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region. He is currently working with colleagues at Gauhati University and the Central Institute 
of Technology, Kokrajhar, on the grammar of Bodo.

DE MAAKER, Erik, a PhD from Leiden University, Leiden, the Netherlands, in 2006, is 
Associate Professor at the Institute of Cultural Anthropology and Development Sociology of 
Leiden University. His research focuses on the social constitution of values, objects, and places 
and their relevance in terms of ethnicity, indigeneity, heritage, environment, and religion in 
upland South and Southeast Asia. He is the author of the monograph titled Reworking Culture: 
Relatedness, Rites, and Resources in Garo Hills, North-East India (Oxford University Press, 2021) 
and co-editor (with Dan Smyer Yu) of Environmental Humanities in the New Himalayas: Symbiotic 
Indigeneity, Commoning, Sustainability (Routledge, 2021), and (with Markus Schleiter) Media, 
Indigeneity and Nation in South Asia (Routledge, 2019). He has published in journals like Asian 
Ethnography, South Asia, Visual Anthropology, and the Journal of Borderland Studies, and he is an 
award-winning visual anthropologist.

DUTTA, Anwesha is Senior Researcher at Chr. Michelsen Institute, Bergen, Norway. Her 
work geographically focuses on India–Bhutan borderlands and thematically on the intersection 
between biodiversity conservation and ethnic conflict. She is currently the Principal Investigator 
for a Norwegian Research Council-funded project on Displacement–Environment Nexus in 
India and Afghanistan. Her work on biodiversity conservation has also focused on studying for-
est rangers in Assam and working on issues of illegal wildlife trade. She has published widely on 
issues of forestry, biodiversity, political ecology, and green militarisation while also being involved 
in policy work with the UNODC on wildlife trade. She led an e-letter in Science Advances, in 
response to ‘Global Safety Net’ to reverse biodiversity loss and stabilise earth’s climate. Of her recent 
publications, mention may be made of ‘Forest Becomes Frontline: Conservation and Counter-
Insurgency in a Space of Violent Conflict in Assam, Northeast India’ (Political Geography, 2020); 
with H.W. Fischer ‘The Local Governance of COVID-19: Disease Prevention and Social Security 
in Rural India’ (World Development, 2021); and with six others ‘Commentary: Underestimating the 
Challenges of Avoiding a Ghastly Future’ (Frontiers in Conservation Science, 2021).

FERNANDES, Walter is Director of the North Eastern Social Research Centre, which he 
founded in 2000. After his post-graduate and doctorate degrees from Paris, he was first the 
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Editor of Social Action, and, from 1977 to 1999, he was Director of Research and Tribal Studies 
at the Indian Social Institute, New Delhi. He has done extensive research on tribal, gender, and 
livelihood issues and conflicts and peace in Northeast India. His major area of research and 
action has been development-induced displacement (DID), which he has studied in 13 states 
of India. Among his 51 books published, 6 are on DID in Assam, West Bengal, Andhra Pradesh, 
Meghalaya, Nagaland, and Sikkim. The volumes covering four more states of the region and 
Goa are forthcoming.

FREDDY, Haans J. is Assistant Professor at the Department of Political Science, Madras 
Christian College, where he teaches international relations and political philosophy. His research 
interests include topics related to international relations, strategic studies, security studies, 
human rights, and political philosophy. He is a member of the editorial board of the journal 
Future of Food: A Journal on Food Agriculture and Society. His recent publications include Conflict 
and Youth Rights in India: Engagement and Identity in North East (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 
‘China’s Two Regional Framework Narratives: BCIM and CPEC – Comparative Viabilities’ in 
C. Joshua Thomas and Gurudas Das (eds) BCIM Economic Cooperation: Interplay of Geo-economics 
and Geopolitics (Routledge, 2018), and ‘Competitive, Cooperative and Convergent Maritime 
Security and India’s National Security’ in Anshuman Behera and Sitakanta Mishra (eds) Varying 
Dimensions of India’s National Security: Emerging Perspectives (Springer, 2022).

GHOSH, Samyak is a PhD candidate in the Department of Middle Eastern, South Asian and 
African Studies, Columbia University, New York. He works at the intersection of history and 
politics and is writing a PhD dissertation on political culture in 18th-century Northeast India. 
His research is supported by the American Institute of Indian Studies (AIIS) and the Graduate 
School of Arts and Sciences (GSAS), Columbia University. He was named Kumkum Chatterjee 
Memorial Fellow in Indian History in 2019 by the AIIS.

GOHAIN, Swargajyoti is Assistant Professor of Sociology and Anthropology at Ashoka 
University, Sonipat, Haryana, India. She has Master’s and MPhil degrees in Sociology from the 
Delhi School of Economics and a PhD in Anthropology from Emory University, Atlanta. She 
has held post-doctoral positions at the International Institute for Asian Studies, the Netherlands, 
and the Institute of Economic Growth, New Delhi. Her research interests include the anthro-
pology of state and borders, culture and politics, development, infrastructure and ecology, and 
educational institutions in the Indian Himalayan region. Her first book, Imagined Geographies in 
the Indo-Tibetan Borderlands (Amsterdam University Press, 2020), is an ethnography of culture 
and politics among Tibetan Buddhist communities in Arunachal Pradesh.

HAOKIP, Thongkholal is Assistant Professor at the Centre for the Study of Law and 
Governance, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, India. He was formerly with the 
Department of Political Science, Presidency University, Kolkata. He has authored India’s Look 
East Policy and the Northeast (Sage, 2015), edited The Kukis of Northeast India: Politics and Culture 
(Bookwell, 2013) and co-edited (with J. Guite) The Anglo-Kuki War, 1917–1919: A Frontier 
Uprising against Imperialism during the First World War (Routledge, 2018). His co-edited book 
(with P.K. Pau) Forgotten Fighters: Heroes of the Anglo-Kuki War, 1917–1919 is forthcoming from 
Routledge in 2022. He is the editor of the Journal of North East India Studies and Executive 
Editor of Asian Ethnicity from 2016 to 2021. His academic articles appear in Economic and Political 
Weekly, South Asia Research, International Area Studies Review, South Asian Survey, Asian Ethnicity, 
Contemporary Voice of Dalit, Indian Journal of Public Administration, Studies in Indian Politics, Strategic 
Analysis, etc. He has been a columnist on the North-East page of The Statesman since 2019.
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HAOKIP, T.T. is Professor of Political Science at North-Eastern Hill University (NEHU), 
Shillong, India. He was a recipient of the South Asian Regional Fellowship from the Social 
Science Research Council, New York. He has completed (1) a major research project on 
Democratisation and Ethnic Relations in Myanmar, (2) a collaborative research project on 
Ethnic Mapping and Ethnic Nationalism in Myanmar and Pakistan, (3) a major research project 
on Democratic Governance and Traditional Institutions of Northeast India, and (4) a major 
research project on Fending the Indo-Myanmar Border. His current areas of research interest 
include border studies, the interface between democratic governance and traditional institutions, 
ethnic conflicts and armed movements in Northeast India and South Asia. He has published 
many research papers in national and international journals and edited books.

HARRIS, Tina is Associate Professor of Anthropology and a member of the Moving Matters 
research group at the University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, the Netherlands, as well as one of the 
organisers of the Asian Borderlands Research Network. Her research focuses on aviation, cross-
border mobility, infrastructure, and the movement of commodities, particularly in the Himalayas. 
She is the author of Geographical Diversions: Tibetan Trade, Global Transactions (University of Georgia 
Press, 2013), ‘Air Pressure: Temporal Hierarchies in Nepali Aviation’ (Cultural Anthropology, 
2021), ‘Extra-Sectoral Costs of an Air-Enabled World: Ecologies, Migrants and Borderland 
Communities’ with Weiqiang Lin (Mobilities, 2020), and ‘Lag: Four-Dimensional Bordering in 
the Himalayas’ (Voluminous States: Sovereignty, Materiality, and the Territorial Imagination, edited by 
Franck Billé, 2020). Her latest research involves a project on competing discourses about new 
sustainable technologies in aviation and a narrative non-fiction book on the future of travel.

HAZARIKA, Manjil is Assistant Professor at the Department of Archaeology, Cotton State 
University, Guwahati, India. He has been working on the archaeology of Northeast India and the 
eastern Himalayan region for the past 15 years. His published book Prehistory and Archaeology of 
Northeast India: Multidisciplinary Investigation in an Archaeological Terra Incognita (Oxford University 
Press, 2017), and papers published in journals and edited books have dealt with the prehistoric 
cultural developments in the region. He was associated with the Mekelle-Heidelberg project 
on ‘Survey, Excavation and Training in Archaeology and Heritage Management at Mifsas Bahri 
Archaeological Site’ near Hashinge Lake in Ethiopia and was also a member of the Indo-French 
research team, which discovered anthropic activities at Siwaliks of Northwest India dating back 
to 2.6 million years, which is the earliest evidence of the presence of man in South Asia.

HAZARIKA, Sanjoy is Director of the Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative, an interna-
tional NGO working on issues relating to human rights in the Commonwealth and located in 
New Delhi, India. Earlier, he was Director, Centre for North East Studies and Policy Research, 
Jamia Millia Islamia, where he held the Dr Saifuddin Kitchlew Chair. He is also the Founder and 
Managing Trustee of C-NES, which runs the pioneering boat clinics on the Brahmaputra River. 
His latest book is Strangers No More: New Narratives from India’s Northeast (Aleph, 2018). He was a 
recipient of the Dr Jean Mayer Award for Global Citizenship from Tufts University for his work 
on health outreach in Assam and has held Fellowships at Harvard University, Tufts University, 
University of Kentucky, The Rockefeller Center at Bellagio, and Azim Premji University in 
Bangalore. He was formerly with The New York Times and was Consulting Editor with The 
Statesman and The Sunday Guardian. He is currently a member of the Consultative Group for 
North East, NITI Aayog, Government of India.

HENEISE, Michael T. is Associate Professor in Religious Studies at the Arctic University 
of Norway, Tromso, Norway, and Executive Director of the Highland Institute, Kohima, India. 



﻿The Contributors

xxi

Key areas of his research interest include dreams and dreaming, ritual healing and rainmak-
ing, oral epic traditions, and human–animal transformation. He has conducted anthropological 
research in the Andes of South America and in the Eastern Himalayas. His doctoral research at 
Edinburgh University explored the relationship between dreams, sacred landscapes, and per-
sonhood among the Angami Nagas. Prior to Edinburgh, he studied anthropology in Ecuador 
at the Latin American School of Social Sciences (FLACSO). He is the author of Agency and 
Knowledge in Northeast India: The Life and Landscapes of Dreams (Routledge, 2018), co-editor (with 
Jelle J.P. Wouters) of Nagas in the 21st Century (Highlander, 2017), and the Routledge Handbook 
of Highland Asia (2022). He is also co-editor of HIMALAYA, the Journal of the Association for 
Nepal and Himalayan Studies, and of The Highlander Journal.

HUBER, Amelie holds a PhD in Environmental Sciences and Technology from the Universitat 
Autònoma de Barcelona. Since 2011, she has been investigating environmental conflicts and 
politics associated with the Himalayan hydropower boom in Sikkim, Arunachal Pradesh, and 
Assam. Her doctoral research discusses how knowledge politics in the governance of hydro-
power and related hazards and risks triggered broader societal processes of politicisation. Her 
work features in the journals World Development, Capitalism Nature Socialism, and Water and in 
the Undisciplined Environments platform https://und​isci​plin​eden​viro​nments​.org, where she is 
a member of the editorial collective. Currently, she is involved in the “Save the Blue Heart of 
Europe” campaign in the Western Balkans and coordinating a platform of activists and NGOs 
mobilising science, legal expertise, and policy advocacy against destructive hydropower develop-
ment in Europe. She is also a project coordinator for river protection at Euronatur Foundation 
in Germany.

HUSSAIN, Imdad retired as Professor of History from North-Eastern Hill University, Shillong, 
India. His research interests and writings are in the areas of frontier defence and frontier policy, 
including tribal resistance to British imperialism in Northeast India and Burma. He has con-
tributed two chapters titled ‘Problem of the Frontier’ and ‘Frontier Defense: Development of 
Local Forces’ to The Comprehensive History of Assam, Vol IV (Publication Board, Government of 
Assam, 1992), edited by Professor H.K. Barpujari. His From Residency to Raj Bhavan: A History  
of the Shillong Government House (Regency, 2005) emphasises the relevance of colonial architec-
ture in understanding British rule in the region. He is at present working on the biography of 
Major Bob Khathing, well known in the region for his role in the extension of Indian adminis-
tration to Tawang in 1951, the study of Tawang, and the India–China border problem.

JACKSON, Kyle is a Faculty Member in the Department of History at Kwantlen Polytechnic 
University, Surrey, Canada and a Post-Doctoral Research Fellow at the International Institute for 
Asian Studies, Leiden. He is the author of ‘Possessing Christianity in Northeast India: Kelkang, 
1937’ in Modern Asian Studies (2021), ‘Globalizing an Indian Borderland Environment: Aijal, 
Mizoram, 1890–1919’ in Studies in History (2016), and ‘Hearing Images, Tasting Pictures: Making 
Sense of Christian Mission Photography in the Lushai Hills District, Northeast India (1870–
1920)’ in From Dust to Digital (2015). His doctoral dissertation was a finalist for the Royal Asiatic 
Society’s inaugural Sir Christopher Bayly Prize and was awarded the International Convention 
of Asia Scholars’ Ground-breaking Subject Matter Accolade. His current research on Northeast 
India explores themes of travel, environment, religion, and labour.

JAMIR, Tiatoshi received his MA and PhD in Archaeology from the Department of 
Archaeology, Deccan College Post-Graduate & Research Institute, Pune, India. He is presently 
Professor of Archaeology & Head of the Department of History & Archaeology, Nagaland 

https://undisciplinedenvironments.org
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University, Kohima Campus, Nagaland. His main research interests are prehistory of Northeast 
India, lithic technology, cave archaeology, and community archaeology. His past research pro-
jects in Nagaland deal primarily with Naga ancestral sites, early agriculture and metallurgy, 
caves and hunter-gatherer archaeology, ethnoarchaeology of Naga stone monuments and mor-
tuary practices, and glass/carnelian bead research. He is currently engaged in a cave archaeology 
research programme with the Department of Art and Culture, Government of Nagaland in the 
Naga Hills Ophiolites of the Indo-Myanmar border; ethnoarchaeology project on Konyak Naga 
stone monuments with the Institute of Pre- and Proto-historic Archaeology, Kiel University, 
Germany; and on an ancient DNA research collaboration with the Birbal Sahni Institute of 
Palaeosciences, Lucknow, and the Department of Human Genetics, University of Chicago, USA.

JOSHI, Vibha is a Social Anthropologist and holds a doctorate from the University of Oxford, 
Oxford, England. She is a Research Affiliate of the School of Anthropology and Museum 
Ethnography, University of Oxford, and Consultant Anthropologist for Talking Threads Project 
at the Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford. She has conducted post-doctoral research on the Naga 
textiles, which was funded by the British Academy and the Wenner-Gren Foundation for 
Anthropological Research. She was a professorial research fellow and lecturer at the Department 
of Social and Cultural Anthropology, Eberhard Karl University of Tuebingen, Germany, until 
2019. She was also a Research Fellow at the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious 
and Ethnic Diversity in Goettingen, Germany. She is the author of A Matter of Belief: Christian 
Conversion and Healing in North-East India (Berghahn Books, 2012) and The Land of the Nagas 
(Mapin, 2004). She co-curated the international exhibition and co-edited (with Richard Kunz) 
Naga: A Forgotten Mountain Region Rediscovered (Museum der Kulturen Basel, 2008). Her main 
research interests are religious conversion, healing, decolonisation of museum collections, Naga 
material cultural heritage, Naga Textiles, and museum collections.

KAKATI, Aditya Kiran is a Research Fellow at the International Institute for Asian Studies 
(IIAS), Leiden, the Netherlands. He studied BA in History from St Stephen’s College, New 
Delhi, and MA in International History with a minor in Anthropology and Sociology from the 
Graduate Institute, Geneva. His PhD thesis, awarded by the same Institute, is titled ‘Living on 
the Edge: How Encounters with Global War (WWII) Re-made the Indo-Burma Frontiers into 
Bordered-Worlds’ and addresses the role of WWII in the state-making, governance, and spatial 
history of the China–India–Myanmar border zone. He currently has a Swiss National Science 
Foundation post-doctoral grant from the University of Amsterdam and SOAS, London, to work 
on ‘Blind Spots and Blank Spaces: Borderworlds and Frontiers at large (1944–1962)’. This pro-
ject examines the relationships between violence, development, infrastructure, and state-making.

KAKOTY, Sanjeeb is Associate Professor at the Indian Institute of Management, Shillong, 
India & editor of The Pine Chronicle, a monthly publication of the Institute. A PhD from NEHU, 
Shillong, and a 3-Tier Programme in Management from IIM, Ahmedabad, he is also a documen-
tary film maker and a writer. He made an important contribution to the Report on Management 
Education for the Future that was presented at the UN Earth Summit in Rio in 2012. As a global 
shaper, he was invited to the World Economic Forum in 2013, where he made a presentation 
on the urgent need for respecting diversity in a globalised world order. As an International 
Consultant of the Hamburg Media School (HMS), Germany, he has guided a number of 
researches by HMS students. He has authored numerous articles, books, and book chapters 
including Science, Technology and Social Formation in Medieval Assam (Cambridge University Press, 
2012) and Tawang: The Abode of Prayers (GoI, 2003). His current research interests include man 
and society through time, technology, sustainability, and happiness.
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KARLSSON, Bengt G. is Professor of Social Anthropology at Stockholm University, 
Stockholm, Sweden. He is mainly working on issues relating to indigenous peoples and the 
society–environment interface, with a particular focus on the politics of ethnicity and nature in 
India. He has published on indigeneity, forests, conservation, mining, subaltern movements, eth-
nicity, development, political ecology, etc. He is the author of Contested Belonging: An Indigenous 
People’s Struggle for Forest and Identity in Sub-Himalayan Bengal (Routledge, 2000), Unruly Hills: A 
Political Ecology of India’s Northeast (Berghahn Book, 2011), Leaving the Land: Indigenous Migration 
and Affective Labour in India (Cambridge University Press, 2019, co-authored with Dolly Kikon), 
and the edited volumes Indigeneity in India (Kegan Paul, 2006, with Tanka B. Subba), Geographies 
of Difference: Explorations in Northeast Indian Studies (Routledge, 2017, with M. Vandenhelsken 
and M. Barkataki-Ruscheweyh), and Seedways: The Circulation, Care and Control of Plants in a 
Warming World (Vitterhetsakademien, 2021, with Annika Rabo). He is a member of the Royal 
Swedish Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities. He is presently working on a project on 
food sovereignty in Eastern Himalayas.

KEIL, Paul G. is a social anthropologist and post-doctoral researcher at the Institute of 
Ethnology, Czech Academy of Sciences, Prague, Czech Republic. His regional and ethno-
graphic expertise is in Northeast India and Australia, with research interests informed by more-
than-human anthropology, cognitive science, and environmental humanities. He has published 
on interspecies distributed cognition in sheepdog teams, more-than-human atmospheres and 
recreational hunting, and several papers on human–elephant relations in Northeast India. He is 
currently writing an ethnographic monograph based on his PhD research, examining how the 
practices and worlds of people in Assam emerge in coordination with those of elephants and 
seeks to conceptualise the human–elephant sociality beyond the dynamics of conflict, compe-
tition, and domination. In 2021, he was awarded a two-year research grant, co-funded by the 
EU, for a project entitled ‘Hunting the Unruly Pigs of the New Wild’. The project will study 
the practice of recreational pig-hunting in Australia and explore alternative perspectives on the 
place, identity, and becoming of free-roaming pigs in Australia.

KENYE, Rhelo is a research scholar in the Department of Cultural Studies, English and 
Foreign Languages University, Hyderabad, India. His PhD research is on the cultural practice of 
music, its impact, and implications in contemporary Naga society. His areas of interest include 
cultural shifts, politics and identity in Naga society, popular culture studies and Naga writings in 
English. He is the co-editor of Discoursing the Shifts of the Naga Society in Northeast India (forth-
coming) and the coordinator of the Naga Research Scholars’ Forum, Hyderabad.

KHARMAWPHLANG, Desmond L. is Professor of Cultural and Creative Studies, North-
Eastern Hill University, Shillong, India. He is a poet, folklorist, and short story writer. He has 
published collections of poetry and books on folklore and folkloristics. He has also collected, 
compiled, and edited folk narratives and folk songs of Northeast India. An associate member of 
the Folklore Fellows instituted by the Finnish Academy of Science and Letters, he was on the 
executive board of the Belief Narrative Network of the International Society for Folk Narrative 
Research from 2011 to 2021. He has held teaching positions as Visiting Professor at various 
universities in India and abroad, the latest being the Dyason Visiting Fellowship at Melbourne 
University (2018), Ca Foscari University in Venice (2019) and the University of South Wales at 
Cardiff in the UK (2019). As a professor, he teaches folkloristics at North-Eastern Hill University, 
Shillong. He is Principal Investigator of the project titled ‘Protecting Endangered Heritage in 
the Abode of Clouds’, a project undertaken in collaboration with Melbourne University and 
sponsored by the British Library.
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KHESHGI, Rehanna is an ethnomusicologist with a PhD from the University of Chicago, 
Illinois. Her research focuses on gender, sexuality, and the body at the intersections of popular, 
folk, and sacred music and dance performance in India. She is currently working on a book 
that explores contemporary performances of gender and sexuality through Bihu, the spring-
time Assamese New Year festival. Her research has been supported by the American Institute of 
Indian Studies, American Association for University Women, the Fulbright Program (2017–18 
Scholar), and the Institute of Sacred Music at Yale University (2016–17 Fellow). Her article 
‘Navigating Generational Frictions through Bihu Festival Performance in Assam, India’ was 
published in MUSICultures (2017); her essay ‘Performing Assam in Urban Spaces: Bihu on the 
City Stage’ was published in the volume Sounding Cities: Auditory Transformations in Berlin, Chicago 
and Kolkata, edited by Sebastian Klotz, Philip V. Bohlman, Lars-Christian Koch (LIT Verlag 
Münster, 2018); and her article ‘Crowning the Bihu Queen: Engendering a Rural Sensibility 
through Reality Television’ will appear in the 6th Issue of the Indian Theatre Journal (2022). She 
teaches at St Olaf College, Minnesota.

KSHETRIMAYUM, Jogendro is Lecturer at the Washtenaw Community College, Ann 
Arbor, Michigan. He received his PhD in anthropology from the University of Texas at Austin. 
His research interests include state, violence, protest, and social change in Northeast India. 
His article titled ‘Shooting the Sun: A Study of Death and Protest in Manipur’ was published 
in Economic and Political Weekly (2009). He has been involved with the People’s Museum at 
Kakching in the documentation and conservation of the cultural heritage of Manipur. He was 
the Project Assistant of ‘Shum Hongba’, an initiative of the People’s Museum to document 
‘work songs’ in Manipur, which was funded by INTACH, New Delhi, in 2016. He is currently 
working on the issues of representation of Northeast India in mainstream Hindi cinema aka 
Bollywood.

KUMAR, Vikas is Associate Professor of Economics, Azim Premji University, Bengaluru, India 
and Visiting Faculty, Erasmus Mundus European Master in Law and Economics, Mumbai. He 
studied metallurgy at the Indian Institute of Technology, Kanpur, and economics at the Indira 
Gandhi Institute of Development Research (IGIDR), Mumbai, and the University of Hamburg. 
His research interests are in the areas of Political Economy of Conflicts and Statistics, Law 
and Economics, and pre-modern Indian texts on statecraft and economic activity. He is co-
author of Numbers in India’s Periphery: The Political Economy of Government Statistics (Cambridge 
University Press, 2020). He is presently working on a manuscript on the politics of redistribu-
tion in Nagaland.

LAHIRI, Sutirtha is a PhD student at the University of Minnesota and a recipient of the 
prestigious ICGC (Interdisciplinary Centre for the Study of Global Change) scholarship. He 
earlier studied at the University of Delhi and the Wildlife Institute of India, Dehradun. He is 
an ecologist by training and practice, with a focus on ornithology. In Northeast India, he has 
been studying grassland birds in D’Ering Wildlife Sanctuary, hornbills in Pakke Tiger Reserve, 
and drongos in Dehing Patkai National Park. After his master’s, he joined IISER, Pune, as a 
research assistant to work on grassland birds in the floodplain grasslands of Arunachal Pradesh 
using passive acoustic monitoring. He aims to integrate his passion and training in ornithology 
with his interest in communities for his PhD. He has been freelancing for the past eight years 
and writes on travel, birds, and conservation. His articles are regularly published in several maga-
zines like Assam Tribune, Sanctuary Asia, Saevus, RoundGlass Sustain, National Geographic Traveller, 
and Outlook. He is the secretary of Guwahati-based WildRoots, an organisation dedicated to 
conservation education among school children.



﻿The Contributors

xxv

LAINÉ, Nicolas is a social anthropologist at the French Research Institute for Sustainable 
Development (IRD), Marseille, France. He has conducted research in India, Laos, and Thailand 
on human–animal relations with a special focus on elephants, the links between health and 
biocultural diversity, and the decolonisation of science. He is the author of the monograph 
titled Living and Working with Giants: A Multispecies Ethnography of the Khamti and Elephants in 
Northeast India (Museum of Natural History, 2020), and he is the co-editor of the forthcom-
ing volume titled Composing Worlds with Elephants. He is also the author of several articles on 
Northeast India, animal domestication, ethnoveterinary practices, and the importance of local 
knowledge to tackle current health and environmental crises. His recent publications include: 
‘Social Representations of Animal Diseases: Anthropological Approaches to Pathogens Crossing 
Species Barriers’ (Parasite, 2020) and ‘Phi Muangs: Khamti Forces of Place in Arunachal Pradesh’ 
(Asian Ethnology, 2020).

LONGKUMER, Arkotong is Senior Lecturer in Modern Asia at the University of Edinburgh, 
UK. He is the author of The Greater India Experiment: Hindutva and the Northeast (Stanford 
University Press, 2020), which has been long-listed for the Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay New 
India Foundation Book Prize 2021. He is also the author of The Poetry of Resistance: The Heraka 
Movement of Northeast India (NESRC, 2016) and co-author of an open access book, Indigenous 
Religion(s): Local Grounds, Global Networks (Routledge, 2020). He co-edited a special issue 
on Neo-Hindutva published by Contemporary South Asia (2018) and subsequently as a book 
(Routledge, 2019). He is the recipient of the British Academy Mid-Career Fellowship (2017–
18), Visiting Fellowships to the Arctic University of Norway, and is currently the Principal 
Investigator of a three-year funded project by the Leverhulme Trust on ‘Gurus and Media’.

MARAK, Queenbala is an anthropologist by training and has worked extensively in 
Northeast Indian issues, more specifically in the areas of prehistoric archaeology, cultural herit-
age, and food. She authored Food Politics: Studying Food, Identity, and Difference among the Garos 
(Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014) and edited Doing Autoethnography (Serials Publications, 
2016), Megalithic Tradition of Northeast India (Concept, 2018), and (with Sarit Chaudhuri) 
Cultural Heritage of Meghalaya (Manohar, 2020). She has completed a number of research pro-
jects connected to cultural heritage management and at present is associated with the project 
titled ‘Revisiting the Life and Works of Verrier Elwin in North East India’ funded by North 
Eastern Council, Ministry of DoNER, Government of India. She is currently Professor in the 
Department of Anthropology, North-Eastern Hill University, Shillong, India.

McDUIE-RA, Duncan is Professor in the School of Humanities and Social Sciences at the 
University of Newcastle, Newcastle upon Tyne, England. His recent books include Northeast 
Migrants in Delhi: Race, Refuge and Retail (Amsterdam University Press, 2012), Debating Race in 
Contemporary India (Springer, 2015), Borderland City in New India: Frontier to Gateway (Amsterdam 
University Press, 2016), Ceasefire City: Militarism, Capitalism and Urbanism in Dimapur (co-
authored with Dolly Kikon, Oxford University Press, 2021), and Skateboarding and Urban 
Landscapes in Asia: Endless Spots (Amsterdam University Press, 2021).

MISRA, Sanghamitra teaches at the Department of History, University of Delhi, Delhi, India 
and has studied at the University of Delhi, Jawaharlal Nehru University, and the School of 
Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), the University of London, where she was a Commonwealth 
Scholar. She has been a British Academy-AHRC-ESRC Visiting Fellow at the SOAS, London 
and a Fellow at the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. She has also been the 
recipient of fellowships from the Harold Hyam Wingate Foundation, the ICSSR, ICHR, and 
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the Charles Wallace Trust. She is the author of Becoming a Borderland: The Politics of Space and 
Identity in Colonial Northeastern India (Routledge, Reprint 2017). Her work has been published 
in the Indian Economic and Social History Review, Studies in History, Economic and Political Weekly, 
Modern Asian Studies, and anthologies. Currently, she is completing a monograph on conquest, 
resistance, and ethnogenesis in the Garo Hills.

MODI, Yankee is a member of the Milang community of Arunachal Pradesh, India. She com-
pleted her PhD thesis titled A Grammar of Milang in 2017 from the University of Berne, Bern, 
Switzerland, and is now Co-Director of the Centre for Cultural-Linguistic Diversity (Eastern 
Himalaya) and Associate Lecturer in Linguistics at the University of Sydney. Her research centres 
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about real progress in documenting and sustaining Eastern Himalayan cultural and linguistic 
diversity. She co-founded the Training and Resources for Indigenous Community Linguists 
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from 2004 to 2005, Charles Wallace Fellow at the University of Cambridge in 2008, and Senior 
Fellow at Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, from 2013 to 14. His main areas of interest 
are nationalist thought, nationalism, communalism, and ethnic conflict in India in general and 
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environment. His publications include The Uprising: Colonial State, Christian Missionaries, and 
Anti-Slavery movement in North East India, 1907–1950 (Oxford University Press, 2016), Bridging 
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State and Nation: Politics of Peace in Nagaland and Mizoram, with Rita Manchanda and Tapan Bose 
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Northeast India and transboundary water sharing and management issues between China, India, 
Bhutan, and Bangladesh. He is a Visiting Associate Fellow at the Institute of Chinese Studies, 
Delhi and Visiting Faculty at the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Guwahati. He is committed 
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RAMIREZ, Philippe is a social anthropologist affiliated with the Centre for Himalayan 
Studies at CNRS, Paris, France. His early research focused on the political anthropology of 
Nepal. He is currently carrying out research on the cultural complexity of Northeast India, 
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the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS), New Delhi (2017–18). He was 
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and was awarded the 2020 ASEN/Nations and Nationalism Best Article Prize in Memory of 
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Association of Asian Studies. His published works include Forests and Ecological History of Assam, 
1826–2000 (Oxford University Press, 2011) and A Century of Protests: Peasant Politics in Assam 
since 1900 (Routledge, 2014).
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Endowed Chair in Peace Studies at Arizona State University, metro Phoenix. Her book titled 
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Scholars Exchange Grants (2016–17) under the Indo-Swiss Joint Research Programme funded 
and executed by the University of Lausanne, Switzerland and the ICSSR, New Delhi. He has 
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ing op-eds in national news dailies. He was the author of Gorkhaland Movement: Ethnic Conflict 
and State Response (Concept, 2013) and co-editor of Ethnicity in India: Issues in Community, 
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Connecting India and Nepal.
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tions include Indigenous Peoples in Liberal Democratic States: Conflict and Reconciliation in Canada 
and India (2010) and the following three co-edited volumes viz., Vision for Meghalaya: On and 
Beyond Inner Line Permit (2014),Ethnicity and Political Economy in Northeast India (2016), and 
Linking India and Eastern Neighbours: Development in the Northeast and Borderlands (2021). He has 
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also published many research papers in journals like International Studies, Economic & Political 
Weekly and Man and Society. From 2012 to 2017, he was the Editor of The NEHU Journal, a 
peer-reviewed multi-disciplinary journal.

SUBBA, Tanka B. retired as a Professor from the Department of Anthropology, North-Eastern 
Hill University, Shillong, India. He served as the Vice-Chancellor of Sikkim University from 2012 
to 2017. He has received awards such as the Homi Bhabha Fellowship (Mumbai), Dr Panchanan 
Mitra Lectureship and R.P. Chanda Centenary Medal for 2015 (Asiatic Society, Kolkata), DAAD 
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of Indira Gandhi National Tribal University and Jawaharlal Nehru University and served as a 
member of the Advisory Boards of the National Museum of Mankind, Anthropological Survey 
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Northeast India and Bangladesh, is titled Brill’s Encyclopedia of the Religions of the Indigenous People 
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Institute of Social History, Amsterdam, the Netherlands. He works in the fields of history, anthro-
pology, and sociology of Asia. His recent books include A History of Bangladesh (new edition, 
2020); Embedding Agricultural Commodities: Using Historical Evidence, 1840s–1940s (2017, ed.); and 
The Camera as Witness: A Social History of Mizoram, Northeast India (2015, with Joy L.K. Pachuau). 
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field of Cognitive Linguistics in 2019 from the University of Hyderabad, Hyderabad, India. 
She divides her time between research and writing and working with children in a preschool 
in Stockholm, Sweden. She is currently writing an essay on the theme ‘ecology and crisis’ for 
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Her forthcoming publication, co-authored with B.G. Karlsson, is titled ‘The Body of the Land: 

http://www.uva.academia.edu/WillemVanSchendel.


﻿The Contributors

xxxii

Women, Ethnicity and Alter-politics’ (Oxford University Press, 2021). Her articles, mostly co-
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How to write an introduction to Northeast India? After all, this is a huge and complex region, 
encompassing floodplains, valleys, hills, and mountains inhabited by many dwellers and dwelling 
communities, both humans and other-than-humans. Dominant representations of Northeast 
India as a cultural and political periphery of India often fail to appreciate the sheer size and 
diversity of this region. It is over six times the size of Switzerland and roughly one-and-a-half 
times the surface of Nepal and Bangladesh, its neighbours on the north and south, respectively. 
While most of Northeast India is not as densely populated as most of India, it is still home to 
over 50 million inhabitants, which is more than the populations of the Benelux and Scandinavia 
combined.

These inhabitants aggregate in manifold communities, language groups, and religions and 
together stitch a superlative ethnolinguistic embroidery that often ignites firestorms of identities. 
The region’s linguistic richness and diversity in particular are unparalleled. It has more languages 
than every other Indian state put together; it has twice as many languages as all of China and 
holds between one-third and one-half of all the Tibeto-Burman languages (Post 2008). Mark 
Post continues: ‘North-East India is without a doubt, and by any measure, the richest, most 
diverse, most linguistically significant area in the entire Asian continent, and is one of the top 3 
or 4 most significant linguistic areas of the entire world’ (2008, 5).

This tremendous linguistic diversity, together with a great variety of ecological settings 
and niches, intertwines with the region’s distinct status as an ethno- and biodiversity hotspot. 
Communities arrived and formed in their present locations in pre-historic, historic, and more 
recent migratory waves, coming from all directions, as told and retold through flourishing 
oeuvres of myths, folktales, and oral histories, and gradually claimed autochthonous status in the 
plains, hills, and mountains that attracted and nourished them, and with which they co-evolved 
their cultures, histories, and attachments to land. With the arrival of peoples also arrived gods, 
deities, and spirits who also settled in these lands. They became intensely involved in human 
affairs. More powerful than humans, these beings were understood, early on, as invisible 
sovereigns governing the mountains, glaciers, rivers, forests, sky, and underworld. Myriad 
vernacular diviners, dream-interpreters, shamans, oracles, and other ritual and intercessory 
specialists emerged in response to the experienced need to accost them and to keep tabs on 
their demands (Heneise 2019). What evolved was a ‘living landscape’ scattered with cosmic 
polities that hierarchically encompassed humans. In recent centuries, new and more gods and 
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deities arrived in Northeast India and dispersed across religions, giving birth to a complex, 
layered, and contested socio-cosmic order.

Northeast India consists of eight states today: Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, 
Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim, and Tripura. Sikkim is a late entrant and was appended to this region 
for its ethnic and cultural contiguity, despite it not being territorially contiguous to the ‘seven sisters’, 
as the other seven states of the region are euphemistically referred to. Unlike other Indian states, 
they are apparently gendered as they consist of seven sisters and one brother (Sikkim). However, 
it would certainly be a mistake to think of these territorial units as historically stable forms or of 
their societies, whether Naga, Mizo, Tripuri, Lepcha, or Assamese, as spatially contained within its 
boundaries. In this region, polities, kingdoms, states, boundaries, identities, and belongings have 
always been flexible and transient. This has also precluded the development of a singular ethnic 
or territorial identity representing the entire region. In fact, few in the region explicitly identify 
themselves as ‘Northeast Indian’, except perhaps when they are outside the region, for instance in 
Delhi or Bengaluru. Instead, they fiercely ground their identities in ethnic or tribal communities 
like the Assamese, Khasi, and Garo. Northeast India is a multitude, and the diversity, intensity, and 
effervescence of local identities variously animates, agitates, and aggrieves its social landscape.

Any introduction to the region needs to account for its inherent complexity. It also needs 
to account for the multiple spatiotemporal vantage points that are available for one who is 
introducing this region. The peoples of Northeast India simultaneously live in multiple worlds 
that are distinct yet often closely interconnected and at times overlapping. This, indeed, is a 
world of many worlds, a pulsating pluriverse. A mountain view of this region will look very 
different from a view from the valleys and floodplains, yet both these viewpoints are equally 
characteristic of Northeast India. This diversity extends to castes and tribes, temples, mosques, 
monasteries, and churches, subzero and scorching average temperatures, high-tech hydro-dams, 
and villages still unconnected to the national electricity grid, four-lane highways and cobbled 
roads, military outposts and rebel hideouts, sacred groves and monocrop plantations, and the 
embodied knowledges of yak-herders in the mountains, boat-fairing fishermen on rivers, 
shifting cultivators in the hills, and public- and service-sector employees in rapidly growing 
cities.

Considering the huge variation internal to this region, the unity and meaning of ‘Northeast 
India’, its status as a single ‘thing’, locational identity, or place is often cast in doubt, or seen 
as persisting within the ‘debris of its own contradictions’ (Subba 1998, 84). At a political and 
administrative level, however arbitrary a category it may seem, Northeast India is undoubtedly a 
place; that is, a socially consequential category, all too real in its effects, and an imposed position 
in the pan-Indian dispensation. The Northeast has become an existing unit through political and 
administrative conceptions of order and institutionalized discursive spaces, and by the enact-
ment of special government institutions such as the North Eastern Council and the Ministry of 
Development of the North-Eastern Region.

Up close, Northeast India is never one ‘place’, but always many places at once. Many, too, 
are representations of this region, including military (a geopolitically sensitive and insurgency-
ridden borderland and hence to be protected), touristy (as an exotic destination to be gazed at), 
revolutionary (an occupied land, to be set free), developmental (a remote, backward zone, to be 
developed), capitalistic (an untapped resource-frontier, to be tapped), scholarly (an ethnolinguistic 
laboratory, vastly understudied, to be theorized), or, of course, as peoples’ ancestral homelands 
(the centre of the universe, to be preserved). In ‘seeing’ this region hence, much depends on who 
is doing the seeing.

As a further case in point, the region can be understood both as a thriving contact zone and a 
remote periphery. On the one hand, its 220-odd ethnicities and tribes (depending on the criteria 
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one uses to enumerate them), religious multiplicity (Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, Islam, 
and arrays of Animism and Shamanism), and the innumerable languages and dialects spread across 
language families (Indo-European, Tibeto-Burman, Tai Kadai, Austroasiatic, and several creole 
languages) make this region seem a microcosm of the world, not a remote corner of India. Yet, 
present-day Northeast India is often seen through the lens of insulation and remoteness: as a land 
of marginalized minorities, an economic backwater, the political and cultural fringe of India, 
a place where India’s territorial sovereignty is defended, where raw materials are extracted to 
fuel its economic growth, and where ethnographic and other empirical data is mined to debate 
theories from elsewhere. In the classic centre–periphery style, whether of political, economic, 
or intellectual centres, Northeast Indian communities are seldom acknowledged as shapers of 
national history and political world-makers and thinkers sui generis. From the vantage of Indian 
national space and scholarship, this, indeed, remains the most marginalized, misrepresented, and 
misunderstood part of the country.

A further challenge to introducing this region is that its history is both long and short. At 
face value, Northeast India, as a region, does not have much of a history, although some of 
its present-day constituents like Assam, Manipur, Sikkim, and Tripura have several centuries 
of recorded history, especially chronicles of kings and dynasties such as collections of Buranji, 
Cheitharon Kumpapa, and Rajmala. Northeast India was born only with the Partition in 1947. As 
Willem van Schendel (2018) shows, in precolonial times, the notion of Northeast India did not 
exist and there was little that foreshadowed its emergence. In fact, its creation took many in the 
region by surprise and they were asked, almost overnight, to think of themselves as part of the 
Indian national space. At the same time, this region was an important corridor of prehistorical 
human dispersal, a site of ancient mobility and settlement, a geography of connectivity for both 
humans and other-than-humans. Many of these histories have become concealed. Laments Van 
Schendel (2018, 275):

The new spatial frame of Northeast India sets limits on our enquiries into history, 
both pre- and post-Partition. For most of us, it is now hard to re-imagine the web of 
connections that once linked the peoples of the region with friends, trade partners, and 
political associates in areas that fell to Burma and Pakistan.

And yet, it is impossible to understand contemporary Northeast India without, among others, 
apprehending these networks and their much longer histories.

The above are just a few of the many complexities involved in writing an introduction to this 
hugely diverse and complex region.

Deep Environmental History: Mountains, Monsoons, and Rivers

A satellite view of Northeast India and its surroundings shows a majestic line of snow-scarfed 
mountains from which glaciers hang downwards, like giant frozen tongues. To the east and 
southeast, these mountain-scapes begin to lower in altitude. Then they fold and unfold into 
wooded hill ranges that surround, almost siege-like, the vast alluvial plains that stretch north to 
south. This view from orbit also reveals meandering rivers that snake out from the mountains 
into the plains, where they become partially braided and link up with tributaries that gush down 
from steep slopes and gorges. In the plains, which quickly broaden out, rivers begin to cross and 
crisscross, like a labyrinth, and one soon loses track of its main channels. If the satellite image is 
taken during the monsoon, the larger of these rivers, the Brahmaputra in particular, will appear 
more like giant lakes as they submerge large tracts of land. During the dry season, however, these 
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same rivers shrink into narrower trenches flanked by now visible floodplains. In between the 
rivers emerge innumerable islands, called chars, made of settled sediments. It brings sharply into 
view how land and water often change places and are inseparable in this region. Further down, 
one sees a huge delta built by the soil and sediments deposited by these rivers before they drain 
into the sea. This satellite view offers a natural view, as it does not show the human-centred 
cartographic fragmentation of this transboundary landscape by nation-states.

The birth and formation of this landmass can be understood on the scale of environmental 
history and Deep Time. This history begins at a time absent of humans. Pre-human geological 
epochs and climatic conditions created this region’s remarkable geomorphology, ecology, and 
biodiversity, including its many rivers. What formed was a fluvial territory, a riverine landscape 
in the extreme, especially in the plains but linking up with water that drains from the hills and 
mountains. Observed Walter Hamilton in the early 19th century: ‘the number and magnitude 
of the rivers in Assam probably exceed those of any other country in the world of equal extent’ 
(cited in Saikia 2019, 218). Adopting a water-view, David Ludden (2005) presents Assam as a 
borderland of the Asian drainage systems, as it straddles a watershed that, at the Patkai Range, 
separates the western trajectory of the Brahmaputra from the major drainages of southern China 
and Southeast Asia.

In its terrestrial creation, Northeast India was (is) a geomorphological tour-de-force, on 
what took many millions of years to form. When humans first arrived on the scene, the earth’s 
creativity had arranged ecologically niched habitats at very different altitudes and aspects. It 
was these bio-geo-graphies that antecedently provided an important basis for the region’s 
later ethnolinguistic diversity. These varied landscapes also came to be intrinsically tied to the 
integrality of the peoples’ sense of belonging, place, and rootedness in the region, as well as 
are generative of indigenous ecological knowledge, sacred sites, and culturally valued natural 
heritages.

Northeast India’s natural history and landscape formation, and to which humans and other-
than-humans variously adapted, significantly revolved around three overarching natural forces: 
the Himalayan uplift and wider geological contingency, the Brahmaputra River, and the Bay 
of Bengal. Northeast India, in its terrestrial landscape, is built on unstable geological structures. 
Here, tectonic plates collided and the thrusts faulted, uplifted, and folded into jagged moun-
tain crests, plateaus, hill ranges, belts, folds, spines, and spurs. The Himalayas remain an ongo-
ing orogeny as the continental crust of the Indian Plate continues to thrust into the Eurasian 
Plate. The mountains of Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh – and Bhutan in between them – were 
formed in this manner. Some of these mountains, especially their peaks, became the palaces 
and playgrounds of territorial gods and deities, while their passes became passageways for trans-
Himalayan pastoralists, traders, monks, and – more recently – for soldiers tasked with defend-
ing high-altitude international borders. To the east, additional tectonic pressure came from the 
Burma microplate, which resulted in fold-beds known to humans as the Indo-Burma Hill 
Ranges. The oldest geological formations in the region are the Meghalaya and Karbi-Anglong 
Plateaus that are part of the Indian peninsular shield. Tectonic stresses continue to produce folds 
and faults, creating a landscape that is continually in motion and earthquake prone. Massive 
earthquakes, whenever they occurred, changed not only the physical landscape and destroyed 
human lives and property but also altered socio-political configurations in the region (Guyot-
Réchard 2015).

Geological formations were subsequently sculpted by weathering and erosion. The Bay of 
Bengal branch of the southwestern monsoon sends moisture-laden winds towards Northeast 
India. Across the plains of Bangladesh, these winds encounter no barriers, but when they hit the 
Meghalaya Plateau they rise, condense into clouds, and release heavy rainfall. The Meghalaya 
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village of Mawsynram is the wettest place in the world today, trouncing nearby Cherrapunjee, 
and receives over 10,000 millimetres of rain annually. The state’s name literally means ‘the 
abode of the clouds’. The rainfall on the Meghalaya Plateau again flows down and feeds the 
rivers of the Bengal delta, nourishing biodiversity, aquatic life, and agriculture before ultimately 
draining into the Bay of Bengal. Another sub-branch of the southwest monsoon first flows 
along the Ganga corridor but upon confronting the high Himalayas turns east. These clouds 
then bounce between the Eastern Himalayan foothills and the Patkai Hill Ranges, releasing 
heavy downpours. Ultimately, it is the proximity to the Bay of Bengal, the Indian Ocean beyond, 
and the topographic relief that make Northeast India the most precipitous area of the country 
(Dikshit and Dikshit 2014).

These recurrent pluvial forces exert an enormous influence on floral, faunal, and human life 
in the region. The ensuing rains bring the Himalayan river system to live, nourish communities, 
sustain the land and the forest, and shape the landscape through floods and flows. They are also 
central to the rhythms of the agricultural and social life of many communities. Mirza Rahman 
(2020) relates how these communities evolved distinct vernacular expressions and imaginations, 
differentiating rain in terms of location, timing, intensity, duration, and colour in what reveals as a 
multi-layered understanding of rains and water in Northeast India. Anthropogenic interventions 
coupled with climate change are now changing rain patterns, causing both droughts and extreme 
flooding. Communities, in both the plains and hills, are recording these changes and responding 
to them through rituals, prayers, and shamanistic intercessions to appease angered river spirits 
and rain gods. They are also adapting and often struggling to attune their daily livelihoods and 
crops to the uncertainties and extremities of changing climatic realities.

The Himalayas and the monsoon together feed an elaborate network of rivers, including the 
Teesta, Subansiri and, the mightiest of all, the Brahmaputra, all of which are vital life sources. 
The Brahmaputra originates in the Himalayan glacier mass and first flows through Tibet, where 
it is known as Tsangpo. It enters India through Arunachal Pradesh, where it is known as Siang 
and Dihang, and then flows into Assam, where it becomes the Brahmaputra (‘son of Brahma’, 
in Sanskrit). In Assam, the river is replenished by a web of tributaries that come down from the 
northern and eastern hills. When the Brahmaputra moves out of Assam and enters Bangladesh, 
it changes gender and becomes Jamuna, a name it retains until it empties itself into the Bay of 
Bengal.

Arupjyoti Saikia (2019), the Brahmaputra’s biographer, depicts this river as the ‘sculptor of 
Assam’s landscape’ (xxxi) because, over very many millennia, it cut and chiselled a deep notch 
into the land and through continuous corrasion, corrosion, depositions, and other hydraulic 
actions sculpted the wider riverine landscape and ecology. The Brahmaputra is also ‘the fluvial 
spine that connects the mountains, hills, valleys, and floodplains’ (xxvii). Mountains and hills 
regulate supplies of water and are a storehouse of sediments, including sand, silts, and micro-
nutrients that are transported and deposited downstream. This riverine collective made and 
irrigated the alluvial plains of Assam and helped create a living space for plants, animals, and 
humans. The Brahmaputra existed long before humans first arrived in this region, but once 
there, humans as well as other-than-humans co-evolved with the river over many millennia. It 
is this river that variously made, drowned, and remade arable lands and became a geographical 
passage for the trade of goods produced in the hills, plains, and territories further afield. The 
Brahmaputra also became central to Assam’s political history, to the extent that the fortunes 
of early valley-states, but also of the British Raj and postcolonial India, significantly depended 
on their ability to navigate the river, whether for conquest and defence, commerce and trade, 
or the levying of taxes and tolls, as well as by their success in containing its waters with dykes 
and embankments to enable agriculture and protect crops. These geological, geomorphological,  
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ecological, and climate forces conjure a never-ending narrative of the transformation of the 
landscape. In it, humans, other-than-humans, and the physical environment interactively shape 
each other’s worlds in what are animated more-than-human geographies. 

Abiotic matter, too, is not inert but reveals as a constituent and contingent force of human 
and other-than-human relations. Alcohol is one such material that activates these relations. 
Maan Barua (2014) shows how, in Assam, both humans and elephants seek the comforts of 
intoxication in times of stress. Ethologies confirm elephants’ heightened desire for alcohol when 
under environmental stress. In Assam, this stress relates to elephants’ shrinking living space. With 
elephants now increasingly on the prowl for food, humans take alcohol, both to stay awake 
at night to protect their crops and to enhance their bravery when confronted by elephants. 
Stressed, elephants trace the huts where alcohol brewing takes place from the smell and trample 
such huts in search of alcohol. These elephant incursions into village distilleries, in turn, ren-
der such practices visible to the state, prompting excise raids and penalties. In this way, alcohol 
manifests as an active agent that binds humans and elephants in volatile relations that also draw 
in district authorities, the excise, and police departments. Barua’s account is part of emergent 
scholarship in Northeast India that incorporates ethology – the study of animal behaviour – and 
plant- and seed-ways (Karlsson 2021) into the practice of ethnography. But, while the scholar-
ship about this attentive ethno-ethological and human–other-than-human relationship is now 
beginning to offer much fuller and richer understandings of the deeply entwined life-forms in 
Northeast India, our conceptual and theoretical apparatuses remain slow to explain the diversity 
and entanglements of the multispecies world.

Recent scholarship in this field also emphasizes heightened ecological precarity across 
the shared transboundary landscape of Northeast India. Studies reveal the anthropogenic 
impacts, including new capitalist relations and socio-political transformations that have 
turned earlier ‘pristine’ environments into apparent ecological disaster zones. Rivers are 
tapped for building dams and extracting raw materials for the sprawling construction econ-
omy, foothills are cleared for mono-crop plantations, higher hills and mountains are distilled 
down to natural resources, while the Northeast Indian landscape is particularly susceptible 
to global climate change. Ramachandra Guha (2006, 232–33) calls this region India’s last 
remaining resource-frontier and highlights how ‘Northeast India has been to metropolitan 
India what Iraq and other such countries have been for imperialist America’. The result-
ant environmental degradation is there for everyone to see: rapid deforestation, oil spills, 
subsidence and landslides, coal seam fires, air pollution, poisoned streams, and dying rivers. 
Palpable, too, is community destruction through the nascent privatization, acquisition, and 
depletion, mostly by ethnic tribal elites, of communal assets now embedded in newly capi-
talist relations (Wouters 2020). These are forces of change that are currently reshuffling the 
relations between ecology, environment, climate, landscape, humans, and other-than-humans 
in Northeast India.

The Making of Northeast India

Both a satellite view and a deep environmental history relate ecological continuities and link-
ages. Contrarily, a political map view of Northeast India emphasizes discontinuities and sever-
ances. Even a quick glance at it reveals this region’s bizarre, uncanny political shape. Northeast 
India is everywhere surrounded by other countries – China, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh, and 
Myanmar – except for a narrow strip of land that juts westwards and compresses between south-
ern Bhutan and northern Bangladesh. This connective tissue is popularly known as the chicken 
neck, small and brittle, and links this region to West Bengal and mainland India beyond. With 
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some imagination, the map of Northeast India is shaped like the side-view of an elephant head. 
Arunachal Pradesh is the forehead that forms into a trunk in Assam, which elongates and points 
up in Sikkim. Meghalaya is the mouth. Tripura and Mizoram are the tusks that point threaten-
ingly to Bangladesh. Manipur’s Loktak Lake, the region’s largest freshwater lake, is the eye, while 
the hills of Nagaland behind are one of the elephant’s flapping ears.

Only modern humans could imagine such an awkwardly shaped territory and call it a 
geographical unit. In its conception, Northeast India is a deformed child. Its mother is the 1914 
Shimla Convention which demarcated the boundary, known as the McMahon Line, between 
Tibet and British India. This boundary detached new cartographic maps from much older 
cognitive, mental, and imagined geographies constructed through circuits of trans-Himalayan 
trade, kinship, and pilgrimage (Harris 2013). This boundary, disputed by China and at the root 
of the 1962 Sino-India war, slices through the Tibetosphere, the Tibetan kin universe, of which 
Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh are the south, when seen from Lhasa as the centre (Gohain 
2020). Mao Zedong, who claimed Tibet to be historically a part of China, considered it as a 
palm, and the territories to its south, viz. Ladakh, Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, and Arunachal Pradesh 
as its five fingers.

Northeast India was further deformed because it was born out of the territorial apportion-
ing of British India into Burma, East Pakistan/Bangladesh, and India. Partition was its father. 
If Northeast India is the deformed midnight child of the McMahon Line and Partition, it is 
because it was burdened with a bizarre and unmanageable geobody. It lost crucial access to the 
Bengal delta (now in East Pakistan) and all it stood for in terms of communication – rivers, 
railways, roads, access to the Indian Ocean trade, professional and educational opportunities; 
cultural connections, and labour. (Van Schendel 2018, 273)

For some time, it seemed that Northeast India would not be born in the first place. In 
the mid-1940s, there was a tug-of-war between the Muslim League and the Indian National 
Congress over the political destiny of Assam, with both making strong claims for it. Some 
colonial cabinet notes circulating at the time recommended Assam be attached to Pakistan 
to strengthen the latter’s economic viability and defence. Another recommendation was 
to merge Assam and Bengal into a single Indian province, which would be a return to the 
Bengal Presidency of which Assam was a part until 1874. In the end, only the district of Sylhet 
(barring some pockets), which was a part of colonial Assam, joined Pakistan following a popular 
vote, known as the Sylhet Referendum (Dasgupta 2014). Yet another thought at the time was 
to reinstate the Ahom royal court and declare Assam as an independent state. J.P. Mills, then 
secretary to the Assam Governor Reid, opined:

I would go as far as to make a gesture of offering to restore the old Ahom kingdom 
as a State – needless to say on very strict conditions. The chief condition would be 
that the new State would be deprived of none of the democratic institutions Assam 
now enjoys; the entire power would be in the hands of Ministers responsible to the 
legislature. The Raja would be nothing more than a figurehead. But, as a figurehead 
he might well arouse sentiment, and we should get a modicum of praise for restoring 
past prestige, instead of universal abuse for reducing Assam to an insignificant fragment.

(cited in Saikia 2004, 254)

Colonial officials, including the Assam Governor Robert Reid, meanwhile, proposed the crea-
tion of a Crown Colony, also known as the ‘Coupland Plan’, in the tribal highlands, wresting 
them from both India and Burma. This proposal was on the grounds that its inhabitants were 
backward and shared no history and culture in common with them, as well as to continue a 
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strategic British presence in Asia (Syiemlieh 2014). The proposal was partially informed by, but 
also partially reinvigorated, emergent ethno-nationalistic impulses in the hills, with communi-
ties beginning to imagine political futures as free not only from the British Raj but also from 
India, Burma, and Pakistan. All these proposals were rejected and resisted by the Indian National 
Congress. Had any of these plans materialized, this companion would never have been written, 
or at least not with its current title.

In its genesis, Northeast India was imagined, negotiated, and sketched into existence in 
faraway political chambers and drawing rooms. Its coming into existence on a map was not an 
acknowledgement of what existed but depicted and invented a new reality. The fuzzy edges 
that initially remained on the ground, following the Partition, were demarcated in subsequent 
years, most notably when Nehru and his Burmese counterpart, U Nu, flew over the Indo-
Burma Hill Ranges to settle the border, dividing communities, clans, and villages between 
the two countries. Not a single representative from the region took part in any of these 
border-making processes. This overlaying and appropriating of socio-natural contours with the 
artificial lustre of political boundaries was palpably problematic and remained deeply contested 
in the region.

That Northeast India is a new space reveals itself in the complete absence of its spatial 
imagination in precolonial times. While there rose and fell powerful kingdoms and dynasties 
in this region, such as the Koch, Ahom, Meitei, Jaintia, Dimasa, and Tripuri, none of them 
framed their territories and polities as located in Northeast India. Neither did the largely non-
state polities in the hills identify themselves with Indian civilizations and their varied and vast 
empires. In the hills, they had probably heard about the powerful Mughals who reached the 
banks of the Brahmaputra in the 17th century. Some hillmen were conscripted into the Ahom 
army to fight them back, in which they succeeded. The Ahom’s relation with the Mughals was 
indeed primarily one of defence. For diplomatic and political allegiances, they turned east, 
especially to the kingly courts of Manipur and Burma. Recurrent invasions by Burmese forces 
in Assam in the early 19th century indicated a breakdown of this diplomacy. Many communities 
either looked north to Tibet, which led to a thriving trans-Himalayan caravan-trade, or east, to 
the hills of Burma. When early polities sought to expand, such as the Ningthouja dynasty of 
Manipur, they ventured eastwards, and in the 18th century Manipuri horsemen conquered areas 
as far as the Irrawaddy River (Thant 2012). Reversely, Tibet expanded its political and spiritual 
influence into Monyul, today part of Arunachal Pradesh. Tibetan tax collection, pilgrimage, 
and trade between Lhasa and Monyul continued even after India’s independence until border 
passages were sealed (Gohain 2020). The history of Sikkim, in turn, is strongly intertwined 
with those of Nepal, Bhutan, and especially Tibet, from where its ruling Namgyal dynasty, 
which ruled over Sikkim for more than three centuries, originated (Mullard 2011). India was a 
much later player in Sikkim affairs but politically integrated Sikkim into the Indian state after 
forcefully dethroning its king and annexing it in 1975.

Oral narratives, early textual accounts, and linguistic and genetic studies reveal that early 
movement into the region came through China and Southeast Asia. As a case in point: the Ahom, 
who ruled large swathes of the Assam plains for over 600 years – four times the duration of the 
British Raj – arrived there in the 13th century from what is today the larger China–Burma 
borderland. The origin and migratory routes of the Naga, Khasi, Garo, Kuki, and other hill 
communities also indicate their arrival from directions away from what later became Northeast 
India. Most of them were part of the great Tibeto-Burman civilization that slashed and burned 
their way through the hills and highlands. Origin and migration stories in the region testify to 
long mobility patterns within and across this region (Huber and Blackburn 2012). If one would 
draw a map of the migration patterns that are told by communities locally, up till their arrival in 
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Northeast India, this map would stretch from Mongolia through Tibet, Southwest China, and 
across most of Southeast Asia.

These histories of mobility and settlement pose conceptual challenges regarding the position 
of Northeast India for conventional area studies. It can well be argued that many communities 
in Northeast India are East- and South-east Asian populations settled in South-Asian space. 
This leads to questions of whether Northeast India should be understood as the southern 
borderland of East Asia, the western borderland of Southeast Asia or, as remains the dominant, 
institutionalized view, the northeastern border of South Asia.

Willem van Schendel (2002) transcended this discussion by his coinage of Zomia, a 
historically largely nonstate space, including highland Northeast India, now located at the 
margins of neighbouring nation-states. Zomia questioned the spatialization of social theory 
as channelled by ‘methodological nationalism’ and institutionalized area studies. Van Schendel’s 
wider scholarship inaugurated the sub-discipline of borderland studies in this region. Through 
inventing, borrowing, and adapting a range of conceptual innovations – rhizomes, webs, 
flows, fluidity, corridors, fractals, process geography, friction, networks, and so on – a clique of 
borderland scholars began to investigate peoples’ interconnections with old and new worlds 
beyond India’s borders. Adding to the Zomia concept, in recent years, Dan Smyer Yü (2017) 
coined ‘multistate margin’, Dan Smyer Yü and Karin Dean (2021) ‘perpendicular geospatially’, 
Mandy Sadan (2013) ‘borderworld’, and Sara Shneiderman (2010) ‘multiple state space’ to further 
question state-centred analyses, while Gunnel Cederlof (2014) coined ‘protean landscape’ to 
merge climate and social relations. In this scholarship, Northeast India does not appear as a 
clearly demarcated unit but as a corridor and convergence zone.

For many centuries, indeed, this region was part of a vibrant corridor that linked the Bay 
of Bengal to Yunnan, connecting varied polities and territories into intricate networks of trade, 
commerce, communication, and political alliances. Contrary to popular perceptions, this region 
was never the ‘smorgasbord of isolated and place-bound cultures’, the way the 19th-century 
ethnology portrayed it, but a ‘truly ancient passageway’ (Van Schendel and Cederlof, 2022). 
Partition enclosed, and closed off, these age-old connections – of rivers, roads, and walkways; of 
exchange, labour, and tradespeople; of cultural, linguistic, and religious continuities – into differ-
ent nation-states obsessed with jealously patrolling the newly found political borders. From the 
early 1990s, ironically, the Look (now ‘Act’) East Policy has attempted to restore some of these 
ancient networks through new connectivity infrastructure, border haats, and cultural exchanges, 
but so to limited effect.

The idea of a Northeastern frontier, still without it being explicitly linked to India, first 
gained currency during the colonial epoch when, following the first Anglo-Burma war and 
the treaty of Yandaboo in 1826, Assam and Manipur became an appendage to the British Raj. 
Gradually, and not without setbacks, adjacent hills also became subjected to colonial rule. Only 
ever in part, however. By the time the British Raj retreated, there still remained vast hill tracts, 
along what became the Indo-Burma borderland, which had escaped colonialism. For them, 
colonial occupation started with the forceful enclosure of their lands into India, East Pakistan, 
or Burma, which they often fought to resist. Several formerly colonized societies also refused 
to join either Burma or India. Most notably, the Naga. Their refusal spooled into a violent 
conflict that endures up into the present (Wouters 2018). But also, the Apatani resisted their 
incorporation into India and armed with spears, bows, and arrows, several hundreds of Apatani 
warriors attacked an Indian military outpost in 1948 – this case of rebellion and resistance is 
scarcely discussed in published histories of Northeast India (Baruah 2018). Other communities 
first agreed to join the Indian state but later reverted their decision and wished to opt out. The 
Mizo declared independence in 1966, while representations of the Assamese, Meitei, Bodo, 
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Khasi, Garo, and Tripuri, at different moments in postcolonial time and with differential force 
and determination, also voiced dreams of independence. Some battled the Indian armed forces 
in what turned into India’s most densely militarized landscape, with the partial exception of 
Kashmir during the Indo-Pakistan wars.

Northeast India’s modern history of insurgency and counterinsurgency, of violence and 
lawlessness, relates the particularly problematic experiences of decolonization and national 
integration in this region (Baruah 2020). True, violent conflicts and ethnic/tribal uprisings are less 
pronounced today than they were in the decades immediately following India’s independence. 
Contested histories of the enclosure into Indian national space continue to have present-day 
ramifications and repercussions, however. Memories and narratives of state violence, longings for 
political reunification with kin and territory across borders, and fading dreams of independent 
polities continue to draw focus to the arbitrariness of this region’s creation and its borders.

At the same time, most in the region today have resigned themselves – even if sometimes 
half-heartedly as ‘reluctant Indians’ (Karlsson 2011, 50) – to the spatial and political reality of 
Northeast India. Especially, younger generations now demand equal rights and recognition as 
Indian citizens, as well as to partake fully in India’s new modernity and economic progress. In 
this, they are hindered by the fact that their cultural traditions, food habits, and phenotypes 
remain regularly non-recognized and misrecognized by the wider Indian society. Their histories 
and cultures, moreover, do not figure, or figure haphazardly, in school textbooks and are often 
ignored by large and powerful media houses. This neglect works to discriminate against and 
marginalize Northeasterners and compromises India’s once-beloved adage of unity in diversity 
(Wouters and Subba 2013).

The very designation of ‘Northeast India’ contributes to this marginalization. ‘Northeast’, 
after all, is at once a directional – Northeast of what? – and relational term, and therefore, has its 
locus externally defined. The answer to the question ‘Northeast of what?’ is ‘of Delhi’ and India’s 
mainland. But, significant parts of this region are, in reality, not located northeast of Delhi. The 
southern tip of Mizoram, for instance, is located at roughly the same longitude as Kolkata, while 
major cities such as Guwahati, Imphal, Aizawl, and Shillong are all situated southeast of Delhi, 
further suggesting the imaginedness of the region.

History, Settlement, and Identity

The political labour that produced Northeast India only makes for a fraction of this region’s his-
tory. Its human history is much older. The question of where peoples first settled in this region 
is debated. Arguments that human populations historically first moved into and concentrated 
in river valleys suggest that the Assam plains are the oldest place of permanent occupation in 
Northeast India (Ludden 2005). After all, the alluvial banks of the Brahmaputra and other riv-
ers, fertilized annually by the floods, were highly productive. Arupjyoti Saikia (2019, 45) offers a 
contrary view by tracing the earliest human settlement to the hills, however. Free from floods, he 
argues, the hills were easier to live in than the floodplains, where agricultural production neces-
sitated more intense labour, but actual harvests remained at the rivers’ mercy. Only later – for 
a host of reasons, including climatic, ecological, demographic, and technological changes – did 
early humans also migrate down, initially settling near smaller rivers before eventually moving in 
to the Brahmaputra floodplains. In this historical reconstruction, for this region, it was the hills 
that birthed agriculture. While it is (as yet) impossible to pin down the exact moment, the valley 
was first occupied by humans, comparative research does indicate that the plains were inhabited 
in Harappan times. Silk, then in use in the Indus Valley, was derived from insects endemic only 
to Northeast India and mostly distributed along the Brahmaputra floodplains, which suggests an 
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early human presence and possibly long-distance exchange networks (Saikia 2019, 46). For the 
hills, the material remains, including Stone Age tools found in the Garo Hills, suggest that some 
of these were inhabited by at least the Late Pleistocene or Early Holocene Period (Hazarika 
2017).

What, in all likelihood, followed the initial peopling of this region was a complex pattern of 
forward and retreat movements between the hills and plains. Such fluctuating patterns, with sev-
eral communities being both plains and hill dwellers across time, are attested to by an impressive 
arsenal of folktales and oral histories. James Scott, in his The Art of Not Being Governed (2009), 
famously put on trial the ostensible interdependence of ‘civilization’ and ‘state’ by arguing that 
hill peoples in Northeast India, as part of Zomia, were not so much left behind by civilization, 
as consciously seeking to avoid it by escaping to the hills, indeed fleeing military conscription, 
corvée labour, taxes, and so on. While Scott galvanized academia around a new idea, this narra-
tive can only ever serve as a partial reading of human settlement and mobility in Northeast India. 
Not only were the hills possibly populated before the plains were, but, historically, an opposite 
flow of peoples moving from the plains into the hills was equally pertinent. In fact, rather than 
hill peoples necessarily avoiding any contact with pre-modern states, the latter’s political life 
expectancy significantly depended on their strength and skill – military, diplomatic – to keep 
hill peoples penned up in the hills, to prevent them from raiding or expanding their sway down-
wards (Wouters 2011).

When seen in the long haul, the histories of hill and valley societies were of mobility and 
interaction, whether oppositional or reciprocal. These were never histories of separation, even 
less of highland isolation (Misra 2011, 1). It was the British administrators who translated the 
ecological features of the hills and plains into legal, economic, and socio-political binaries to 
begin with, which were given continuity by subsequent governments of independent India. 
They enacted these binaries to expand and consolidate their economic interests, especially in 
tea, and devised legal mechanisms to rule. The hills were administrated differently, including the 
promulgation of the Inner Line Regulation of 1873 that progressively sequestered the hills and 
their divisions into Excluded and Partially Excluded Areas that constrained the already limited 
civil and political rights extended to the colonial subjects. Cultural, administrative, and legal-
political vocabularies emerged and circulated to emphasize these newly found binaries, which 
subsequently etched themselves at the centre of scholarly and everyday narratives of the region 
(Kar 2009).

Such and other colonial histories are well documented in what is now Northeast India, 
which, indeed, is a marvellous playfield for historians interested in its 19th and 20th centuries. 
Unlike earlier kingdoms and empires, which largely confined their documentation to court 
chronicles, the colonial system produced enormous amounts of written materials, now stocked 
in archives across the region and abroad. Historians have depended on these in reconstructing 
the region’s history. They still have only touched the surface of the plentiful historical material 
that is available, not to mention the oral historical literature. Simultaneously, historians’ focus on 
written material has made them privilege some areas and communities, such as the Brahmaputra 
and the Assamese, and left out areas where literary traditions were absent before colonialism 
arrived and the paper trail is subsequently much thinner, such as in Arunachal Pradesh, formerly 
known as the North East Frontier Agency, or in short, NEFA. Vanguard scholars have realized 
this gap and are now attempting to close it, for instance, by looking more seriously at oral nar-
ratives (Guite 2018), visual images that may exist (Pachuau and Van Schendel 2015), and the his-
torical entanglements between humans, plants, and animals (Pachuau and Van Schendel 2022).

Beyond the immediate grasp of historical methods, or in an extension of it, lie the possibili-
ties of archaeology, historical linguistics, and population genetics. The scope for new knowledge 
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in these fields is immense, but they remain significantly understudied within the region. In the 
1930s, the colonial officer J.P. Mills (1933, 6) lamented how ‘the spade, the chief tool of arche-
ologists, has hardly been used in research on Assam’. He immediately added: ‘What systematic 
digging there has been on ancient sites has, alas, been done with the object of looting ancient 
graves’. Now almost a century on, there is less talk about the robbing of graves, but archaeolo-
gists still talk about Northeast India as a terra incognita. Ecology and climate are partly responsible 
for the scantiness of archaeological findings even as scholarly neglect is also to blame, besides 
frequent floods, erosion, landslides, earthquakes, high humidity, and the continual deposition of 
sediments both wash away and cover material remains (Hazarika 2017).

The still meagre archaeological activity now coexists with an abundance of postulates, 
hypotheses, and theories about the region’s prehistory, however. Fresh developments in historical 
linguistics, genetics, and archaeology point towards Northeast India as an early centre for plant 
and animal domestication, as well as of food production, including possibly independent 
domestication events of mithuns, taro, and paddy. The linguist Van Driem (2011a) deduces 
that present-day Northeast India, as well as the adjacent Eastern Himalaya, might well be the 
original homeland of the Tibeto-Burman language family, from where its speakers dispersed 
into multiple directions, a view that finds support in molecular genetic evidence. To be sure: 
these ancient movements existed at a deeper time scale compared to the later migratory waves 
and settlements that are told in oral histories locally.

Another early language family present in Northeast India may also have its original homeland 
close by, with linguistic evidence suggesting that the origins of the Austroasiatics could have 
been ‘on either side of the Ganges and Brahmaputra delta’ (Van Driem 2011b, 16–17). This 
contributes to a wider insight that foregrounds Northeast India as an important staging area and 
thoroughfare for the peopling of the Indian Subcontinent, Southeast and East Asia. All of these 
offer contours of new theories, new arguments, new intellectual possibilities, and new research 
avenues.

What is certain is that countless waves of migration – from all directions – have shaped the 
complex ethnolinguistic and genetic make-up of Northeast India’s population. For the longest 
time, this social landscape was a palpably diverse, fragmented, and fluid world. Human identities 
often overlapped; local polities were home to peoples of mixed origins, while there was always 
considerable mobility and exchange among them. In this region, the historical sense of identity 
and belonging is related to migration, mobility, mingling, interaction, uprooting and re-rooting, 
and often also hybridity. This sense co-evolved with nonlocal cultural, religious, economic, and 
political forces of change and transformation, including the nascent rooting of the exogenous 
discourse and politics of ‘indigeneity’, which progressively inundated the gloss of the land. 
Comparatively, later arrivals in the region include Nepalis, Panjabis, Marwaris, Biharis, Bengalis, 
Tibetans, and Burmese, among others. They further contribute to this region’s bewildering 
human diversity. Simultaneously, recent decades witnessed the acceleration of out-migration. 
Every year, many thousands of Northeasterners, mostly youths, are drawn to metropolitan cities 
outside the region to take up educational and employment opportunities. Their experiences on 
India’s mainland are often mixed, as many of them face measures of racial and other forms of 
discrimination for their supposedly ‘non-Indian’ looks and cultural expressions, which reveal the 
limits of India’s cultural imagination (Kikon and Karlsson 2019).

In the postcolonial epoch, but particularly during the past few decades, identities in the 
region lost most of their earlier fluidity. They became more exclusionary and hardened. 
Migration especially has now become suspect and is progressively talked about in the language 
of illegality, infiltration, encroachment, and land-grabbing, with both local leaders and lay 
invoking it to protest against their experienced loss of tribal and ethnic identities and autonomy, 



Northeast India﻿

13

the seizure of indigenous lands, demographic shifts, and cultural erasure. The Indian state also 
contributed to the hardening and politicizing of identities through institutionalized ethno-
governance and policies and politics of tribal and territorial recognition by the ‘ethnographic 
state’ (Middleton 2015), including for Scheduled Tribe recognition, Sixth Schedule status, and 
the ‘ethnic homeland model’ (Van Schendel 2011). The politics of ethnicity, belonging, and 
exclusive territorial rights, or ‘ethno-territoriality’ (Baruah 2013), now breed volatility and 
occasional violence in Northeast India. Questions of who belongs and who does not, and 
claims and contests over territorial recognition, tribal reservations, rights, and political autonomy 
agitate manifold ethnopolitical movements. The result is a body politic that is near continuously 
gripped by aggressive agitations, constant protests, existential anxiety, and sporadic violence. 
All across Northeast India, ethnicity has now become a particularly volatile expression of local 
identities, central to political subject formation, an ongoing site of fierce struggle, and a core 
register in which claims on the state are staked (Wouters 2022).

Numerous scholarly works now detail how the still recent ethnicization of identities, the pol-
itics of culture, and articulations of indigeneity and its insider-outsider binaries generated vola-
tile winds of identity oppositions and antagonisms. When seen from a wider historical lens, this 
current preoccupation with exclusive identities signifies a moment of exception in Northeast 
India’s long and rich history of mobility, interaction, and settlement.

This Companion

This companion brings together 81 entries on varied topics that are relevant to the region. While 
admitting them, we have tried to see that no topic is limited, at least conceptually, to one single 
community or state, nor did we expect any entry to cover all the 220-odd communities and 8 
states that fall within the region called Northeast India. To expect that would not be wise, nor 
would that be necessary to understand the region, its history, its peoples, and its environment. We 
have also used the region called ‘Northeast India’ in a rather unbounded sense, not as something 
limited to the current political boundaries of this region, which coincidentally overlap with 
India’s international boundaries, but as something that overflows, along with its peoples, cultures, 
and goods, to countries beyond the borders. Through the same routes have entered some other 
peoples, cultures and goods and become indigenous over time. What has come from outside 
the region has taken care of some of its deficits, although at times, such inflows have disrupted 
the equilibrium, demographic or otherwise, of the receiving states. Such flows are never one-
directional, whether it is across state or international borders, and they have been flowing for 
centuries. Many kingdoms have come and gone, rivers have changed their courses, and the hills 
have changed their colours in satellite images, but the flows have not stopped, except seasonally 
or temporarily.

We lay this companion on the table of all those who would like to know how diverse the 
region can be and how diversely the region can be imagined, read, and written about. Yet, we 
know what we have covered is only a semblance of it; the region is infinitely more diverse than 
what we have been able to display on the table here. Just as the vegetation changes when we 
arrive at a new hill or valley, so do the other lives that depend on the vegetation creating and 
sustaining distinct ecological niches. The threat that man poses to such ecological niches is not 
unknown to us, but we often do nothing about it, as if he is unstoppable. In this companion, 
we have made an effort, no matter how small, to at least make him conscious of his (un)doings 
and his responsibilities to fellow animals, birds, insects, and other beings that live with us and 
have a bearing on the well-being of our crops and us humans. More independent has the man 
become of his crops, his animals, and his spiritual world, more destructive he has become of his 
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own kind and of those other kinds whose lives he has no moral right to harm but whose lives 
he harms with impunity.

In this introduction, it is not possible to talk about the 81 entries separately, for that would 
definitely consume more space than earmarked for this introduction. We could, of course, map 
and classify the entries, much as the colonial administrators did about this region and its peoples, 
and thereby created some of the permanent problems for independent India, be that inter-state 
border conflicts or irrational international borders, the artificial hill–plains binary or the motivated 
Christian–Hindu binary, the salivating revenue areas of the plains or the tongue-dry mountain areas 
that evaded revenue collection, and so on. But, for ideological and intellectual reasons, we have 
refrained from doing that and thereby tried to stop, albeit symbolically, the prolongation of the colo-
nial discourse on the region. We want our readers to savour each one of the entries or take those on 
their plate that interest them most, but we also encourage them to taste those foods that they might 
not have tasted before. We encourage them to do this, for who knows that they might find greener 
pastures for future research, pastures that are more rewarding than the pastures they have been graz-
ing so far – if not more rewarding, may be more self-fulfilling; if not more self-fulfilling for them, 
may be more fulfilling for the others who are less fortunate than them. Each entry on your table is 
a surprise for you, not just because of who has prepared it, but how it has been served on your table.

We lay on your table the fruits that are fresh from the garden as well as those that are plucked 
from the seasoned trees, some of which may have borne the fruits this season for the very last 
time before they become dry and shrivelled. Plucking fruits from such trees was not always easy, 
but we made a special effort because we knew that the fruits from such trees might not be big 
and shiny, but they would be the tastiest of all. We also wanted to make those trees believe, as 
we do, that they were still important. We wanted our guests at the table to have their choice, the 
choice of a lifetime, for we do not know if such a variety of fruits from across the world would 
ever be served to you in the future. It is not impossible, but anyone who wants to do it has to 
make equal if not more efforts than we editors have made for making this companion happen. 
And that, we assure you, is not going to be easy.

Companion-writing, we must admit, was something new to most of our contributors, much 
as it was so for us editors. We needed to consult other companions, and luckily there was no 
dearth of companions published by some of the top publishing houses in the world to learn 
from. But we did not want just another companion for the sake of a companion; we wanted it to 
be different from the ones produced before this, different in content, different in approach, and 
different in orientation. How much we have succeeded in achieving all this is for the posterity 
to judge, but we wish to make it clear that we, as editors, have left no stone unturned to make 
this companion truly worthy of our contributors as well as our readers. We have on your table 
some of the most exciting, most sexy, and most happening topics in this region. We are sure each 
one of our contributors, as well as our readers, will find in this companion something to chew, 
something to swallow, something to play with their tongue like the finest wine, something to 
agitate them, and something to soothe their minds.

Above all, we want this companion to cater to the intellectual and academic interests of the 
young researchers who will be filling up the research space of Northeast India for the next 
two to three decades, if not longer. Without telling them in so many words, we want to orient 
their intellectual and academic interests towards what is going to be intellectually hot, cool, 
and seductive for the next couple of decades so far as research and writing on the region is 
concerned. We do not want to evangelize them into what we think is intellectually intoxicating 
about the region, but we certainly wish to show them some such aspects of the region. We want 
them to come and explore, knowing full well that not every exploration is successful, but every 
exploration teaches us something new.
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We have tried our best to get the best scholars to write on the topics included here, but we 
have not been as fully successful as we wanted in this regard, primarily due to the COVID-19 
pandemic that has held the world hostage for the past two years. Between our first solicitation 
for the companion and the final submission of entries, many of those who had committed 
themselves to contribute fell prey to the virus, or their family members did, or their close 
friends and relatives did, threatening this project to be abandoned. Many of our contributors 
had no access to libraries they were hoping to consult for writing their entries, or they were 
stuck in one place, whereas their personal research materials were somewhere else. We editors 
also suffered, as our own family members or family-like members were affected, not to speak of 
the numerous other persons who were very close to us. We relaxed our deadlines several times, 
which we thought was the least humanitarian gesture we could show to our contributors under 
the pandemic situation. We reached out to those who were suffering with whatever empathy we 
could show through emails. And we salute those who made extraordinary efforts to be a part of 
this project. A special heartfelt thanks to them.

We are aware of the fact that what we have been able to offer in this volume is not the limit 
of what is possible. We are very grateful that a great many scholars of repute as well as of promise 
whom we approached contributed to this volume, but some who had promised could not due to 
various reasons. In some cases, we might have pushed them to deliver their entries a little more 
than we would want to do under normal circumstances. While we apologize to them for doing 
so, we might also have helped them divert themselves from the depressing television news on 
COVID-related statistics or the entertaining but unproductive Netflix watching. On our part, we 
learnt a lesson or two in communication skills, editorial skills, and life skills generally. Above all, 
we are thankful to our contributors for their excellent contributions and to Aakash Chakraborty 
and Brinda Sen of Routledge for waiting most patiently and giving us the opportunity to create a 
huge international family of scholars from and on Northeast India, as this companion represents.
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