but almost forgotten war only on few occasions individual Nagas fell back on that cultural security of ancient times, so I can be frank for I know it does happen. Should it happen now, of course the heads cannot be displayed anymore. Now the people who dare to take heads will be arrested for murder. Mind you, now the taking a head now is an individual act and neither condoned nor celebrated by the village as a whole. Considering this cultural practice of the past there is a vast difference now between what it was from a collective cultural point of view and now an individual one.”




    “Let’s return to culture,” I suggested, “those morungs were quite prominent in villages?” “You can say that indeed,” she agreed, “and they were beautiful structures too. The pillars, adorned with carved sculptures of tigers, hornbills, human figures were striking and expertly done by Naga artisan designers,” she said with pride.




    “I would like to see and feel the atmosphere of young men being taught and trained,” I remarked, smiled and asked, “is there more to say about the symbols, meaning and expression? They relate to what anthropologists or ethnologists call fetish and fertility?”




    “They certainly do, but even now we believe that a supernatural power exists in us, our human body. It is a power we can acquire by observing rituals, by sacrificing and by observing to taboos (gena). This belief signifies responsibility for future generations. Fertility as the essence of life enables us to procreate and so for our tribes to persist. In having children we will thus be certain of that. Our body is the natural centre. It is the home of our soul, our inner force which initiates the togetherness and communication we express in our arts. Nagas live on the land and live off it. In our own environment, the steep hills, we work hard. We make sure we have good harvests and we work to increase our livestock. That way we both increase our personal and communal wealth.Because the heads represent the spirits and bear that sense of fertility, of life force, of power and potency, we keep the human skulls in the Morung. Nothing is left idle or is lost, for all what and whom we are and what we produce returns to the earth, but for the spirits of our deceased, our ancestors or our slain enemies.”




    “I understand a sense of going back to the values of the old days is growing. Though that does not include headhunting anymore, does it mean that many of the old values and expressions are meaningful in modern life?” I asked.




    “Let me put it like this; both the British and the Indians forcibly impressed their way of life on us, but we received American missionaries and embraced Christianity voluntarily. Tribal life changed rapidly because of these factors,. The symbolic values of norms, values and ideals were practically lost, but because they are rather interesting and because they are ours, we want to rediscover them. Modern Nagas, like me, want to revive our past glory and preserve our heritage. We want to learn from our past and we do this by organizing fairs and festivals. Troupes train to perform dances and they wear traditional dress and use the tools we then could make ourselves,” Tia smiled.




    Does the log drum in this respect mean anything?”




    “The log-drum is important because its rhythm signifies a new beginning “




    Our tribal life revolves around the sense of community and the call of the log-drum initiates festivals. We believe we acquire fertility by way of ‘positive magic’. This happens when after death the power and potency of one person is transferred to another. This was process was felt strongly and the call of the log-drum makes us gather to feel that force. The Log-drum sounds from the Morung, the force to receive that power which is follows the code of conduct from the Morung.”




    “That must be an impressive if not irresistible sound,” I said to her




    “Oh yes,” she laughed, “it makes you feel like you are one with the land, nature, one with your village and tribe and really one with the universe. To feel that thoroughly you do have to be part of it. To enable us to do that we initiate, to prove their worth for village and tribe men and women go through stages, rites and rituals.”




    “Are these Initiation Rites for men and women some kind of tests?”




    “As full members of our society we earn status and fit in Through initiations some of the deepest mysteries of our people like the ultimate meaning of human existence are to be revealed. Birth and death we consider as the two most important experiences of initiation. Those two, the beginning and ending of life, we celebrate with ceremonies which can last for days The initiations make sure we will fully know all we need to know about meaningful signs and symbolism.”




    “Testing what the young men and women have learned in both cultural knowledge and physical training and years of tribal education will conclude with the celebration of having passed the tests? Are the feasts to commemorate the well-being of those who passed the initiation rites?”




    “Yes these grand feasts for that reason alone will last for days on end.”




    “You talked about magic, does that mean that you have specialized people in the village or tribe who lead the initiations? I think of Shamans or medicine men, some even call those experts witch doctors?”




    “Oh yes, the experts of course, she laughed, “shamans are men or women who have special perception and their souls can travel freely among the spirits. They were the embodiment of our religion. Shamans, or medicine men, or women, we believe were chosen by a higher power, a Divine power. They did have special powers to deal with spiritual things. To the people the shaman is the guide to the souls of the ancestors. He/she is an intermediate, a healer and counselor for the tribe on matters of our spirit world. To enable the shaman to travel and become one with the spirits he will go into a state of trance. Sometimes he/she will take hallucinogenic plants like the fly mushroom to get there, but can achieve trance, this other state of consciousness, by themselves so without drugs too. The drugs derived from plants are used to help them to connect to spirits. They have to deal with cruel spirits, that lodge in mind or body, who torment. When there he/she acquires power when he begins to produce visions of knowledge of the spiritual world. This power, virtually a death and rebirth taking place, brings the shaman’s full potential. Shamans go through severe initiation rites. They have traditional roles and have high prestige in society.




    “The spiritual world, via the shaman, is then close to the people, like a religion?”




    “There are many different views of the Gods, the spirits and the world. An important view among most tribes of the Nagas is that there is one original God. This God created the world, but leaves the daily organization, except for conduct and morality to man himself. God is supreme and is far above the ordinary human beings, but many spirits live in this world with us, the lesser Gods. They are much closer to the people and made their home on sacred mountains and forests. The spirits of our ancestors are part and parcel of our tribal society. We love and fear them, for we know they are near and part of us. They see to it that their strength flows from them to us. For, we are the next generation, the generation alive and responsible guiding our next of kin Like we, alive, teach conduct and culture, and punish those who stray, the spirits also have ways to punish those who falter or dishonor.”




    “So that is why the people fear the spirits? They are afraid to be punished because they know they have done wrong?”




    “Yes of course. Our ancestors communicate with us through their spirits. They live in us, around us, they are very close. We cherish the spirits by doing good and honor them by going to their graves or shrines. During feasts dancers reenact the achievements of our ancestral souls.”




    “Nagas farm the land, hunt and gather in the forests. Like in a cycle life revolves around that,. Tool making, garments, headgear, jewelry and other expressions in matter are reflected, but are inspired by the spiritual world too?”




    “Yes, we believe,” she laughed, “our religion you might say, is down to earth, but very spiritual. Our religion of the past was intimately connected with ancestors and spirits, but also with our daily and ordinary human existence. So, hunters, gatherers, and farmers were all very important in our society and everything was interconnected with the environment, our habitat and the animals that live in it. This makes the relationship of the hunter with the animals of mountains and forests a very important one. Hunters do not just kill; hunting is part of religious life and important. The actual tracking and killing of an animal is like interacting with the spiritual forces. To outsiders hunting may seem cruel, but a hunter, who has the power and the soul for the great hunt, feels his relation to the animal. The hunter prepares himself spiritually. He observes rites by drawing pictures of the animals he will hunt and charms the images which he knows will attract the animals. Hunters have to observe taboos when they hunt and are on strict diet. Hunters have their own special language and vocabulary. To ambush it they lure by trying to attract the animal’s attention with a ritualized dance. Hunters of the ancient past believe in the divine ‘master or mistress’ of animals. This mistress or master had control over the forest. Some believed a major species could “open” or “close” the forest. Animals were available then which when ‘closed’ would not otherwise be spotted at all. All Naga tribes believe they live within the biological and spiritual ecology of nature.”




    “That is quite modern a thing to say and well said,” I commented, “but then Nagas do more than hunting!”




    “Of course, our spiritual life was rich; we were expert gatherers. We are still for we know about the land, the forests, and we know how to treat our environment. Our tribal knowledge is rooted in the earth we live, the spirits showing us how to obtain the fruits of nature we live in. When we do well, the spirits pass their bounty onto us. Gathering is spiritual work too and the spirits guide us. Through their teaching they provide food.”




    “You must indeed know what to look for and where, but when you do know this gathering in the forests around is plentiful. Why then is there agriculture still? Under the burning sun or in the rain, tilling the land is hard work!”




    “In our society, as far as we know, agriculture has always been essential. It is more than a practice; it is a way of life. It is more productive than hunting or gathering and the crops can be kept and stored. Besides hunting and gathering agriculture makes a village completely independent, this solemn unity involves agriculture. In fact over time the more the people came to rely on agriculture, the more they brought their beliefs into it too. The cycle of life of edible plants is short. The similarity with us, humans, is, that the plants provide life for others as it dies. Through the seed they produce and we consume and plant, new life returns. From hunting gathering gradually the religious focus shifted to land and the beliefs regarding agriculture became the views of life after death. Through plants the basic principle stands, the hunter’s principle of death for life was transferred to the tilling the soil; life for death but life to produce the seed to live again in abundance.”




    Tia had spoken and I was impressed. Well versed, she spoke effortlessly. She really had genuine interest in her background, her culture and history and was proud of it. But, her heart was now with the fallout of her occupation. For so long now her fellow Nagas had been suppressed and literally held captive by soldiers. Psychologically in the way they were treated, the young men and women had known nothing else but occupation and had lost their sense of future. Not knowing what to do for lack of prospect non-educated villagers, especially those who had come to the small cities to try their luck, would drink liquor and try drugs; the feeling of hopelessness took root, the feeling of nothing else matters. This lack of perspective led to a surge in alcohol and drug addiction and because of the loose morals that go with that attitude of nothing else matter, it led to the spread of aids too. So, with a degree in sociology, Tia was in the Netherlands to connect to organizations whom she could get involved with. By telling her story she was here to get organizational assistance.




    “It is socializing with all kinds of people,” she explained, “but with a purpose! I am going to use you too Frans,” she had laughed ironically as we both did because we knew it was all said and done in common understanding and for a cause. Yet I was pleasantly surprised about her sense of humor. A person who had seen and experienced things, the way she had; the hopelessness of things in relation to the prospect of her Nagaland, she did not make a depressed impression on me at all. Though delighted, I could not quite comprehend or imagine her to be jolly too. We talked about many things, some of those will be featured in detail elsewhere, but the reason I chose to include one of our conversations here is, that she could pen my eyes to her culture by talking so vividly. I am sure there may be anthropologists who, will not agree with her analysis of her culture. But then I think anthropologists are primarily from societies which were colonizers themselves. In fact anthropology was born out of the notion to study the behavior and motivation of colonized peoples, so they colonizers could have a better idea on how to control, administer, them. Also, because head hunting as a term appeals more to prejudice, for it implies being primitive, the term leads to judging Nagas and other indigenous people negatively. I think it may be long overdue to focus on real meaning and motivation in this matter. So, in the culture section I included a chapter on this depreciative connotation. To do it the justice it deserves and to the Nagas who, as branded British, were once notorious headhunters. When we fully grasp this practice for what it is, to understand its full extent, place and function in society and not prematurely determine it to be just primitive, perhaps then we could understand better too how the Nagas could stand up to bigger powers, powers so much bigger than themselves. Should we adhere to the same kind of reasoning or does the unknown soldier represent the slain head. Seeing it from another perspective this could leave something to be desired. The point I will make here is, that it is not the actual taking of other peoples lives that is at stake, but how slain people are treated. But first let’s discover some more on the Naga origin and cultural life and the Naga origin.




    





    The Naga Origin: Who Are the Nagas?




    The word Naga is the collective name given to many tribes who trace there ancestry from a common ancestor. Their ancestral homeland, Nagalim, lies in the northwest corner of the Southeast Asia landmass. A tri-junction, it is bound in the East by Burma, the North by China and in the West and South by India. The homeland Nagalim, by the British called the Naga Hills, really consists of extensive mountain ranges which are known for its rich bio-diversity.




    The Nagas consist of approximately 40 tribes and/or sub tribes and live in the Naga Hills of not only Nagaland State, but also in the surrounding states of northeastern India and in the Sagaing district of Burma (after the uprising of 1988 called Myanmar). Because of their common ancestry they are similar in culture. Due to seclusion of the past and isolation of the present, practically every village has its own language or dialect The numerous Naga languages stem from the Tibeto-Burman group of the Sino-Tibetan language family. Most Nagas communicate in Nagamese, the lingua franca based on broken English, English and Hindi. The largest tribes are the Angamis, the Aos, the Konyaks, the Semas and the Tangkhuls.




    Although medieval chronicles of the neighboring Ahom kingdom of Assam tell of the Naga tribes, their economy, and their customs, the Nagas don’t have a written history. The invasion of Burma (Ava Kingdom) into Assam of 1816 led to oppressive Burma rule until the establishment of British rule over Assam in 1826. With the advent of British administration, which by 1892 administered around one/third of all Naga areas, the self-rule, common in most village states, was replaced by British rule. The external British rule slowly ended the practices of inter village warfare. Rather than burying slain enemies anonymously, both the British colonizers and the American Baptists, the last appearing on the scene around 1830, termed the practice of taking their heads, headhunting. Convinced that this was barbaric, they vehemently began to eradicate it. Being ruled by outsiders and thus forced to follow alien norms and values, The Nagas put an end to intra tribal warfare. According to the British and Americans as a result there was relative peace in the region.




    The cultural and political history of the Nagas is extremely rich and complex. The practice of burial by expressions in stone alone, which was en vogue up to the early 20th century, is along and is most likely exemplary to many other cultures in the region. More so beyond the region for archeologists clearly see historical links with the indigenous peoples of Indonesia and the Philippines. All these peoples from North Sumatra for instance, the Toba peoples, via Sumba and Flores and the Niha people of the island of Nias, up to Sulawesi’s Toradja to even the Ifugao and Bontoc peoples of the Cordellera mountain range of northern Luzon are known to express themselves in stone, both by urn burial and through megalithic menhirs. The expressions of the Naga cultures shown by the meaningful designs and dazzling array of colors, will surely attract attention. As an introduction I will briefly look into some factors which determine the Naga cultures and ho they have impact on the Nagas themselves. But first more about the term itself.




    





    Different theories on the origin of the term “Naga”




    In a myth, as a symbolic metaphor for the sturdy peoples of the mountains of the Naga Hills, it is said the Nagas that came from rock R.R Shimray states in his Theories of the origin of the Nagas: “There are many theories about the origin of the Nagas. Some of the well-known places of migration and dispersal included Somsok (Thangdut/Hswawngsup) in Burma and Mao-Makhel in Manipur, India. Writing about Somsok (Thangdut) historicity, Alexander Mackenzie stated, “The Valley (Kubo Valley) is divided into three principalities, viz., Sumjok, Kumbat and Kule. The first and last are still governed by descendants of the original Shan chieftains,, who were dependant upon Mongmaorong, but Kumbat appears never to have regained its former prosperity, after its destruction by the united forces of Pong and Manipur; The Kubo Valley is semi-independent, the northern and middle portions being ruled by a Rajah titled the Rajah of Sumjok (the name of the village in which he resides), whose Raj is hereditary in his family.” (op cit., 176)




    Another wave of the Naga migration settled at Makhel located in Senapati district of the present Manipur state. It is a historical place for many of the Nagas, for it was from this point that many Naga tribes dispersed to the various corners of Naga areas. The waves of migration did not find the Imphal valley convenient or suitable for habitation because the valley was under water or swampy. In this regard we quote two historians Jyotirmoy Roy and Prof. N.Tombi Singh, a Meitei scholar and former Member of Parliament.




    “Though the sea receded from that area, the valley portion of Manipur remained under water for a long time. The Manipuri Purans also refer to this fact. There, it is found that in the beginning everything was under water” (J.Roy, History of Manipur,1973Edn. p.3)




    Writing about the origin and distribution of the Nagas to the present area, Shimray states: “As to their origin and dispersal, the various tribes of the Nagas have now accepted Makhel as the original place from where they dispersed themselves. There are many historical facts such as stone monoliths and sacred trees planted at Makhel when they were about to disperse themselves to different directions. One distinct practice of the Nagas is that they erect stone monuments and also plant sacred trees wherever they settled”. (ibid; p.26)




    At Makhel village, 3 km. away from Tadubi, the Block Development Head Quarters, Senapati district, Manipur, there are several things of historical importance enumerated below: A menhir called Tamaratu (stone of dispersal of Nagas. Tamara=departure; tu=stone) on which were engraved a man dragging a bull, a cock, tiger’s head, a shield and a spear. A wild pear tree called Chutebu was planted at upper Sajouba at the time of their dispersal. At the time of parting, they took oath under this Chutebu that they will unite again one day. A very old oak tree, sacred to them (the length of time of Naga settlement at Makhel can be studied from the tree by a Botanist). Sir J. Johnstone in 1871 placed the age of the tree at that time to around 750 years.




    A peepal tree (Marabu), a sacred tree, is believed to have sprouted from the tomb of the first woman who died at Makhel. They called it the ‘ Life foundation tree’. Monoliths called ‘Linotu’ are the stone of dispersal of Nagas situated at Chizelophi, a few miles away from Makhel, representing Tiger, Man and God. The stone monoliths were erected at the time of their parting. The tiger stone has fallen and the tiger menace is no longer there. They further believed that before the stone representing Man is fallen, all the Nagas will be united again and when the last stone representing God falls, the end of the world will come. Jadonang, the legendary hero of Zeliangrong Nagas also had predicted that one day all the “wooden platters” (those who eat from wooden plates) shall be united again. A sacred shield made of animal skin (some say elephant skin, some others say buffalo skin) at Makhel headman’s house has magical power. Numerous other small stones such as war stones, famine and a calamity stones, rain and thunder stones are also carefully preserved. This kind of polished stone which have oily looks is found in Burma (Myanmar), Indonesia and Malaysia also. (R.R. Shimray, ibid., pp. 26-28.) Makhel is, therefore, the second known distribution center, Samsok (Thangdut) being the first as far as we can discern. Gangmumei Kabui in his book also wrote that “The stones at Makhel and Kezakenoma are memorials marking the point of dispersal of the migrating Naga tribes.” (ibid., p.54)




    





    Theories of origin : the Nagas and the Meiteis Boundary of the Naga country.




    The extent of Naga country as described by Captain Butler who was the Deputy Commissioner of the Naga Hills in 1873 runs as follows: “Of all the tribes inhabiting that enormous tract of mountainous country hemming in Assam on the south, the ‘Nagas’ are one of the most numerous.




    “Roughly speaking, they may be said to extend from the Kopili River on the west to the Bori Dihing on the east. Towards the north they occupy the whole hill country bordering upon the plain districts of Nowgong, Seebsaugor, and Luckhimpore. In a southerly direction we now know positively that they not only extend up to, but actually cross over, the great main watershed between the Irrawaddy and Bhramaputra, how far, however, they really go down and extend into the valley of the Kaiendwen or Ningthi has never yet been clearly ascertained ” (Alexander Mackenzie, The North East Frontier of Indi,.1999 Edn. pp 77,78)




    Because the term itself came from outsiders, it is mostly non Nagas who feel the need to explain the term ‘Naga’. And each tries to substantiate its own theory. It was only since the British occupied the Naga Homeland that the term Naga became a well known generic for those tribes that share a common ancestry and live in what is now called Manipur, Nagaland, Assam and Arunachal Pradesh in India and in Myanmar/Burma. Anthropologists, social scientists and historians have quite different theories about the term and till now they differ greatly. Let’s see what they put forward: One early theory rejected by practically all scholars is that the term Naga is derived from the Sanskrit word nanga. Nanga means ‘naked’, ‘crude’ or ‘barbaric’. Captain J. Butler wrote, “It has been generally believed that the term Naga is derived from the Bengali word nangta, or the Hindustani word nanga, meaning ‘naked’, ‘crude’ or ‘barbarous’. (Quoted in the linguistic Survey of India, Vol. III, Part II, p.204). According to William Robinson, the word came from the Sanskrit term which is applied to the people because of their clothing (An Account of Assam, 1841, p.380). The Pioneer of March 24,1870, in treating the agglomeration of tribes known by the generic name of Naga, states that “philologists find in them direct descendants of the serpent races of the Vedic Chronicle; history, less imaginative, knows them as Nangtas or ‘naked savages’ who disturbed the borders of the Ahom kings” (W.C. Smith, The Ao Naga Tribe of Assam,1925 (Reproduced in 2002), p. 168. At the footnote of the same page ,W.C. Smith wrote: “An educated Assamese of Sibsagar, Assam informed Reverend Url M. Fox that the Assamese apply the term Noga to all hill tribes. According to him, Noga manuh means “naked man”. This theory is unacceptable because the Bengalis and the Assamese did not refer to the Khasis and the Garos as Naga even though they were similarly attired, if not less than the Nagas and the contact with them had been much earlier than with the Nagas.




    Another theory, equally rejected by many scholars, is the one that the term Naga stems from the term nag, meaning snake, so the Nagas were then were snake worshipers. E. A. Gait remarked, ‘The lengthening of the first vowel in the English way of the word Naga could have to the old idea of snake worship.’(History of Assam, 1905 (Third revised edition, 1963) p.366). On the ground that Nagas do not worship snakes, but rather eat them for their meat which is considered a delicacy by the Nagas, so this theory is also fallible and cannot be accepted. S.E Peal had the theory that the true form of the term is not Naga, but Noga, a word that stems from the root nog, nok, meaning “people” (A. H. Keane), Asia, with Ethnological Appendix, Vol. II, London, p.153). W.C. Smith supported this theory and writes ‘They are also named in the Borunji, or ‘History of the Kings of Assam’, which dates back to the thirteenth century; that they are still as always were called Noga by the Assamese and Naga only by the Bengali Babus. This most likely through the confusion with the Naga (snake)worshippers of India” (op.cit., pp. 166 f.).




    E. A. Gait also agreed with the views when he wrote, “The people whom we call Nagas are known to the Assamese as Naga (pronounced by them as Noga); they belong to a diversity of tribe, each speaking its own language and calling themselves by their tribal names. Their collective name as they were known to the Assamese seems to have come, as Holcombe and Peal suggested, from the word nok means ‘folk’, or people, in some tribal languages. When strangers met while in the plains, they would ask; are you Tem nok e or O nok e, meaning ‘what folk are you?’ The word is also found in village names, such as Nokpan, ‘people of the tree’, and Nokrang, ‘people of the sky’. The Khonds call themselves ‘Kui Loka’ and the Oraons ‘Ku Nok’ and the lengthening of the first vowel in Bengali and English of the word is still likely due to the old idea that it has to do snake worship.”(op. cit. pp.365f ). But, there are two other theories on the Nagas: One of those theories states that the term Naga comes from the Kachari word Nahngra, which means ‘warrior’ or ‘fighter’. The Assamese pronounced it as Nhuga, and the British are said to have anglicized to Naga.. R. R. Shimray, Naga himself, tells of another theory which shows it to have come from the Burmese word na ka, meaning ‘pierced ears’. This was anglicized by the British, when they first came to Burma, as Naga. All these theories might not really matter for they obviously came from non-Nagas, even some of those stem from before the British conquest. The most likely names came either from the Burmese or the Assamese (Ahoms) or the Kacharis or the Meiteis from Manipur, for it was these peoples who were in contact with the Nagas. They were already related or in touch with them long before the British arrived. Among those it could not have been the Meiteis, because they called the Nagas Hao, (later any tribal was called Hao by them). This leaves the Burmese, the Ahoms and the Kacharis, but it is impossible to know for certain which of the three were dominant enough to have the word Naga persisting. With respect to that it could be that Prof. Gangmumei Kabui may be right when he concludes: “Though no final word has been said on this derivation, it is certain that this name was given by the outsiders to mean this group of people who are divided into more than two dozen tribes. Whatever the origin, this is an old name popularized by the Ahoms and the British.” (History of Manipur; Volume I: Pre –colonial Period, 1991, p.23).Then again, Prof. Gangkumei Kabui is not taken too seriously among scholars, especially the Naga scholars themselves. The present population of 3.5 million to 4 million Nagas are spread out over several thousand villages and 120,000sq. km in land area. Many villages have developed into towns/cities ranging from 5000 to 200,000 inhabitants.




    In the days before the British, Nagas could not write but they had their oral culture and history and Nagas like R.R. Shimray wrote about their origin. Consequently it is not just the British, Meitei or others who are to be quoted on thoughts or cultural and historical facts or impressions on the Nagas.




    Let’s see now how the traditional Naga Political System works.




    





    The traditional Naga Political System The Village State Democracy




    ”You know what officially is said Frans about cultures, what I have been taught in University that is,” Mangkhap said and laughed. Mangkhap, a student once, but now a full time warrior in the Naga Army and of Konyak origin. I had met Mangkhap a few times before. This time only in Nagaland itself. Really on the verge of it, for officially it was Assam still. To the Nagas this part was Zeliangrong area and thus part of their homeland. There was quite a bunch of people in the village who were ready to talk or listen.. Though they were all knowledgeable about the culture of their own tribe, it was the questionable if they could enlighten about the tribes who together would be a nation.




    “Culture to us is the expression of who we are,” Mangkhap began, “it is our nature, our way of living, our thinking and behaving. Through communication our daily life interactions may vary among tribes, but in our conduct we express who we are. Our storytelling is very important for through stories, our oral history, we express all we have learned and we pass that on to our children. The stories that are stored in our heads and so it is also where our philosophy resides; the head as a life force is very important..




    Since we do write too nowadays we have literature as well and we see our art as the accumulation of our expressions. In what we depict others could know instantly who we are and what we believe in. Not only in religion but also how we to share with each other, like how we spend are leisure time together during in feasts and festivals. And there is more because you can distinguish culture too in what and how and; our Naga ‘cuisine’ the French say. We show ourselves in the way we dress. We can easily be recognized, because dress identifies us as being part of a community or tribe. Culture in general encompasses all accumulated norms, values, habits, conduct and skills of a society, my society. Therefore, in our case one can say; that is a typical Sema, Angami, Chakasang, Pangmei, or Ao. This is rather general definition of culture. Tribal culture as a whole has history, traditions, religion, art, language, philosophy, with which the fabric of intricately woven into societal structure on the basis of rules and regulations, a system of values.




    “That system of values is upheld through correctional measures are meted out by laws and regulations I suppose?” I asked.




    “I will come to that later when we come to talk about the village council Frans.” Mangkhap smiled, “you are an eager man, I know.”




    The others, young and old around us, were closely listening in too.




    





    Villages and Councils




    “The main focus of early Nagas was first the family, then the clan and then the village, then only the tribe they belong to. It was a culture no one should tamper with because every Naga of a village was ready to defend any other of that village. No outsider should or could interfere with that. We Nagas are very close to the land. We are attached to it and in the system of land-tenure it is vividly shown to this day. This system has both communal and private components. And here you are Frans, through courts and councils villages had their own governments arranged. As in the past like it was before the British marched in to our lands, pure Naga village life would give you good insight in traditional Naga culture and the social organization it was made of.”




    “But then Mangkhap, all that is gone and with the Indian politics now omnipresent, is there still some of that social organization left? Perhaps more importantly is there or would there be a form of self rule possible? Could the Nagas then use these older and in the days gone by functional elements to create an national culture next to the individual cultures of the tribes?”




    “Oh Frans there is plenty of that left and I am sure that, deep down, most Nagas would love to use these old but functional traditions in a kind of constitution. But let me continue with the explanation of Naga culture,” he smiled again and I saw the men and women that were with us nodding when he came to incorporating those traditions in more modern ways of governing, the governing of a nation. Mangkhap continued: The Naga social unit is not very complex as it is primary local, not even the tribe is that core unit but the village. Of course there were and are clusters of villages, but the villages were largely independent and would form bonds with others. The social fabric prohibits taking a person’s life, murder is not condoned within the village. This is different between tribes and even villages where retribution for crimes committed and for many other reasons, were common. Taking the life of a fellow-villager meant that the culprit would weaken the society, so murder was the greatest crime a Naga could commit, the only kind of punishment would be death, or in its more lenient form being banned.




    





    Clans




    Villages have normally two or more clans and usually occupy their own areas in the village. Frequently feuds evolved between these clans, some going on for generations and so were not easily concluded or settled. There were no outside authorities who could judge over villagers or could enforce anything. Inter clan marriage is common and because of this family ties, feuds tend stay below the surface. Clans have their own morungs or bachelors’ halls. Single men live in the morung, but men of all ages come together to meet, talk and perhaps even gossip. Morungs are used primarily to train and turn young men into capable men and warriors. Only a few Naga tribes have real chiefs, my tribe the Konyak has, I will come to that later.”




    “Yes that should be interesting and has perhaps has bearings also on the rift that emerged in the Naga Forces?”




    “Yes, that is right, but it is not the only thing that causes that rift, but again later I will explain. Let me continue: regarding chiefs and notables it is also wealth or character which makes a man prominent and influential. It was the village elders who, by informal council, guide the people of the villages to shape their destiny. Now, understand that in he world around them defense was of utmost importance. A village could be attacked by any outsider who could be Nagas from other villages too. More often than not these were people from their own tribe. So, the state of war was relatively normal, defense was normal. Peace was not. A village was heavily guarded at all times and in the morning, before people would go to work on their fields, they had to go out to make sure all was safe. Like there is not always peace between states and because villages are like states, there was not always peace between villages. So, time and again war broke out between villages and warriors were sent out to war. From those slain enemies the heads would be taken. This was a way for a man to show his prowess. Women would welcome suitors who were successful warriors. The main reason for war was landownership.”




    “Oh, why would there be land disputes? Don’t the tribes honor their boundaries?”




    “They do of course but envy is quite common a human feature and, because Nagas are farmers and hunters, land is very important, agriculture is all important. Through ownership of cattle and the produced grains, the accumulation of wealth becomes visible. There was some interdependence and barter trade was necessary but money did exist too. Weapons could only be forged in a few specialized villages. Another thing is that people looked after each other well and made sure all women would marry. Because all women were be looked after prostitution did not exist. Women took fully part in family affairs, so they have no need or desire to take up that kind of livelihood. There is no poverty in the Naga Hill. No one is as destitute as you can rampantly see in India, no one has to resort to begging. People are cared for by their clans, so orphaned children and old people would be taken care of by all of that clan. But, as such the accumulation of wealth was not interesting but to obtain a certain status and ceremonial ornaments of beauty was So, with grain and cattle highly valued, hoarding those valuable commodities was out of the question. They were shared. This was done through ceremonial feasts all people would take part in while wearing their finest traditional attires. The ones with the means would throw the feasts. This in turn would entitle them to wear highly valued adornments, the feasts of merit they were called, feasts of sharing and status. Fines were the punishment for ordinary crimes. First of all the clan was responsible for a clan criminal and had to pay fines, which made social control rather strong. In extreme cases, men or women continuously incorrigible, the clan could decide to stop paying fines and the person could be banned from the village and, in the worst case, even put to death.”




    “That seems to be a little drastic Mangkhap, was there no other way?”




    “First, I mean naturally this was only considered when all other preventive means were exhausted. But think Frans, look at it like this, don’t you think the life of a Naga would be better than that of a city dweller in the West or even India. Have you been to Calcutta and seen these people living in the streets? In Naga society is was the village, not the tribe, which was the political and social unit. Naga villages were really quite small worlds of their own; people married, lived, and died in their respective villages. In the villages themselves it was relatively peaceful, especially when compared to inter village or intertribal contacts and communication. I showed already that Naga societies were not without animosity, strife and bloodshed; the major villages or the ones that were prominently controlled, or smaller ones, did so by force. Because the danger of raids there was not much freedom for Nagas to travel, to go far outside his own village. All these dangers and restrictions compelled the villagers to live and act as one social and political unit. There were taboos, religious and otherwise, which were meant to consolidate and prepare village communities for eventualities of any kind. To be one with each other and to be prepared against invasions, that unity became the prime motivation for all activities both done in group or individually.”




    “I do hear that are differences in government though and I think your tribe is an example of another kind of system Mangkhap?




    “Yes, according to some scholars there are different types of indigenous government in Naga societies. Let me quote one source, Elwin, Mangkhap said as he looked at a few papers. The men and women around us smiled and listened intently while trying to catch his mistakes. What Mangkhap told, for the time being, they looked on approvingly:“Naga society as a whole represents a varied pattern of governing; from near dictatorship to extreme democracy. For example, there is a system of hereditary chieftainship among the Semas and Changs. The Konyaks have very powerful Chief-Angs who are regarded as sacred and whose word is law: before the greatest of them, no commoner may stand upright. The Aos, however, have bodies of elders who represent the main family groups in the village. The Angamis, Lothas, Rengmas and others are so democratic that Hutton remarked in the case of the Angamis that it was difficult to comprehend how before the coming of the British government, their villages were held together at all, this in view of their individual independence of character.”




    Tribal politics is then really democracy in action?” I asked




    “The Village Council is a system in which all take part, social control and encouragement are strong and the need to lock doors or windows to protect people from breaking in and stealing does not arise. This village Council system is a system where decision are reached through consensus, through groups of villagers or elders who sit together and discuss. So, very strong but it was of course not my heritage, for the Konyaks are rather an exception to this. Do not ask me how it evolved., but this near absolute power of a revered chieftain would bring of course both benefits for the substance of the majority of the people and for its defense from the outside world as well as the opposite. Intertribal marriage was difficult for no man or woman would adapt to the different ways of Konyaks, depending of course where the married couple was going to live.”




    “It is indeed quite far from what is usually projected by the Nagas themselves as their democratic heritage. I understand that one of the chieftains Khaplang is a Pangmei with close relations to the Konyaks, your tribe. He was part of both the NNC and the NSCN, is it true that due to that difference in governance and stature caused the rift in the NSCN?”




    “That is indeed one of the aspects that caused it Frans, but we will come to that at a later stage. Let me first talk of the cohesiveness of the people and how that is expressed .”




    “Okay” I said while looking at the people around us. One of the ladies then said something to before Mangkhap continued:




    “He is telling good story, better let him talk to finish, and then we will ask and correct him!” she wisely said as Mangkhap smiled at these words and answered her: “He knows more than you think perhaps, he wants me to be very clear on these things, it is good he stimulates my thinking while talking.”




    Now the lady smiled and the man next to her said: “He is not criticizing, but wants to be precise so he understands well. You know most of it and he does not, so let him ask!”




    It was said in jest and in good natured manner so they all laughed and Mangkhap too as he continued: “Nagas participate in all aspects of life and love to celebrate so, Naga literature, arts and music, folk tales, folk dances, and folk music. Folk literature is read by all and all will sing the songs, you will hear that at Lodiram. There is an ethical way of life that comes together in tribal philosophy. You will observe that tribals are essentially trustworthy and honest people. They do an honest job, they do not like to be hypocritical or deceive. Being a Naga, a tribal means, that you do as you say you do. A man does not lower himself in double-dealing. In Naga traditional society people adhere to being equal. Apart from respect for age in Naga society one sees hardly discrimination between rich and poor or men and women.




    “But not for the Konyaks of course!” I smirked. “You are right, but let me tell you something about the pre-colonial Naga times. Culture then was not merely some habits, norms and values that were needed to meet physical needs, but it was meant for man to deal with the Unseen, the Infinite. For then the Nagas generally believed in one Supreme Being, who had many subordinates and spirits of nature; like the spirits of river, hill and forest. Their ghosts and other unseen spirits affect their life throughout. Though outsiders like the British were quick to denounce it, that traditional type of religion cannot be put aside as mere superstition, because Nagas derived strength from the joy when knowing things went well. It brought relief from anxiety, or it gave consolation in the hour of death. Though ideas of a Supreme Creator and afterlife did exist, traditional Nagas believed in the forces of nature and were classified as animists. For us the natural world is alive with invisible forces, spirits. Priests and medicine men were the experts who knew how to communicate and reach out to the spirits. After British rule was imposed, in the 19th century, Christianity was introduced and American Baptist missionaries became active in our homeland. Nowadays most Nagas are Christian as result. Interesting to know is that there are remains of the Hindu kingdom of the Cacharis (now in south Assam) at Dimapur, which was destroyed by the Ahom in the 16th century. More than 80 per cent of the population of Nagaland is still tribal. There no cities of any importance around because life the Naga Hills is basically rural in nature. Along the ridges of the hills bulwarks were built to secure the defense of the villages and were fortified with massive wooden gates. One could only approach a village by way of narrow paths. The villages are usually divided into khels, or quarters, each with its own headmen and administration. Dimapur, Kohima, Mokokshong, and Tuensang are the only urban centers which have more than 20,000 people.Before I give you all a few leaflets and brochures of the museum in Kohima, I will first tell you about my own tribe!”




    “Please do, yes,” I said as the others nodded. Though not as new for them as it was for me, still the Nagas around me wanted to know more too. After all the Konyak system of government differed quite significantly.




    “I have brought a few things and some ornaments so I can show what I mean,” he said and he went over to the house to return a few minutes later with a sack in one hand and some books in the other.




    “The Konyak men wear a cane belt around their waists, tightly,” he began and pulled out such belt from the sack. The belts are made of cane split in half and in about seven or eight loops it is wound around the waist. Adults wear belts like this, and once put on; it will not be taken off until the man dies. Due to continuous skin contact body oils color the belts into a beautiful yellow. But more importantly it is to tell about the importance of the drums, our large log drums,” he smiled.




    “Their call?” I asked. The group looked at me in a way that they were certain I had to be told from scratch. Mangkhap smiled while the group waited for him to continue and to learn if what he would tell about the drum differed from what as they knew about it.




    





    The call of the Log-drums




    “The log drum is one of our leading instruments. Without the sound of the drums the fun of the music, our dances are without festive spirit and all will be lifeless. It is like something is missing, the music is incomplete, so drums must be and will be there. We have different types and sizes and depending on the occasion, solemn and ritualistic or just festive like for a wedding and to celebrate a harvest festival,. In the old days when a leader of khel or village had died, the drum was played to pay respect, it played an homage to the departed soul. There was this strong belief that the tiger could eat the Sun and the Moon. So, to save the Sun and the Moon the people pray to goddess Lichab and play the drum forcefully The drums are also played during the lunar or solar eclipse. So you see our drums have many functions The sound controls our movements in the dances and gives us the specific rhythms. I think you wonder how a drum is made?” he asked and in one breath continued, “let’s go to the morung to find one?”.




    Without giving it thought we all got up and followed him, neatly in a row. There at the morung of the village he touched the large log drum present there and said: “The first step in making a drum is to cut seasoned, dried, wood of least more than two feet long, or even more, and is something like two and half feet thick. To make the oval shape, the sides are shaved off and the middle is then thicker. You can see here,” he pointed out, “then the hole is carved out. So large it is that the inside will resound and can thus produce the beat we want. Tightly stitched with cane fiber, we use cow leather around its opening. After this we let the skin cure. Only when it has been hardened out enough, the drum is ready to be used. Not really quite so, for I forgot to tell you that the drum is finely decorated with symbols and faces of ancestors. This is expertly done by our carvers who are fine sculptures. These men sculpt wood and make statues, drums and anything else required for the village and tribe to express the intricate closeness to the ancestors and other spirits.”




    Mangkhap harvested the approval of his audience in front of him and before continuing I fit in here what I recollected reading on the drums of the Nagas in an anthropological description: ‘Wooden log-drums are fascinating creations of the Naga tribes, like the Aos, Sangtams, Phoms, Changs, Khiamngan and Yimchungers for they all make them. The size of a log drum can vary, but all are hollowed out from a single tree trunk which can be 12 meters long and 3 meters in width. They are carved with huge figurehead the end then a long slit from the top runs down the length of the drum. To properly carve one rituals have to be observed and there are rules for working in forest till the drum is finished are to be followed. A special celebration day is fixed when the drum is finished and ready to be pulled from the forest. This drum pulling ceremony is one of the greatest among the Nagas.’ I recited what I had been reading and it was the women then who smiled. In agreement, the men and the youngsters around us were talking loud. Mangkhap smiled too for he knew that all kinds of memories became vivid and waited a moment before he continued with his tale:




    “We indeed extensively celebrate when we receive the new drum in the morung, we sing and dance for this is a joyous occasion. When the heavy drum is dragged out to the sacred place we happily shout together, before it is installed in the hall of the morung. Lot’s of merry making then!” he laughed and the others, whose faces were already showing they were in the mood for festivities, remembered the good days vividly. But Mangkhap went on: “In the old days log-drums served the all important purpose of raising the alarm for an enemy attack, the call to defend the village, a call for war. The log drums were also used peacefully of course and were beaten to announce a festival; the death of a rich man, but also to raise the alarm when for instance a tiger was seen near a village. The drum too was used to warn all for a fire that had broken out. So the call off the log drum had many purposes and its sound determined the occasion. The drum was our warning system and communicator of news. Naturally different occasions had special sounds and rhythms, the people knew them all well, right folks?” he asked rhetorically.




    The group, no one excepted nodded in agreement.




    “The drum was beaten by a team, so not a man alone was responsible. As I said before about the Lunar and Solar eclipses, it was used to persuade the sun to rise again. In short the log drums symbolize guidance were meant both to be used for protection as well as for festivities. With Christianity almost omnipresent of course the drums, though still of cultural value, are no longer used as warning instruments or to protect the soul from harm or to guide you to follow the right path. Those who were of the old religion sanctified them, but sadly only a few villages still have them nowadays.”




    “Ah yes we know that of course,” commented a lady, “but I do remember the olden days where it was done as you described,” she said. Seeing the group, bewildered by Mangkhap’s tale of the past and savoring the words from his lips; it was obvious that she had spoken for all. The youngsters however who had never really experienced the old days, but the old women and men had, kept silent but had their ears pricked up. Mangkhap meanwhile undeterred by flattery or critique talked on: “Let’s move to blacksmith’s work. This is a very important craft and, although the Konyaks do it too, it is the Angamis who were excellent forgers; they make axes, sickles, knives and spears. It was the Rengmas however who were considered to be the best Naga blacksmiths. In years gone by most likely it was the Rengmas who could smelt iron then. They did that by firing stone which held iron ore sand in it. The Rengmas, Angamis, Lothas used broken earthen pots for this smelting process, the iron ore is heated till it turns into a solid red hot mass, then taken off put on furnace to be molded by hammering it into shape,” he paused, looked around, winked and was brought a drink to quench his thirst, “now it is time to talk about the Konyaks Frans,” he said and chuckled.




    “We Konyak Nagas live on the northeast frontier of India and western of Burma. Up until the 1930s we were living as we did like in the old days. And, I know for a fact that there are a number of villages in Burma which still do. You asked about our cultural life or political life?” he teased but did not wait for an answer, “autocratic angs (chiefs) of the Konyaks were at the head of tribal organization. The Konyaks have very powerful Chief-Angs who are regarded as sacred and whose word is law. Before the greatest of them, no commoner may stand upright.”




    They ruled like Kings and as absolute rulers they could do not wrong?” I asked.




    “Precisely,” he answered in short.




    “No wonder the Naga Army have troubles with Konyaks and affiliated tribes among them,” I said.




    “That is so when an Ang is in their midst, but not when commoners are concerned, Mangkhap answered.




    “So, with Khaplang as vice president of the NSCN, this was not a position he could feel at ease with then, I presume? He would not like to be questioned on his behavior regardless if he had agreed to it or not?”




    “In a nutshell that may very well be the case, though. I must stress that there is much more to it. Khaplang decided to vacate the NSCN to continue on his own, of course with those whom he was sure they would follow,” Mangkhap said.




    “So, in a sense it was intertribal differences and background which led to disunity among the Naga Forces, a disunity the Indian profited from?”




    “The Indians saw that it would be fruitful to them to separate the Khaplang group from the mainstay of the Naga Forces. Yes, sadly, they played the divide and rule card Frans,” he answered, “but aside from the angs who ruled according to their own beliefs much of the Konyak culture is similar to other Naga tribes. It is just that the Konyaks much later than the Nagas, situated in what is now India, came to be part not only of the movement but more so part of modern life. Like quite a number of other Naga tribes, the Konyaks were not exposed to British rule and far into the twentieth century lived their life as it was. There are still Nagas in Burma who aside from military, from any army, have not been in touch with life as we know it today, let’s just say the life with modern amenities and administration.”




    “By even the Nagas themselves they could have been judged as backward?”




    “In a way that may be the case,” he answered reluctantly, “but let’s face it, it is not as simple as just that. The Konyaks’ political system evolved over time also in relative isolation of other tribes. Since it proved to work well against those after them and since our leaders were capable in dealing with defense, our system proved to be successful. Perhaps now that external threats are a thing of the past, it is time to change the autocratic political system as well,” he concluded.




    “It may be indeed something to be considered,” I replied, “for it seems to have led not only disunity to stand up against India in defense, but led to collaboration with the enemy. That last thing of course has caused fierce battles to erupt?”




    “I know a lot points in that direction, but also that a lot is not true. I do not want to defend my tribe, but in order to be fair one must know all the facts. Unfortunately when under occupation it is quite impossible to investigate allegations and I mean from any side to any side. I am sure you will understand,” he said and smiled, “and I do not say this to be diplomatic,” he said and smiled some more.




    There was some silence then and clearly the groups who was listening with me had had their own experiences and ideas about what we talked about, but did not find it the place or the time to come forward with those. Mangkhap then continued: “I mentioned that all tribes have councils to deal with disputes which involve customary laws. Appeals of such cases are made to a Naga Tribunal,” he said and looked at the women now before continuing: “Women hold a relatively high and honorable position in Naga society. They work in the fields on equal terms with men and have considerable influence in the tribal councils.”




    The women glad to be addressed favorably smiled back at him as Mangkhap said: “And now then something we all live for as it is at the centre of all Naga life, the Feast of Merit. Each tribe has its gennas, or festivals, and Naga dance, music, song, and folklore all express an exuberant concern for life. Right?”




    The women smiled as the youngsters jumped up like they were called by Mangkhap to show something of what they knew and danced a few steps, while looking at us:




    “Right,” answered the group en bloc as the men, women and children looked at me to see if I understood and was still interested:




    “Our feasts of merit are wonderful occasions of sharing,” he continued as the boys sat down again, “you see, in our societies people who live on and off the land accumulate some things on the way and one is more successful in that than another. This in itself does not mean much but when the sharing takes place, it does. It is during the feast of merit that status can be enhanced. The people who in modern terms might be called rich, will be responsible for that feast and will spend everything they have on it. All villagers take part but it is the one who throws the feast who will sow by giving away and harvest by gaining prestige. Okay, there is much more to it, but we are pressed for time Frans and I think you should like to know about our cultural defense as well,” he suggested




    While he talked one of the older men left and now returned with a spear in his hand. Hearing Mangkhap’s suggestion he said: “Tell him about it Mangkhap, he should know how we lived once to defend ourselves or even attack others when we found we should do that.”




    “Okay,” he simply responded and began: “Because our survival depended on it, we are attached to our weapons. This spear he brought, but the dao as well, are most important. A complete spear is used both for hunting and for war. We have spears for ceremonial purposes too and those are decorated, like this one with goat’s hair on the shaft for instance.The dao is a multi- purpose weapon. It is used for cutting trees and poultry, for cutting meat, for carving wood but also for fighting and killing our enemies. It has a blade and a wooden handle. I should tell you about the other instruments too we use for communication like the trumpet which is very popular with us. There are different types and shapes of trumpets, the shape depends on the tribe who use them. We use traditional materials, like thin bamboo and buffalo horns, to make them. After the animal slaughtered the horns are preserved, then cut with an axe and a hole is pierced and it becomes a horn to blow.




    A bamboo trumpet is made from bamboo of which the lower is end is opened. With a spear a hole made at the centre so the sound can pass through the hole. Then we control the tongue to reach the right tone. The thetsu trumpet is made from the thetsu plant. The plant is neither bamboo nor wood. It is full of holes and grows in the muddy places. Like the log drum the trumpet has different functions. The gate-keeper uses it to signal the men into action when there is an attack on the village. The trumpet sounds too and the message is circulated when the warriors return home victoriously. The villages, which do not have or do not use log-drums, raise the sound of the trumpet for passing on information to the village. Trumpets are used during festivals too for people to dance on the music, so trumpets symbolize fun and playful enjoyment too.”




    Mangkhap stopped, looked at us like he felt he was done. Then his eyes lit up as he said: “It is a pity you cannot go to Nagalim officially for then you could visit the Kohima museum. That museum has a large collection of artifacts from the old days. Let me get you some brochures,” he said and left to step into one of the houses and returned:: “The Kohima museum has our Naga heritage put on show and has done so in a historical perspective. Here is a leaflet,” he said and passed on a few of those to both the young and old in the group. I scanned the brochure Mangkhap had given us. It was one with color pictures of the jewelry and ornaments described by him and was meant as an appetizer for a visit to the museum in Kohima, a museum I would not be able to visit




    The following are excerpts form the museum leaflet and other brochures: Naga Tribal Adornment: Signatures of Status and Self was an exhibition of Naga jewelry, textiles and artifacts. The exhibition explores the means by which individual Naga men and women manifest the status they have attained within their society either by virtue of their birth into a particular lineage, village, etc., or through accomplishments. Personal adornment, which depicts individual accomplishment, brings status, and which commemorate rites of passage in the lives of Naga people. The exhibition presents a stunning array of objects made by the Nagas from natural materials Nagas hunted or gathered, from traded materials to make into adornments, and from self produced items like woven cloth. Many of these objects no longer are made or are worn in the traditional way and some are no longer used at all.




    Mangkhap looked at us: “Now,” he said smiling, “I can see the elders do recognize a lot of what is depicted in these brochures. Of course it is a little romanticized and most people have not seen themselves been described this way by outsiders, for they lived and have experienced the changes in their lives. No doubt for the younger ones it is all new. Not our stories of course, you know those,” he smiled, “but the adornments, especially those that are not made anymore, they recognize in these pictures. These artifacts are precious now, not so much in money but in cultural value. Those beautiful objects are remnants of our past now and in the museum. It is our cultural history and it expresses our independence of others. It shows that Nagas were fierce people who, when threatened by outsiders to defend themselves, were capable of striking back. So, the Nagas have never been fully conquered, not even under the British and now not under the Indians either. We are defiant and stand up for our rights, which is the spirit we have inherited from our past. We have changed but our spirit remains,” he said practically solemnly. The elders looked at him in approval, the younger generation clearly looked up to him. And, those of middle age, say in their forties, recognized remnants of what they had experienced themselves and felt acknowledged by Mangkhap. Mangkhap had to run to a meeting, but assured me enigmatically we would meet each other again soon. He bid all in the group goodbye and guided me back to the NSF gathering at Lodiram




    





    Indigenous Naga Culture A dazzling array of colors




    From colonial anthropologists to politicians, western scholars of the present to even those who claim to be ‘helping’ through their works, label the Nagas as ‘Savage’, ‘Primitive’, ‘Barbaric’, ‘Naked’ or ‘Headhunter’, descriptions and definitions that stick..




    Naga culture has suffered from acculturation policies, first during the British empire, later from in inclusion in the Indian nation. ‘Our loss has always been others’ gain - from the trophies hauled back to imperial museums, to the unique designs and sculptures put on the market, to our ancestors stories transcribed and transformed into western academic gold, Mangkhap said once to me. ‘While the roots of Naga culture are alive in songs, dances, folk tales and other practices in the villages, our identity is waning in the cities and schools.’




    In this book culture, cultural expressions and cultural loss, cultural lapse and the waning of our oral history will show, the role of indigenous education remains central to the reconstruction of Naga identity. This role paints the importance of Nagas’ own initiatives to preserve and keep knowledge and history alive.




    Throughout history Nagas have been fierce in their sense of independence and self-determination. In the colonial period the Nagas were introduced to western education through the activities of Christian organizations. Naga identity has been kept alive through oral history, the tradition of storytelling. That history, - and with it the practices, beliefs and values that make the Nagas Naga - is now under greater threat than ever. As the Nagas have been separated, spread across the two countries, this aspiration has been met with increasing military force and assault from both India and Burma.




    Some Naga tribes have been able to keep their oral stories, songs and poems in which they recount where their ancestors originated from or near what is considered Mongolia today. Wherever the first Nagas came from there is no doubt that for many centuries they have been living almost exclusively in their present homeland. Their oral traditions trace back to at least 52 generations. The fact that most Nagas live within the borders of India certainly does not mean they can be associated historically, culturally, linguistically or ethnically with other Indian peoples. Their languages are part of the Tibeto-Burman family and are related to some 1,000 distinct tribes and peoples in China, Vietnam, Laos, Thailand, Myanmar, Bhutan, Bangladesh and Nepal. The Yi people of China for example, numbering eight million, are linguistically and culturally related to the Nagas and in appearance look similar.




    What Tia and Mangkhap were talking about is to an extent confirmed in the research on culture and conduct on the Nagas, but in other words. Though there is no overkill on research available and much of it has been observed through the eyes of good-natured, good willed soldiers, military who took great interest in the culture of the Nagas, some things, some elements are significant enough to be reproduced and to be extrapolated against how Nagas feel about their culture, their way of life and what they think is normal. Being soldiers, administrators, rulers, it is not surprising the British were fascinated by the warrior type behavior of the Nagas. Likewise the American Baptists, no matter how they may have liked the people, in their convinced way of spreading the good news of the bible, were both taken by the dazzling array of designs and colors and were equally quite abhorred about the display of skulls signifying the heads of slain enemies. Aside from their dire wish to stamp out this practice, they did develop a likeness for the Nagas, who in turn did treated them with respect. It is interesting to see how ether good willing observers and trained experts saw and described the people who in their vocabulary were headhunters. But then noble savages who had a fine taste for beauty and class, as it was through their designs and use of colors in headgear and garments that dazzled them primarily, they were too. Some old writings from their annals have been used time and again to paint the picture of not just who the Nagas are, but how they were and to an extent, considering their ways in making a stand for what they believe in, how they are. The texts are primarily descriptive and of matter of fact in nature. A summary: Tribes of Nagaland Myths and the Megaliths




    The northeast of India and the northwest of Myanmar, which includes the Naga Hills, together are known as a region of ethnic diversity. It is the home of a variety of peoples with a wide range of religions, cultures, languages and social systems. The Nagas of the Naga Hills, their ancestral homeland, live among those peoples. Once the Nagas were considered to be wild and uncivilized. Labeled as savages and stigmatized as headhunters they had and still have unique lifestyles, their cultures fascinated many, both scholar and soldiers alike. A homogeneous people in ancestry the Nagas are not a single people but are comprised of some 40 tribes and sub tribes who share the same cultural roots and heritage. The Nagas are a sturdy people, they are straightforward, their self-respect enables them to stand their ground, even when the odds seem to be insurmountable. Though different in patterns and color, their dress and festive attires and ornaments strongly resemble each other. Before the American Baptists from the 1830’s onwards spread Christianity among them, the Naga religion was based on the spiritual world in which objects and natural phenomena had spiritual powers. The Semas among the Nagas for instance believed in an unseen higher power that directed human destiny and was to be obeyed and worshipped. The religion of the Semas was based on three types of spirits; the most important one of them was the Creator, the second one were sky spirits like angels, the third was all life and matter on earth. Semas believed that the Creator was a strong positive force, but also that the spirits of the second kind had negative influences and had to be appeased with sacrifices through rituals. The Nagas deeply believe in the soul that dwells in the head of a person and that the soul will migrate after death. Consequently, the head was regarded as the prime source of vitality and creative energy.




    As the ultimate solution in solving differences between villages and tribes, the Nagas practiced a form of warfare and retribution the British called headhunting. This practice was a way of life and engrained in the minds of the Nagas. To the advantage of the victors the souls of slain adversaries were saved and revered. To ensure fertility and transfer of power the heads were brought to the village where they were blessed. The whole village would engage in merrymaking as in dancing and drinking of rice beer and a very social, cultural and festive atmosphere would be initiated. This belief and practice was expressed in expertly carved wooden heads that successful head-hunters would wear with their woven textiles like shawls with special colors and designs. Wooden figures were kept at homes as prized trophies. When a victory over an enemy village was celebrated, communal dances were inspired by the transference of souls, for dance is the life blood of the Nagas where rhythm, physical robustness and flexibility are brought to life. The dances express the inner force and are very much a communal expression. During the festivities villagers dress in traditional attire, which included their weapons like spears, hatchets or home made guns. The Naga tribes are communal in spirit and the people fully cooperate with each other. When many hands are needed to for instance to build a house or to prepare the fields for cultivation, in short labor-intensive work, a whole village would come together to join the action. This collective spirit, a social system really, ensures a spirit of consciousness for less fortunate, because those who are impoverished by disease or otherwise handicapped, will have adequate resources.




    Most Naga tribes are democratic in nature and govern themselves through a set of customary codes of conduct and laws, an ancient tradition. Though unwritten, these laws are well understood and pursued by the village and tribal councils. Among the Ao and Angami village elders or the chieftains’ make up these councils, for instance function as court of trial and justice against crime. The process of meting out justice is simple, quick and based on the criminal’s sense quilt to have erred.




    The Nagas cultivate a wide range of food crops but their methods differ. From well built and well kept irrigated terraces to the laborious swidden farming, which when done indiscriminately, like when population pressure would lead to this, will become environmentally destructive. This swidden or ‘slash and burn’ farming is prominent among tribes like Semas, Konyaks, Sangtams. Rice is the staple food, then maize, millet, chilly, oil seeds, all kinds of beans and vegetables like cucumber, pumpkin. The nutritious value of home brewed rice beer is well known. In the old days to drive away the spirits, before drinking, a few drops were to be spilled on the ground. What the Nagas produce in the fields, is the basis of Naga cuisine. Hunting as well as gathering from the forests is important too. The cuisine generally consists of rice or millet with vegetables, fish and meat and…very hot chilies. A growing number of people claim that Nagaland has the hottest chilies in the world. Nagas are known to be able to eat chili as if it were chocolate. Nagas do not waste anything of a domestic or wild animal. Both skin and intestines are delicacies and soft boned animals like birds and frogs are fully eaten, bones and all. Fruits like orange, papaya and guava grow in abundance and complete the ingredients of the Naga cuisine. On the lower hills especially the Ao, Angami and Lotha tribes grow oranges. Papayas and guavas are plentiful too and pineapples can weigh as much as five to six kilo. Though known jokingly to cook everything that moves because of superstitions, some animals Nagas do not eat. Crows for instance eat human corpses and the Nagas avoid owls because the birds’ faces that are judged as ‘idiotic’. Then the brain-fever bird is disliked as food because they fear you can inherit the irritating call. There is a list of this kind of prohibitions a list longer for women than for men.




    Most indigenous peoples have expert knowledge of herbs and animals; ingredients to create potions to treat illnesses. The Nagas are no exception to that, but there is more. They see body and soul as one, the body when failing influences mind and soul and visa versa the soul can make the body malfunction. Thus, shamans treat illnesses psychosomatically. He calls upon the healing spirit through magical rituals and uses medicines. For ordinary injuries however, only medicine is applied; for instance wounds are treated with chewed tobacco or the gall of chicken, toasted type of grasshopper is used against fever, diarrhea is stopped with leaves of local shrubs and the bitter tasting red flower of a species of creeper will put and end to the flu. The Aos and Semas have a special relationship with the animals and believe in the twin-soul relationship of tiger and leopard. An Ao chief once explained when he had fallen on the ground and had felt a prickly sensation in his sides, that his twin-soul tiger companion had passed through prickly bushes.




    The last century brought a sea of change to the Nagas. Through Christianity, a religion brought by Americans, western education schools, colleges and hospitals were introduced and non-formal education was gradually phased out. Now the contrast between traditional and modern Nagaland could not be grater. All kinds of transport vehicles run over the roads, which have grown into a network and are lined with shops selling the latest consumer goods. Nagaland now has radio, television and telephone connections and internet access is growing rapidly. Tea cultivation has been revived and both government and private enterprise are involved in it. Local manufacturing of paper, sugar and liquor, in short modern industrialized life overtakes the culture of the past. Nagas have their spirit, morals and toughness in modern Nagaland and in the emerging towns they are open, generous and a hospitable. Travel into the remote hills and they will meet you with their cultural heritage. On the powerful beat of the drums you will hear and see them singing and dancing. Nagas were and are a lively expressive and life loving people.
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    WORLD’S HOTTEST CHILLI : A Naga women showing Naga Chilli locally known as Naga Jolokia in a weekly market in Guwahati. Tests by a team of Indian researchers in Assam have confirmed that “Naga Chilli” is the World’s hottest Chilli. Naga Jolokia, or “Capsicum frutescens”, beats the Red Savina Habanero, a Mexican chilli that was earlier known as the world’s hottest. The pungency of the two chillis was measured in Scoville units- the International Gauge for Food Spiciness. Naga Chilli measured 855 Scoville units, as compared to 577 for the Habnero, in the tests completed recently. Naga Chilli grows in the hills of Northeast India and its about five cm. Long and about 1.2 cm thick. — AT photo by Ritu Raj Konwar




    





    Ways of life, culture and conduct




    In the old days, before and during the British conquest inter-village rivalry and tribal feuds were relatively common. Consequently villages were fortified because they had to be defended against attacks. When a village was to be establish, leaders would choose a good natural defense, for a good site of course was the basis of a sound defensive strategy. Villages were usually built on top of hills, mountains really, because of the vantage point and were strengthened with stone walls which had spikes of bamboo. The villages would have deep ditches around them were built with have heavy wooden gates . There are remains of such strong defenses in villages like Kohima, Khonoma and others. Most villages were named because of characteristic features on or near the site. Villages were also named after renowned leaders, chiefs or those who actually were responsible for establishing a particular village.




    Though the organization of village communities differs between tribes, most are democratic in nature.. The Angami, Lotha, Rengma and Aopeoples are fully democratic, although Angami chiefs are usually chosen for skill in diplomacy, physical prowess and wealth yet the decisions are taken collectively by all villagers. The Semas system is run by way of hereditary village chiefs. This is quite different for the chief acts as the overlord with all villagers being dependants or ‘mighimis’. The chief has strong social duties for he has to look after villagers. He distributes land, aids financially, protects the village and if a mighimi cannot pay the brides price, he will arrange. That may be quite social but then mighimis work for the chief, fight for him, obeys him in all matter of village administration, in short mighimis do regard their chief like a father and are obliged to work in the fields of the chief for 12 days in a year. Among the Semas it is even an offence to leave the village without the permission of the chief. It was once customary among the Semas for the eldest son of a Sema chief to establish his own village outside the jurisdiction of that of his father. Should the village be vulnerable division, the son would have to go to another area to clear or conquer, then firmly establish his authority there. Consequently it is the Sema society which encouraged expansionism through colonization. When a new village was formed the colonists would sacrifice a pigand pour into the village well. It was water taken or stolen from the well of another, most likely prosperous village. The Chang are similar in that respect but with the difference that Chang chiefs do not have power over land, so in relation to the Semas Chang chiefs are less absolute rulers.




    The Konyak chiefscalled ‘Ahngs’ however are held in high respect and are practically revered as saints. As they are considered sacred, they wear special richly ornamented dresses that command great respect. They are absolute rulers and can be compared kings.




    The Aos villages are governed by a Councils of Elders (Tatars); each village is like a small republic and the Aos are thoroughly democratic.




    The centre of any village wasm and when the revival of culture gains momentum, is the ‘Morung’. It was the ornamental house where young unmarried men live and had a variety of functions. Boys entered the house when they were six or seven years old and would stay there until they got married. Only then a young man could set up his own house independently. The morung was the place where the younger generation was trained and educated to become men, they were raised to manhood. The boys and young men not only learned how to fight, but because also the culture was regarded as very important, they also learned folk tales and were taught the songs of the tribe. The morung served as a safe haven, a sanctuary, too. As long as a culprit would remain under the roof of the morung, he would be granted refuge there. The Morung is the house where both human and animal skulls were kept. The skulls are relics and the morung as a guardhouse was used by the village brave men who had their knives, daos, spears and shields there. It was primarily a meeting place, for the morung was the place where important decisions were made. Those decisions could be ranging form ordinary governance to war and yes peace as well. The morung was the pride of a village and was always decorated with the trophies of war and had the finest of woodcarvings the villagers were capable of making. Women were not allowed inside.




    But not all the Naga tribes have morungs. Angami villages did not have them. but most others like the Ao, Lotha, Konyak and Phom, did.The log drums of the Ao, Chang, Koyak, Yimchurger and Sangtam and others are striking features of a village. Log drums were made from a tree trunk that was hollowed out and was usually carved with head, a mithun, at one end. When beaten by men on both sides the drum, it could be heard for miles around. It was primarily used as a war-drum and beaten to raise the alarm or announce the celebration of victory. But then during festivals and ceremonies it was of course used more ceremonially. Every occasion had its own rhythm, so the sounds would be distinctively different. Among the Chan, Yimchunger and Sangtam the log drum was part of the morung and the Aos revered their drum so much so that they regarded it practically as their village deity.There were practices among the Nagas at large that are now looked upon as social evils. Because they believed that children of unmarried girls would bring misfortune to the whole village, the Angamis resorted to infanticide. the girls were sent to the forest to deliver the baby where, after birth, they were strangled.Slavery was common with the Aos. Slaves were normally well treated and were considered as members of the family but with a difference. The value of a male slave was a cow and 3 conch shells. Women were apparently more valuable because for a female slave threecows and four or 5 conch shells had to be paid. Female slaves were not allowed to marry and if they bore a child the offspring was killed. Occasionally the slaves were used for setting scores in head hunting. If it was found that one village had taken more heads than the other and it was desired to make peace between the two, the accounts would be squared up by the village pressed to give more heads to the other village, so the deficit number of slaves.




    





    Uniqueness of life in the hills




    The majority of Nagas live in the Indian state of Nagaland. Nagas also live in three other states in northeastern India (Arunachal Pradesh, Assam and Manipur) as well as parts of western Myanmar. The Nagas are a blend of early aboriginal populations (referred to as Australoid) and Mongoloid peoples that migrated from China 12,000 years ago. Nagas speak as many as thirty diverse and sometimes mutually incomprehensible tonal languages, which belong to a large language family called Sino-Tibetan. More than 90% are Christian. Of particular relevance is the practice of head taking, which was central to the Naga notions of fertility and status and was outlawed by the British.. Naga cosmology, until then encompassing a variety of spirits and Gods was replaced by Christian beliefs. Such things as drinking rice beer, conducting Feasts of Merit, and singing and dancing were prohibited. As these prohibitions became more entrenched, Nagas began to lose interest in their traditional ornaments.




    





    Status




    Before the British marched in there were two types of status in Naga society: ascribed and achieved. Ascribed status is that which is conferred on an individual by virtue of his or her birth into a village, clan and (in the case of boys) morung membership.




    The ornaments and particularly the cloths of the Nagas reflect social organization and social status. The design and colors of cloths symbolize ascribed status such as village, clan, and morung membership Achieved status is that which is earned by an individual in one or more prescribed ways, usually by feast giving and, in former times, head-taking.




    





    Means to achieve status and ways to express it




    Organizing, throwing, feasts are the ways by which a man or woman will be able to convert his/her wealth (cattle, rice) into social rank. Different types of feasts can be given (lifecycle and agricultural-cycle feasts and feasts of merit.




    The feasts are ranked in importance and scale, and have stages which have rights to new kinds of adornment and decoration. Thought head taking is no longer practiced, it did played a very important role in Naga social life. Head taking was a highly ritualized and integrally linked to Naga ideas of fertility. The heads ‘played’ a central role in Naga rituals. Men who had taken heads earned the right to wear special ornaments and among some tribes special designs were tattooed. Although there are Naga ornaments of no particular significance, anyone can wear them when they like, most Naga ornaments have a particular meaning, and are considered‘ powerful’. Not surprisingly, the right to wear them is strictly controlled. A wide variety of materials and objects were used and different groups accorded different degrees of importance to them. The importance of certain objects like hornbill feathers and skulls, different types of shells, various types of teeth and tusks, brass torques and bracelets, was widespread. Among some Naga tribes tattoos were signs of membership and status. Among the Konyaks ‘the presence or absence of a tattoo on the back of a girl’s knee signifies married or unmarried status.’




    





    Trade as a Mean of Acquiring Objects of Status




    Trade plays an important role in Naga life, both trade among different groups of Nagas between Naga Hill people and non-Nagas living on the plains. It was through trade that the Naga obtained Venetian and Czech beads, cowries shells, chank shells, brass wire, metal sheets, and other ornaments manufactured elsewhere for the Naga market; In a British administrative report from 1887 beads and ornaments being brought into Nagaland and traded for ‘fowls, pigs, and dried fish’ are described. Those Nagas who obtained beads and other types of adornment would, in turn, trade them with other Nagas. In addition, there were Nagas who specialized in the production of things used by other. These things like a conical cane, hats and spears, would be traded for salt, husked rice or mats. But as we briefly touched earlier the meaning of headhunting is to be further explored. Culture and headhunting, beheading and enemy, a term that branded the Nagas as savages, has a rationale below the surface.




    





    Culture and Headhunting: Nagas – A Spirited Past




    Recapturing Tia Longkumer’s words as she answered my pertinent question, one based on hearsay, she did put me on the research path, for now with so much prejudice around I wanted to get to the essence of things, even though scholars had their differences on the matter.




    “In what respect did head hunting have its place in your society?” I recalled asking her and she answered that question from her native point of view. It was outsiders however who called the practice head hunting so let’s examine the different points of view on this matter. After all, it was those who judged the Nagas negatively who introduced the term. Scholars who took time and trouble to understand it through participatory observation or by comparative studies developed a few, though not mutually exclusive, alternatives to the term headhunting. Though in more ways than one liked by the British soldiers in their eyes the term itself put the Nagas down; barbarians and savages are not judged as civilized people and through this term headhunters the Nagas were judged to be just that. But first a general description: Head hunting is a human sacrifice and animal sacrifices on a large scale are common practice in tribal societies. The meaning of such sacrifice has several reasons, it was for instance meant to settle feuds between villages, it was done to grace a funeral of an important chief, it was practiced too as a sign of being a man. Some tribes prescribed it to the point that until he had taken a head, a man could not marry, or placed heads on poles in the fields of growing crops, so that the life force of the heads would flow into the earth and the plants would flourish. During harvest festivals villagers present heads to appease ancestral spirits. So, this cultural practice had a very strong agricultural soul like significance. Because women symbolized place, home, and social continuity, life in early agricultural communities revolved around them. Nowadays the notion of Mother Earth is commonly understood and not only used by tribal people. The symbolic femininity increases with the importance of the soil and the plants that sustain the people of the earth and the plants with mother and child embodying the spiritual power. This symbolism was not just a power of earthly women, but to the early tribal Nagas communities, it represented fertility. To be certain the earth and women were fertile, could it be true that heads had to be taken?




    





    Rationale and myths of Headhunting




    Headhunting and its possible social roles, functions and motivations is subject of intense discussions within anthropological societies. The Nagas, as highland peoples, were known for what the outside world saw as savagery and barbarism. Societies who practiced headhunting in their cultural existence, were viewed as backward peoples. Both in the past and in present head-hunters were stereotyped. They are depicted in cartoons and films as bloodthirsty primitives, who act without reason. Those who look at the rationale behind it, the motivation and ritualistic conduct, observe that this is, at least, one-sidedly judged, judged without any consideration for the social context and value of what has been termed headhunting This line of demeaning thinking is not only too simple, but also inaccurate.




    Headhunting among the Nagas was a complex social and cultural institution which played an important role in the structure and viability of the Naga societies which practiced it. Headhunting, the term alone has to be understood both from intra- and intercultural perspectives. It had profound meaning and was expressed solemnly and ceremonially.




    Nagas believe that the head contains the life force. During feuds between villages or tribes, the soul matter of a person who died in combat, can be saved.




    Some anthropologists who studied motivation and dynamics of the practice, take cosmological balance, the display of manhood, structuring of a society and the reinforcing and defending hierarchical relationships between communities and prestige, into consideration. Headhunting has died out in most societies which, during pre-and colonial times practiced it fully, yet the notion of savagery and barbarism remains. The question then is: does this rather negative connotation do justice to the Nagas and other peoples practicing headhunting?




    As we have seen, the term headhunting comes from the colonial observers. They considered it barbaric to not just kill someone ritually, but to use the head to show and to do so with objective to take pride in it. Since the literal term head hunting refers to people on the hunt for the reason of getting other people’s heads, this question arises too: ‘Did the Nagas and other indigenous people known for it, actually hunt people to kill people for their heads?’




    





    The purpose of headhunting




    The Nagas believed soul matter, on which all life depends, dwells in the head.




    In the old days the Nagas believed the soul matter was captured when the head was severed from the body. This captured soul matter contributed to the community, the village and was not just for the benefit of one person, one individual. This soul matter, now part of the collective, determined the fertility of the population and in conjunction to the soil on which crops grow and livestock. To ensure the community of livelihood the productivity of the soil. Based on fertility rites, the head as the seat of the soul spurred phallic cults. This practice of human sacrifice was prominent among agricultural societies and other peoples of the North East like the those of the Nagas, the Khasis and Kukis.




    





    Some views on what has been termed headhunting




    What do we see when we superimpose this notion on what civilized colonialists and modern western scholars think about warfare and conquest?




    In conquest and other types of warfare soldiers are sent out to fight and many are slain. They are the casualties of warfare and when slain in great numbers, the term cannon fodder comes to mind. History shows us irrevocably what happens when armies facing each other, shoot to kill indiscriminately and thousands are left dead on the battlefields As we see the vanquished being left to rot or dumped in mass graves, we don’t observe high regard for human life here. We do observe however that the slain of the righteous victors are buried and bestowed with honor. The reasoning of the victors is that they, their own, fell for their country, they sacrificed their lives so that victors, the survivors, may live in freedom. The dead, the vanquished of the country or people who lost in battle, do not count for anything. Without any ceremony or honor they may or may not be interred and forgotten. They do not appear in the annals of history, but live on in the minds of their families. To understand this type of desecration of human life, we have to look at the motivation behind it. The notion of supremacy thinking and the idea to have the right to rule over others comes to the fore. Once that notion is born it is fiercely and violently exerted over others. When the army of a self proclaimed supreme nation attacks another country and, in the process kills numerous human beings, the acts concerned are not to be determined as violent or barbaric. On the contrary, soldiers of the opposing army, civilians, really anyone who is not on the side of the righteous but foremost most powerful force, is killed when not subduing to that power.




    This self proclaimed supreme nation does not honor the slain people. It is not judged either as savage, power hungry or barbaric. And those who order an army to kill and win a war with the victor’s aim to subdue the people who that lost the war, is not to be determined brutal. But then when we look at the comparative facts concerning the slain, as the colonizers knew and exercised it, many brutalities take place: killing in combat, torture, rape, execution of prisoners and yes…. decapitation. Though these brutalities are not committed because colonialists or supreme politicians ordered them, but because committed under the banner of warfare are simply condoned, the army or colonizers had no for fear of being ridiculed. The question now is: does this type of brutal warfare, which shows no room for regarding human life, have any relation to headhunting?




    An army is ordered to go out to war and to win from another. It does at all cost and the unleashed brutality, leads to extreme loss of life. Supremacy thinking like that of the Germans in the Second World War led to millions of people killed and, in it’s wake, to extermination of Jews, gypsies and others. There was complete disregard for those that were callously exterminated, a holocaust took place. So, certainly the life force of the slain enemy was not revered, honored, remembered and solemnly celebrated, for that force was not regarded as a force that would live on.




    Juxtapose now the local warfare attitude on the mass scale of killing induced by policies during great and small wars and we see that the actual killing that took place among the Nagas was very balanced. One village could not rule over the other, so the taking of heads, should that have been the main aim as would be the motivation of headhunters, would become a one sided affair. To say it less solemnly and talking numbers, the one village when it would be supreme over another, would be gathering heads from the other.




    Now, of course the Nagas and other so called headhunters could have been wrong about that life force they believed in, but like the mass dumping of bodies practiced both in colonial and modern warfare, people killed for a purpose and mass the extermination of people, human beings, to show supremacy, are the armies directed to do so less savage, barbaric and more? On face value one is included to say, of course not. Yet, the Pope blesses the weaponry of soldiers, the leader of a nation preaches in the name of God to kill people of another nation. But why then were the British and the American Baptists so vehemently against what they misunderstood but professed nevertheless as headhunting? Why did they not think much of the sanctity of life when enemies were concerned? Why did they object only and primarily on the issue of the head being taken from a slain enemy? Europeans, Americans, Australians, New Zealanders and more all knew about conquest and had the motivation for it. They could easily succeed then because they had some military advantages and so it was relatively easy to show this imminent need for power. But to subdue less fortunate peoples, less fortunate in relation to weaponry, is an entirely different matter from nations going to war who are at par with each other. The British fought the Dutch, the French, the Spanish, the Portuguese. The Dutch did the same, but this is still relatively insignificant when we look at the human devastation of the first and second world wars brought upon mankind. Yet, we the former colonizers find it important to tell others that their way of life is uncivilized. It is not the biblical Thou Shall not Kill that is being looked down upon, but just what is done after. The fear for the dead, rather than the praise for them seems to play an important role in this matter.




    The Nagas, headhunters then, at least, knew that their adversaries had the same or similar conviction in their culture about soul matter and life force. They could anticipate what might happen and take part in it fully. Only judged by others, like we judge now, like how the west was won over the Native Americans for instance, we determine who in the barbaric, uncivilized and savage sense, is what.




    The term headhunting meanwhile has progressed into the corporate world and though aggressively done it is does not have that negative connotation. The modern headhunter works in the corporate office as he seeks suitable people for more or less important positions. Let’s look now into other components which could explain motivations and dynamics of headhunting among the Nagas.




    Going in depth into the native, indigenous, spiritual or tribal view of headhunting, we will see what the Colonial view entails, then proceed to the Religious view, move on to the Structural/Cosmological View, the Emotions and the Life Cycle View to end with the Ideological View




    





    Colonial View




    European colonial administrators saw Nagas as bloodthirsty savages who were in dire needed to be civilized. A striking difference of sense and sensibility was the public display of ‘heads’, which to European sensitivities meant a desecration of the dead. European colonial powers from the 1500s to 1800s had no knowledge of the ritualized violence, violence with purpose and meaning and they termed that headhunting. They understood little of the connection to indigenous cosmology, or fertility and religious power. So, their own ideas and convictions of morality and ‘proper’ ways of using violence as the ‘manly’ way to wage war or solve territorial battles prevailed. Because headhunting was done by ‘surprise’ attack, the victims were often both innocent men and women as well as children. For tribal Nagas to achieve religious, emotional or vengeance, the warriors did not need to distinguish between victims as they were all worthy. Compared to areas where headhunting did not exist, it was on these differences that Europeans justified their policies of social and military control in Nagaland where headhunting was practiced as a matter of fact. As the Europeans thus the British military women and children were considered ‘helpless’ they were no targets.




    





    Spiritual purpose




    To the Nagas headhunting is ritual and as such played a major role in the life of a man and the village or community. It also had other purposes like it played a role in gender attraction.Naga men and women are relatively equal and ‘share the same basic humanity’, but through headhunting men could achieve a form of eloquence not available to women. Groups, peoples, governments or other political entities which have taken heads, were not considered to be headhunting because it had no ritual purpose. The ritualistic aspects were thus most important and decisive:




    The life cycle of a man is not a step by step series of rites of passage.It is more of a gradual process in which a man matures. Nagas view the cycle in three stages: first the infantile development of motor skills, second when a youth learns of subsistence tasks and third the adult knowledge of effective speech in delicate social situations. Childhood learning consists of; crawling, walking, speaking and a beginning of conducting small tasks like chores for parents and other adults.Then children begin mastering more gender like skills, skills related sexual division of labor: boys go with their fathers to do work done by men and the girls being with their mothers would learn the specific skills for women.The first step, in the series of becoming a man to get married, is set when puberty comes. Not surprisingly young men become envious of those who had taken heads. The desire to shed their novice status, they become eager, because by taking a head a young man becomes an adult. His reward is the prestigious red hornbill earrings.In being allowed to wear these earrings, he is now a man and a man is more attractive to women. On the other hand, to get married, a young man is not required to take a head, but women don’t find him attractive and he has no way to defend himself to the ridicule of men who did.Marriage and taking a head were two major steps in a man’s life. Taking a head has purpose for every man. It is for instance done to settle a score between two feuding villages or tribes, to prevent sickness or famine, to secure better crops, to end mourning for important men so they can be laid to rest, to show off to a prospective bride, to display one’s honor and prowess. The Naga tribes display their heads during ceremonies and for protection they are on display in the orungs.Ultimately the heads symbolize the strength, the meaning of the village, a village with heads is a village to be reckoned with.




    





    Structural/Cosmological View




    In Assam anthropologists and colonial administrators with some academic notion, were among the first to recognize that headhunting was not just about violence, revenge, or savagery. Ethnographers like J.P. Mills and C. von Haimendorf documented, that cosmology among Southeast Asian peoples like the Nagas, had much to do with the practice. It was based on the belief that one could recruit the soul of the enemy to become an ally by displaying a victim’s head in public to ritually purify. The spirit of these allies became then part of the ancestral spirits and would support them in the afterlife. Because the afterlife was known as the sky world and resembled life on earth, a beheaded victim’s spirit was recruited to the ancestors’ warrior or ‘army’ in the sky world. To say the least, no longer were they the enemies of the ancestors.




    





    Religious View




    To be able kill enemies means to be victorious. More than being victorious and powerful, to have human heads from slain enemies, is mystically beneficial. To enable the spirit of the slain victim to become a friend, a guardian, a benefactor ceremonies for that purpose were held. Consequently, headhunting as such, is part of a sophisticated mythological, ritual and cosmological world view. It not just an expression of violence! By taking the head rather than some other part of the body back to one’s own village, warriors could incorporate the ‘enemy’ or ‘semi-human’ spirit into their own community of ‘humans’. Often, they gave the head a new name and treated it in ways that were friendly so as to persuade the spirit to join their community. The reason why the head (rather than some other part of the body) was chosen by Southeast Asians as the appropriate part which represented the victim, is because the head has the ‘face’. Faces are overt symbols of the individual as a social person. And, as noted in the rituals and myths of Southeast Asian tribal peoples who practiced headhunting until early in this century, the Gods instructed them to take heads as a beneficent virtue, which would enable them to increase the fertility of crops, of humans and to acquire other blessings from the ancestral and other sacred beings of the sky world.




    





    Emotions and the Life Cycle View




    The life cycle for men and women reveals that men have more passion than women as a result of their broader range of experiences and travel to distant places. In order to tame their passion, or ‘effectiveness’, taking another individual’s head quiets their spirit and restlessness, hence allowing knowledge and maturity to gain control and grow. Young men explained that headhunting gave them the right to gain the spirit of the beheaded victim, which then allowed them to wear hornbill earrings and have respect among their elders. It also enabled them to ask a woman to marry them. But the act of killing itself serves to excite envy and admiration among other youths, to increase one’s reputation among the elders, and enables one to attract a wife. The spirits of the victims remain with their killers and after the ceremonies have been carried out, are harmless; Men said they took heads when they had a ‘heavy heart’ or felt angry or strong pressures. How do we understand personal and affective life? Focused on terms like ‘angry’ as opposed to passive, dull or fearful hence ‘passion’ or creative energy and knowledge, or that which controls one’s passion and emotions.




    





    Ideological View




    In many parts of contemporary Southeast Asia, headhunting is a part of the past and preserved in narrative form. In some areas, headhunting rituals continue with a wooden substitute for a real human head. These are attempts to achieve the cosmological benefits of agricultural fertility, but without the violence long since outlawed by national laws. In East Sumba, headhunting is a symbol of history and their past; their defiance against Dutch colonial outsiders. In West Sumba, headhunting is a heritage that symbolizes and expresses local desires for some degree of autonomy vis-a-vis the modern nation of Indonesia. As a ritual and cosmological complex, headhunting has taken on different political meanings for different peoples. Either it functions as a symbol of popular resistance to outside control in the past, the heroic tradition of East Sumba, or it is a symbol of contemporary desires and of resistance to outside control. West Sumba. Since the Nagas at large do not slay the jawans of the Indian Armed Forces and use their heads to display so the power of the souls of their adversaries can be absorbed, it is not likely that the ideological view has any bearing on the them. The zest to be a free nation and the willingness to fight for it does not look like it is rooted in what has been unilaterally termed and meant to demean, as headhunting




    These five different views of headhunting are not mutually exclusive. Over different periods of time and based on insights of tribal peoples of Southeast Asia, they are derived from quite different expressions. To westerners head-hunters may be treacherous people and indiscriminate killers of men, women and even children, but then observed well but forgotten or perhaps not, we have seen there is a rationale, a philosophy of life behind it. Wars waged in mystical regions were linked to the eternal powers of the Gods and ancestors. The judgment of the outsiders was, that is was a limitation, for it could be established through violence only. In other words the taking of heads was regarded as brutal and uncivilized, not the killing of adversaries, for that was what the British did as well, when they themselves deemed that appropriate. It is obvious that there were human as well as technological limits to the brutality of the practice. So consequently the causalities of the practice were rather limited too. Confrontations between villages and tribes are now the concern to the local governments. The other side of the coin when cultures are be preserved, tradition is then used as buffer against the encroachments of state and church. And so while headhunting as a violent tradition and ritual or emotional complexity has practically disappeared, it remains part of the history and visionary insights of the Southeast Asian peoples in general and the Nagas in particular. The Nagas, though not as inter village warfare then practiced it up to the Second World war of the last century, fought a war in Nagaland when the Japanese tried to get into India through the Naga Hills. To stop the imperial army of Japan, the British and Nagas, side by side, fought the battle of Kohima. The weakened British knew that when the Japanese would have won that battle of Kohima, the road to India would have been wide open for them. The Nagas took the heads of the slain Japanese soldiers, who had fallen in that crucial but now long forgotten battle of Kohima. To this day many skulls still sire the morungs of the villages. They are proudly displayed by the Nagas who took part in that battle.




    So, again, how do we see this practice then when we extrapolate them against our own ideas of warfare. On what did the colonizers and Christian missionaries base their right to judge others harshly, when they themselves had mores on warfare which in turn the tribal people deplored? The Nagas found those mores excruciatingly violent when for no apparent reason, but to show might, people were killed. What to think of the punitive expeditions as the British called them? And, the British delighted in, if to them need be showing brute force. First of all the reason for the British to venture into their lands to subdue them escaped the Nagas totally. They wondered what they wanted to prove in a land and among people they did not know and did not care to understand, but still wanted to rule them. What purpose was that and what motivated that purpose? To this day, I think, it is still not quite known, what the British were really after. Of course in their sense of geo political control the Naga Hills could be of importance and so to have those Hills in their realm could be of importance too. Geopolitical power not quite understood by the officers who were in the Naga Hills, but thought up and spelled out by politicians in London. It was still the officers who had to execute what they were ordered to do. Due to the fact that the Nagas then could not write the treaty was not signed, even though such treaty was worked out,. It was a treaty that only covered a small portion of the Naga homeland. The Nagas, though loyal to the British, as they saw there was no escape from their grip, never felt they were either part of the British Empire then, or later part of the Indian state which took take over. This staunch belief in self sufficiency and of spiritual conviction then, which includes what is called headhunting, could be the spiritual basis of the Naga resistance.




    Later, when the Nagas were conscripted by the British and sent to two European wars to aid them in their quest to defend themselves against or to attack the enemy, in this case the Germans, the Nagas learned about the world affairs and nations and learned it was important to mobilize themselves against threats from outsiders. They learned that in order to survive as Nagas they should come together as one nation and no longer fight amongst themselves. Together the Nagas could be one nation and withstand potential threats. This was a matter among Nagas themselves, a matter which had no bearings on the outside world, which until the British began to colonize them, had lived their own life for centuries, undisturbed. This new world that had taken over had taken offense to their practices, and had branded them as savage barbarians. Not taking their values, norms and practices into account one can argue that the colonizers without really studying the norms values, let go the philosophy of life, projected the Naga soul as barbaric.




    At the time this was quite a normal thing to do, for ethnocentric thinking was prevalent. The colonizers felt strong, they could colonize, they could subdue and they could force the people they colonized to adopt their values, the values of the colonizers. But, they did so with brute force too. In relation to what the colonizers believed in what exactly made them brand the Nagas as headhunters? It seems to be obvious that this was done because they were not willing to understand what the significance of the taking of a head was.




    They just applied their own point of view. Their view did not include brutality when the Nagas fought back with success. They would send punitive expeditions and on the premise of punitive, they did not care if Nagas were be killed as a result of such expeditions. So, the actual killing was not the problem for the colonizers. When killed according to their norms and values, it was appropriate. So, their philosophy on life and death clashed with the ideas of the Nagas only what they did after someone was killed. Tot the British for people taking the head of a slain enemy was barbaric. This of course led to quite a bit of misunderstanding. Because, in turn, the Nagas could not understand why the British so callously would dispose of the bodies their enemies. They took great pain in hurting their adversaries into submission, yet when slain they could not care less about them. Similarly this was the case in their courts of justice. To the Nagas to sentence someone to death, may have been an appropriate sentence, the cold blooded execution and the loathing expressed by careless disposal of the deceased person was not. In fact it was to them incomprehensible, that once executed, the body was treated as if the person had not existed. In the eyes of the Nagas then, it was the British who were barbaric. Not only did they travel far and wide to impress their values on others without regarding them highly, they also had no wish to understand the people they put under them. The Nagas of course had then no idea that the British only colonized other peoples because they wanted to be masters of trade and subsequently become rich in that process, something the British had become quite successful in. And, in order to maintain that status of affluence, their world wide colonies had to be under control. This geo-political prowess of nations like Britain, caused this ethno centric thinking. The Nagas, being self sufficient, had no idea what this zest for being a world power on the basis of controlling the flow of goods and getting rich in the process, really meant.. This thinking based on ethnocentric supremacy made the British believe that practices, to say the least, which were beyond their comprehension were per definition out of tune with the way they should be. So, because to them it was desecration of life, they branded the Nagas and other indigenous peoples who believed the soul matter of a person is lodged in the head, as headhunters. Come to think of it, the British must have judged the Nagas as quite stupid a people, when you think of headhunting, with the hunting as the prime objective, the Nagas sooner or later would have exterminated themselves. So that the Nagas could live on, was this realization of the British then the motivation for them to stamp out head headhunting. To save the Nagas from themselves? No sensible thinker would come to that conclusion, yet the idea of headhunting based on the British idea of what it meant, could only point in that direction. Or, did the British realize that the driving force behind headhunting was more than just the desire to take head after all?




    Anthropology as such was born during the later days of colonialism. It was the colonizing authorities who initiated this field of academic study, so with the results they could better insight in the thinking and behavior of the peoples, that were colonized. The aim of these studies was, at first, to get information on behavior so the peoples concerned could be controlled better. But then, because the anthropologists of the early days were equally abhorred and were thinking from their own frame of reference, it was hard for them to disentangle themselves from their own prejudices. They were not free to observe and question the real motivation and background of the peoples who practiced headhunting. Being commissioned by the colonizing authorities themselves, this was hardly possible anyway. Their assignments were quite precise in their formulation. Only much later, when in most indigenous circles as well as in among the Nagas these practices had been eradicated, it was possible. Before that the motivation for the type of research from within, was futile. Since the headhunting days are gone, the practices cannot be investigated anymore. And, because it does not exist anymore, there was no real interest in it either because only historical data and personal accounts of old men and women who have been active in headhunting days could be questioned for such type of research. Since the practice is gone he term ‘headhunting’ has lost its demeaning power and as we have seen now more positive inclinations are being used: one was the headhunters recruiting bright heads from his corporate office, another is that the tourism industry.




    Headhunting now stands for adventure, of places and peoples to be discovered, people who live in their natural habitat, safely of course. A prominent example for that is Sarawak. This, rich in rainforest part of Malaysia on the big island of Borneo, is advertised as ‘the land of the headhunters’. I am sure that once the tourist industry has discovered Nagaland the same kind of terminology would be applicable Enterprising tour agents will show the hills of the former headhunters of North East of India. The real adventurers could try their luck and cross the border in to Burma. There, still a fair number of people still live in the isolation, once all Nagas enjoyed. So, it may be possible to come across a head hunter after all, though more likely it is the Burmese Army will show up in front of the adventurer.




    Though there is no definite conclusion on this intriguing topic it is fair when for one to determine on the basis of humanity and rights that all violent behavior against other people is uncivilized. It means that the ‘thou shall not kill’, is adhered to, to the letter. So, when we judge both British and Christians alike on this matter, one can determine both that all killed, all had their purposes and all from their point of view this is right. We have seen that the main difference is that those who are looked down upon because of the way the dead, the slain, the victims of warfare, the enemies were treated. Since it was the British who termed the Nagas headhunters and with them other indigenous peoples, it is time to set the motivational record straight, by openly concluding that the colonizers had less regard for human life with the exception of their own kind, than the Nagas.




    The Nagas honored their victims, their adversaries. The colonizers did not!




    Insert 2: Let the dead man breathe Ngathingkhui Jagoi




    “When we first came here they did not bury the dead. They laid the dead man on a bamboo mat and kept it on the outskirts of their village and let it to decompose until the ‘Skull-placing day’ comes. It was only after our coming that we compelled them to bury the dead.”




    This is what one NSCN (IM) cadre told me at Chassa village about the funerary customs and eschatological beliefs of the Wanchos during my tour to Tirap district of Arunachal Pradesh.




    “It was very funny also. When we compelled them to bury the dead, they left the head portion uncovered. They believed that the dead too breathe, and thus leave the head uncovered.” The man went on to say.




    Like the rest of other Naga tribes, the Wanchos also believe that when a man dies, his soul or ghost goes down to the World of the Dead.




    The Wanchos called the land of the dead Hapung Lumpu, and maintains an uneasy and precarious existence there until certain rites completed on earth. The older dead will not give him a place to cook and will not let him sit with them. However, when his skull is put into its cist and a great feast is given in his name, he can live with the other dead. If the feast is not given, the ghost may come and make relatives and close friends ill.




    When a man dies, his relatives and subjects come one by one and each put some clothes, a little bark, betel nut and tobacco in it for the dead man.




    All the dead man’s possessions, dao, gun, spear, ornaments, etc., are placed or hung beside is tomb for the deceased must take all the things for his own use to the land of the death to build his house, hunt or to cultivate. If somebody owns a car, it is his even after his death. Those who travel to Khonsa district headquarters will see a red Maruti car on the grave yard of Wangkhoap Lowang brother of TL Rajakumar at place called Jugali Camp which is just beside the highway.




    If the things used by the dead man are not given, he will have to face many troubles in the land of the dead and surely his ghost will come back to claim all his belongings. It is also natural to kill an animal and placed its head by the corpse so that he may not go hungry. The animal’s head is later hung by the tomb.




    The mourners then made two images called Chasa, which stands for the dead man and Chapa for his shadow for the shadow goes with a man. In the case of those whose head was taken away, there will be more than two figures. This is done because they believe that the ghost will be pleased and flattered seeing the figures when it comes from the underworld. In some villages, there is a rule that the relatives of the dead man should keep guard the tomb for ten to fifteen days in order to prevent any bird or animal desecrating it. On the ‘skull-placing day’, before the ceremony, a number of people go to catch fish; they took the fish with rice and take the food to the cemetery. The people made wooden dao with this someone removes the skull and cleans it. They put ornaments in the ears; sometimes they fill the eyes with blocks of wood. They then packed the fish and rice and gave it to the skull saying,




    “We give this to you; eat and go away, Oh Lumpu. Go and do not return; do not let us see you again.”




    Then they put the head into a stone-walled pit and covered with a flat stone on the top. They believe that on this day the ghost dies again in the other world. The journey to the other world is by a path called Lumpu-Lam, which is guarded by an old couple. When the couple greeted the soul they enquired whether it has done good or evil during its earthly life. If it has done evil, it is sent to the sky by a winding difficult path, steep, overgrown with grass, and set with slippery stones. When the dead man reaches the land of the dead, he gets no shelter there; he has to live among great rocks and the only tree is plantain that bears red leaves instead of the familiar green, and its bitter fruit is all that he will get for food.
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