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Naga villages/society, This paper discussed the nature of the Naga traditional village during the pre-colonial
Morung, Peer Groups, period with special reference to J.P. Mills’ “The Lhota Naga® (1922). The distinctive

Village Chief, Village Council | independent nature of every Naga village, with its own polity and administrative setups
and different institutions within each village, like the Morung, Peer Groups, and Village
Chicftainship, marked the Naga society during the pre-colonial times. The paper deals with
the distinctive nature and polity of Naga villages and the relationship between different
Naga villages, and how they acquired legal sanction and recognition from the government
during the post-colonial period.

Introduction

A village is the primary unit of the Naga society. It is the village that defines both a Naga as an
individual and society as a whole. The Naga homeland of the pre-colonial period was made up of more
than one thousand independent villages. The system of governance that prevailed in these villages ranged
from republics, where the village head (known as the Chieftain) was elected or chosen by the villagers
through consensus, to monarchy, where the right to govern was hereditary. The British administration
in the Naga homeland brought the Nagas together and unified the different Naga villages into a
single political unit. It helped them develop a common political aspiration for a free sovereign nation
which the Naga Club duly and gratefully acknowledged in its memorandum submitted to the Simon
Commission in 1929.

Before the advent of the British in the Naga Hills, there was no common social or political platform
that united the Nagas. However, socially and culturally different Naga tribes shared many affinities.
These different Naga tribes had their own separate languages, laws, and customs. All of them were
confined to their own respective villages with occasional trade. It was the state of life and socio-political
conditions of the Naga society before the British colonisation of the Naga homeland (Ezung 2021:117).

Every Naga was a member of one village, and every village was independent on its own with its
unique political setup. Accordingly, every village regulates its own social, religious, civil, and criminal
laws and administration to run and govern its respective villages.

British political administrators and anthropologists like J.P. Mills and J.H. Hutton, among others,
had written extensively on the nature of the Naga society, traditional religion, and culture (Hutton
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1921a; 1921b; Mills 1922; 1926; 1937), which all indicated village as a primary unit that constituted the
Naga society. For example, speaking about the Lotha Nagas, one of the tribes of the Nagas, J.P. Mills wrote:

Every village is an independent unit in the tribe. Leagues of villages were formed for purposes
of war, and in these cases, the advice of the most powerful village would naturally carry the most
weight..... But except for war, no village ever acknowledged the authority of any other village (Mills
1922: 96).

This J. P. Mills’ account of the nature of the Lotha villages holds for the rest of the Naga villages,
albeit with some forms of variation. The independent nature enjoyed by each village means that the
only factor that united two or more Naga villages was ‘cooperation’ for addressing any common issues
or purposes that concerned the Naga villages in the ‘league.” Beyond this cooperation, no common rules
or systems bind the Naga villages.

In fact, Mahatma Gandhi’s idea of decentralisation policy, i.e., governance/politics of the nation to
start from the village, was perfectly exhibited in the pre-colonial Naga society/Naga Hills, where every
Naga village enjoyed a sovereign status with no interference from outside. SHM Ravi and Shibani Roy had
described Naga village as “a self-contained unit having cultivable lands, forests, water sources and a chief
along with its council to protect the residents from outsiders” (Ravi and Roy 2010:36). Every village has
its own democratic setup and functions according to the prescribed norms it establishes, depending on its
needs and necessities. Though there was an absence of formal/legal written laws/rules, there was always an
order within the village as the members were always bound by the conventional system of governance that
existed in the village, i.e. cooperation, mutual respect and a sense of responsibility. Other than inter-village
rivalries that often led to wars and headhunting among different villages and tribes, which was a prevalent
practice in the pre-colonial Naga society, life within the villages was idyllic, peaceful and cordial.

The advent of the British during the late 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century and the
subsequent annexation of many parts of the Naga Hills made way for the integration of independent
Naga villages into a single political unit. It also led to the conceptualisation of a free Naga nation. This
significant development, along with the evangelisation of the Naga homeland by the American Baptist
Missionaries, changed the Naga society forever.

Traditional Village Institutions

Village administration: Every Naga village’s governance and administration system was essentially
democratic. The assembly of elders constituted the highest decision-making body in the village. Every
decision about the village’s affairs is taken under this platform, led by the elders. In post-colonial Naga
society, this assembly of elders is accorded due recognition by government authority. Hence, new
terminology is given to this body of elders where the elders of a Naga village at the helm of decision-
making are called Goan Buras (GBs). Today, the council of Goan Buras remains a very powerful
institution in every Naga village.

Though most of the Naga villages were democratic, there were some exceptions wherein, in some
Naga villages, the rule of kingship, which was hereditary, was prevalent, especially among the Eastern
Naga tribes. The institution of the village chieftain called Angh is still practised among the Eastern
Naga communities today. One distinctive feature of the institution of Angh was that polygyny was
permitted for the chief or king.

The land that constitutes a Naga village is divided into kbels (locality/colony), with the number of
khels proportional to the village’s population. To ensure that the business of the kbels was properly
managed, specific powers and obligations were delegated to every kbels. Accordingly, a representative(s),
a number of which was determined by the strength of numbers in any particular £bel, was selected by
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the members of the kbel to represent the interest of the kbel in the village council.

Avillage chief was normally elected from among the Goan Buras (GBs) membersand the representatives
of the kbels. The village chief accordingly assumed the most powerful position in the village.

Commaunity: The trademark feature of the Naga society is the community life that was and still is
found in every Naga village. Identifying oneself as a member of the village community to which one
belongs makes an individual a part of that community.

“Naga society traditionally was an egalitarian society where everyone had a place and were all productive
members of the society/villages. There was never a caste or distinct class-based division among the Nagas”
(Ezung 2021:315). While an individual Naga enjoys the privilege of being an independent member, the
interest of his village community also drives his life. Every Naga was obliged to contribute to his village’s
well-being. A sense of duty toward the community was taught in every Naga’s mind from childhood.

Morung: the Morung or Champo in Lotha (Mills 1922:24) is a traditional youth dormitory found in
every Naga village. It was also called a bachelor’s dormitory. The young boys and girls from puberty were
admitted to their respective gender dormitories, where they slept and remained until they married. The
Morung was among the most important institutions in the village. The socialization of youths mainly
revolved around their respective Morung. The institution of the Morung was a center for learning all
kinds of cultural, social, art, knowledge, music, dance, social etiquette, and life-sustaining skills taught
and nurtured by the elders and teachers. It was a place for enculturating one’s cultural values, norms,
customs and practices, social and economic skills, etc., that get transmitted from one generation to
another through this institution.

Moreover, the Morung, builtinside each £bels of the village, served as a meeting place for the bachelors.
The village bachelors usually gathered in their respective kbels’ Morung in the evening after returning
from their field. From this Morung, the village youths would discuss and deliberate on the village affairs.
The village youths were trained from the Morung in different skills that were required by men folk, like
the art of cultivation, handicrafts, warfare, and learning how to serve the village. During the headhunting
days, when Nagas used to compete among themselves to take (cut) the heads of their enemy (enemy from
the different villages), Morung played a significant role. It was in the Morung where the village youth
convened a meeting and devised a strategy on how to attack the enemy’s village and take their heads. In
addition, they made various plans to defend their village in the event of an attack by their enemy.

In addition, there was a separate Morung for the women in the village who were not married. The
village women used to gather at this location to discuss and learn various skills and aspects of being a
woman in the context of their role within the household and the community at large. Women were
taught in the Morung the different roles they would be taking after getting married. The role includes
the art of preparing meals, weaving, crafts, keeping the house in order, bringing up children, and serving
guests, among others. In addition, women folk were taught how to become good mothers in serving the
family and the village community.

Peer Groups: Peer groups were another very important institution in the Naga village, practised in
many villages today. It is a group formed among the same age group to fulfil the needs of the village and
family. In the pre-colonial days, which were a headhunting era, the village found this group formation
necessary to defend and protect their respective village from their enemy. As the older groups aged, the
younger generations stepped in and formed the group, taking the mantle from their elders to defend
and safeguard their village. Today, in the villages where peer groups are still prevalent, different peer
groups are engaged in community services where each group comes forward and serves the village in
their given capacity. Different peer groups coming forwards for the service of the villages, like hosting

541



542

Shimray R. A. and Ezung N. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 19, n. 1 (2023) 539-545

annual Christmas feasts, constructing village gates, helping in the construction of village churches, and
maintaining roads, sanitation, and water supply are some of the community services that different peer
groups continue to render in the village. For instance, Nrung Longidang village under Wokha District
Nagaland is one such village where the institution of peer groups is intensely practised.

One significant reason the villages felt the need to form a peer group was to defend their village from
the potential attack and invasion from the enemy. During the headhunting days, when attacking a rival
village or conducting a raid against a rival village happened frequently, the community felt the need for
the youth to form a group where their service would be used for the village’s defence. And this was how
the institution of peer groups emerged. The strength of any village was thus determined by the number
of peer groups and how strong these peer groups were.

Position of Women: In Naga society, the roles of men and women are relatively complementary. While
men and women play equal parts within the family and community, their roles differ. Discrimination
against women was non-prevalent in traditional Naga society. While women were respected, they had little
involvement in the traditional social and political body and played no role in the village’s decision-making.

The most recent proposed Urban Local Bodies (ULB) election in the state of Nagaland in January
2017, to be held with 33 per cent of the seats to be reserved for women, created an impression in the
minds of the Nagas that a new alien law/culture was forcefully imposed upon them to suppress and
overrule the Nagas’ tradition, including abolishing the traditional role of women in Naga society. As
a result, the Nagas of the state were forced to take unprecedented steps to ensure that the proposed
ULB election would not be allowed to take place under any circumstances. The Nagaland government
eventually submitted to the demand of the Naga public by cancelling the whole election process. The
state legislative assembly then passed a resolution in December 2017 to revoke the Women’s Reservation
provision in the ULB.

It is difficult to comprehend that the Naga society, which is historically and culturally an egalitarian
society where men and women enjoy equal status while acknowledging the different roles that each
gender plays, will come to a situation where they will be debating the question of reservation in social
and political institutions based on genders. It proves one thing: the Nagas and the state government
have already allowed their culture to be diluted by an alien culture, and a strange political system of
India has polluted the Nagas’ brains. Of course, Naga women have every right to contest/challenge the
existing Naga traditional system where they have less role in decision-making and lack representation in
both social and political institutions. But taking a reservation route, which is an outside system/culture,
will be disastrous for the Nagas as a whole.

The women’s reservation debate should be an issue of concern for Indian society, known for its long
history of crimes and discrimination against women. Indian women have been subjected to all forms of
discrimination from their male counterparts, which is inherently part of the Indian socio-cultural system.
Evil practices such as Sati (burning of a widow at her husband’s funeral pyre), Jauhar (a practice of self-
immolation by a woman to avoid enslavement by foreign invaders during wars), Dowry, and Child Marriages
were all a part of Indian traditional practises from which women in India suffered the worst in history.

Modern India inherited a legacy of the worst forms of discrimination against women with a sanction
from its traditions and beliefs. Although due to many social and religious reforms initiatives undertaken
by enlightened Indian scholars and social and religious reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Swami
Vivekananda, Sri Aurobindo, Mahatma Gandhi, and many others during the colonial period, and the
subsequent banning of those evil practices through constitutional measures after independence, the
discrimination against and looking down on women continues to dominate the mindset of the general
populace of the country. Even today, many Indian women, especially women from the disadvantaged
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section of society, suffer from dowry and its related death, witchcraft-related murders, female
infanticides and female foeticides, sexual-related crimes, domestic violence, forced child marriages, and
human trafficking. India was ranked 131st among 189 nations in the United Nations Development
Programme’s (UNDP) Human Development Report 2020 Gender Inequality Index UNDP, 2020).
India’s National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) Report-2021 recorded 43,414 crimes against women
in the country during 2021, an increase of 22.9% over the 2020 records (NCRB 2021). The nature of the
crimes against women includes cruelty by husbands or relatives, kidnapping and abduction of women,
and rape (in the same report, among all the 29 states in the country, the state of Nagaland recorded the
lowest number of crimes against women). Minorities, including Dalits, tribals, Muslims, and Christians,
continue to suffer at the hand of the majority group in India. This is the socio-cultural and political
reality of India’s past and present, and reservation or some form of protective mechanism can be an
option to solve these existing gender inequalities and social disparities. To improve the conditions of
women and do away with different forms of discrimination in the country, it becomes imperative for
the government to initiate drastic constitutional reforms to empower women in the country and allow
them to take a more significant role in society and national politics.

Given how the question of women’s reservation emerged in India, itis unfortunate that theissue became
abone of contention between the Naga public and the Nagaland government. The confrontation between
the two parties once again demonstrated the stupid and senseless act of the then-unpopular government,
which never considered and respected the wish and sentiments of the people. This unfortunate decision
of the state government to proceed with the ULB election with a 33 per cent reservation for women
reflected the state government’s inability to comprehend the social and political circumstances that led to
the emergence of women’s reservation issues in India and whether this reservation would be necessary for
the Naga society. The poor reading of India’s social and political situation by the Nagaland government
equated the conditions of Naga women to their Indian counterparts. As a result, a sudden perception
has generated among the Nagas where they made to believe the need for ‘reservation,” which would only
place women in an inferior position in Naga culture.

The reality is that Naga women in Nagas’ traditional system enjoy equal status and opportunity,
which none of their counterparts in India could enjoy, even though the participation of Naga women in
social and political activities may be considerably less.

Nagas need to know that the contentious women’s reservation law is an imported piece that has no
relevance in the state or Naga society. Naga women taking greater responsibilities in society and politics
are never an infringement of Article 371 (A). Naga women playing a bigger role in decision-making
cannot be considered to undermine the Naga traditional and customary practices. Naga women getting
elected to social and political institutions, and having more political representations, unlike in the past,
would never harm or damage the traditional social structure of the Nagas. But the enforcement of 33 per
cent reservation for women in the ULB or state assembly will badly affect and spoil the great social order
of the Nagas. The reason this ‘women’s reservation’ issue had originated in India was to counter its own
problem. This issue has been part of India’s socio-political process throughout its history. It is a politically
moulded phenomenon where politicians and political parties in India want to use it for vote bank politics.
And it is not wise for the Nagas to adopt India’s solution model to solve their social problem.

One needs to understand that although gender disparities exist in Naga society, as far as women’s
representations in Nagas’ social and political institutions are concerned, these disparities have their own
origin with a different social and historical context from the rest of India. It has to do with the hitherto
traditional social system where Naga women have less participation and play very few roles in societal
decision-making. And suppose Nagas wants to reform this system and enhance women’s societal role.
In that case, Nagas need to create their own model through which the Naga women can be empowered
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and assume a more significant role in society along with their male counterparts. But simply copying
the Indian way of women empowerment, which is solely intended for vote bank politics, will not help
solve the existing social problem for the Nagas. If Nagas have to blindly accept any system from outside
without improving on their own from within, it will only badly affect their social fabric.

Post-colonial Naga society and the strengthening of the village polity

Naga village polity attained due legitimacy and political recognition in the post-colonial period. The
16 Point Agreement signed between the Government of India and the Naga People’s Convention in
1960 recognised the importance of the Naga village in governing the Naga society. Under Provision 8
of the 16 Point Agreement, the government authority recognised three different institutions for local
self-government in the state of Nagaland. According to this provision, the village’s administration is
empowered to the Village Council; at the range level, the administration is entrusted to the Range
Council; at the tribes’ level, the administration is assigned to the Tribal Council.

Accordingly, through the Nagaland Council (Fourth Amendment) Act 2009, the Government of
Nagaland had legitimised the authority of the Village Council and the Tribal Council as a mandated
authority to govern the respective Naga villages and tribes.

Ever since the Naga homeland was colonised and brought the entire Naga tribes under a new single
political system, tribalism has become a dominant force in the Naga society. While on the one hand, the
different Naga tribes had been brought within the scope of a single political system imposed from outside,
the minds of the Nagas continued to be dominated by their allegiance and loyalty to their respective
tribes and further down to their respective villages. It gave way to the emergence of tribalism within every
Naga tribe, though under the control of a common state political system, remains always driven by their
own tribal/village interest, which became a source of conflicts and strife among the Naga tribes.

In a society like the Nagas, where tribal and village laws hold more sway, no single political system
or centralised power system, whether imposed from outside or created by the Nagas themselves, will
work, nor will it hold the Nagas together. A western model of democracy and the nation-state’s political
system with a uniform law to govern and bind the entire tribes and the region is incompatible in a
heterogeneous society like the Nagas because the respective tribal and village laws still prevail and reign
supreme in the Nagas’ land. Long before the idea of a free Naga nation was conceptualised, Nagas
already had a problem with this issue. They resented when the British government attempted to impose
its own political system upon them (Ezung 2021:358).

And since a common law from a single nation-state’s political system will not work in Naga society,
a political system that recognises and empowers the tribal/village laws to govern themselves will be the
most effective way for the Naga society. This will be achieved by empowering every Naga tribe and
village and granting them a due amount of power and autonomy to frame their own laws to govern
themselves. Only when respective Naga tribes and villages are legally and constitutionally empowered
to regulate their own laws and way of life and granted freedom to decide what is best for them can the
Nagas do away with the problem of tribalism. Or else, as long as Nagas are kept under an imposed single
political system, Nagas will continue to suffer under the grip of tribalism, with difterent Naga tribes
fighting against each other for their respective tribe’s interests.

Nagaland’s Communitisation Policy is another important policy formulated by the Nagaland
Government to empower the Naga villages. It is a novel concept of empowering local and village
communities in the state and granting privilege to the people in the villages to participate in the matter
of governance and running the affairs of their own villages. Initiated by the state government through
the “The Nagaland Communitisation of Public Institutions and Services Act 2002’ (Pathak 2014), it is
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one such effective strategy of recognising the importance of the Naga traditional polity where a village is
constituted and recognised as a primary unit of the Naga society/nation.

Through the act, the state government delegated the powers and functions of the state government
to the local authorities by way of participation of the community in matters connected with the
management of local public utilities, public services, and the activities of the State Government
connected with education, water supply, roads, forests, sanitation, health, and other welfare and
development schemes. Accordingly, the local authorities (villages) are empowered to constitute a board/
committee relating to those public services in managing institutions such as education, health services,
and maintenance of roads in their respective local areas/villages.

This form of decentralising social and political powers by delegating powers to the local and village
communities can make them more responsible and help them become productive citizens. Shouldering
the responsibility of managing the affairs of the villages to its own members can remove the dependent
mentality of the Nagas on the government (the feeling and perception that someone else will come and
do the job for us). Under the given communitisation system, the community will determine the success
and progress of every Naga village. Thus, this empowerment of the local communities would become a
privilege and a responsibility for every village member to shoulder (Ezung 2021:359-60).

Conclusion

For the Nagas, the nation-building project should start from the village. A strong Naga nation, free
from tribalism and inter-tribal strife and conflicts, should be constituted by a conglomerate of independent
and self-governing Naga villages. The J. P. Mills era of ‘Lhota’ polity, where each and every Lotha village
enjoyed their own independence in matters of governance with no interference from the state authority or
other villages, can help the Nagas do away with the present problem of tribalism that was already infested
within the Naga society ever since the force colonisation of the Naga Hills and an attempt to centralise the
whole Naga Hills/Homeland under one political administration with single state law. The continuity of
the Naga tribal traditions and laws as a means to govern the Naga society by giving due legal and political
recognition can be the most effective instrument in confronting many challenges, including tribalism and
ethnic strife and conflicts, that modernity had brought in the Naga society.
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