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Abstract

Traditions and traditional institutions still exist in different parts of the world. Tradition
is understood as the total heritage - beliefs, customs and practices transmitted from
generation to generation. Tradition also has been classified as passive and active.
Tradition also has its own role in the formation and maintenance of ethnicity. Traditions
and traditional institutions are interconnected with governance. Some tribal
communities of the Northeastern region are demanding for recognition of their
traditional institutions, while another section seems to be accepting the constitutional
form of governance more seriously.
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Introduction modern as they are traditional. Thus, at

one level there are societies that have
changed over time to a very modern
industrialized society, but still have
traditional leaders who perform powers

Traditions and traditional institutions exist
in many societies in different parts of the
world. While it is easy to identify these
institutions, it is extremely difficult to

define them and locate their historical
origin. It is also difficult to categorize them
into social, cultural, political and
economic institutions, as traditions in any
given society exist as a composite whole.
In many tribal societies, land, divinity and
the enjoyment of certain privileges were
the basis of authority, legitimacy and
power. Further, since many societies have
undergone a sea change throughout the
colonial and post-colonial times, it is
difficult to extricate their traditional
content from the supposedly modern one.
Indeed, many tribal societies are as

and functions. At another level, we find a
society that maintains its basic form of
tradition and traditional institutions but
where traditional leaders have lost their
importance or have disappeared. There is
no unanimity among scholars regarding
the democratic content of these societies.
However, one thing is clear that the
remnants of traditional values continue to
influence many tribal societies even in the
post-colonial period. The interaction of the
values of traditional institutions and
modern democratic governance has
generated considerable debates,
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controversies and even conflicts. The
paper therefore attempts to examine the
meanings and uses of tradition as a passive
analytic construct and as an active
indigenous force. The relationships
between traditional institutions and
modern political institutions in the context
of Northeast India will be another focus
of this paper.

Of late, many scholars have studied
the socio-political institutions of African
societies in the pre-colonial period.! The
values of traditional institutions such as
age, kinship, group solidarity, exclusion
of women etc. remained strong throughout
the colonial period. The accepted
principles in such societies were that the
‘wise men’ should rule and all members
of the group, except slaves and women,
should participate in ruling.> The chiefs,
who assisted the Colonial administration
in collection of revenue, house tax and
other functions, were paid a share of the
collection.’ In many tribal societies of
Northeast India, traditions and traditional
institutions remain a conservative force
jealously guarding powers and privileges
of the kings and chiefs. In different
settings, the traditional institutions lay
anchored primarily in customs and
traditions, and the incumbents acted as the
legitimate upholders and interpreters of
the scope and contents of'the tradition. The
interaction of the values of traditional
institutions and modern democratic
governance has generated considerable
debates and controversies. However, this
phenomenon is not only experienced by
tribal societies but many Western

countries have also experienced almost
similar conflicts during what Bendix
called, the ‘great transformation’.*

What is Tradition?

Anthropologists speak of “ a
tradition,” or of “traditions,” of
“traditionalism” and of “traditional’
societies as opposed to preliterate or
modern ones. Thus, a “tradition” in
anthropological literature means a time-
honored custom, and a “traditional past”
usually means a pre-conquest or pre-
colonial past.® The term ‘tradition’ carries
unspecified assumptions because of the
tendency to use it as a residual term. The
term has been used so often and in so many
contexts that, as Shils® suggests, it may
not have any meaning at all.

The term tradition has been derived
from the Latin word ‘traditio’ meaning
handing down, handing over, delivery etc.
It is handed down from person to person
or from one generation to another
generation.” In its most general usage,
tradition may be defined as the element
of historical continuity or social
inheritance in culture or the social process
by which continuity is achieved. Tradition
is understood as the total heritage-beliefs,
customs and practices transmitted from
generation to generation. According to
Acton, tradition is a belief, practiced and
accepted as authoritative or deferred to,
without argument.® Tradition, thus,
encompasses the whole spectrum of
inherited customs, practices and beliefs,
styles and opinions of the people
transmitted from generation to generation.
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Tradition may be of recent origin or
invented or constructed at any historical
time. °

Williams points to a split in
definitions between tradition as a passive
and tradition as an active process.'® While
the former considers tradition as a set of
time-honored and respected beliefs, the
later looks at traditions as an active
process in which beliefs are handed down
from father to son and require only two
generations to become traditions. "

Tradition as a passive

The use of tradition as passive or
ideal type construct was established early
in the social science literature through the
writings of Durkheim, Marx, Redfield,
Weber and Tonnies, among others. A
“tradition” in the anthropological
literature often means time-honored
custom, respected beliefs, seen as an ideal
type construct, stultifying force that
engendered and enforced cultural
homogeneity. Marx, who did not use
traditional/modern distinction per se in his
writings, considered tradition as a
stultifying device for enslaving people,
although he was also aware of the
ideological uses of tradition.'> He
predicted that traditional ideas would be
dissolved once modernization was
complete.”® Tonnies considered tradition
as part of ‘natural will” and believed it to
be an unthinking emotional reaction.'
Durkheim emphasized that tradition was
given its force by the old people who
transmitted it and acted as the
intermediary between the present and the

past because of their prestige and
authority.”” He predicted that tradition
would decline as rationalism grew in
modern and urban settings but did not
share the view that it would erase the evils
of'the past. Redfield’s use of tradition as
homogeneity, irrationality, and respect for
age-old custom at the folk end of the
continuum'® repeats the assumptions of
the early theorists. In short, tradition was
seen as a force in preventing change,
growth, creativity; and tradition as
irrational, emotional response and the
agent of promoting internal solidarity.
While the conservative Burkean
perception of society views tradition as the
accumulated wisdom of the past, 7
Andrew Heywood maintains that tradition
stands for absence of change.”® The
underlying fears in all these tendencies is
the assumption that traditions or
traditional institutions are static, frozen in
time, and cannot be modified.

Tradition as an active

Tradition as a passive has been
challenged by Malinowski (1922), Tardits
(1958), Dube (1958), Savage (1964),
Gulliver (1969), Brode (1970), among
others. To Malinowski (1922), myths and
traditions serve as sociological “charters”.
In fact, traditions and myths were recited
as social sanctions to induce conformity
or serve as charters for social action. Of
late, ecologists have also shown that some
traditions are quite rational. On tradition
as a device for promoting internal
solidarity, Leach (1965) concluded that
traditions could promote either internal
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equilibrium or disequilibrium, depending
on whose version of the tradition gained
prominence.' Indigenous versions of
tradition are used both to sustain internal
solidarity and to promote internal
dissension. Similarly, the view that
tradition would disappear in urban
environments has been proved wrong as
the rise of ethnic groups depended heavily
on a shared “traditional” past. Barnes
(1951) who described several uses of
tradition among the Ngoni people
mentioned that traditional legends were
modified in conformity with modern
values to evaluate their present
circumstances. Another use of tradition is
made in the law courts, where Ngoni
people appeal to traditional practices in
different ways. This is also true of the
majority tribal societies of the northeastern
region of India where customary laws are
recognized. As a storage device, tradition
serves not merely to store antique
behavior; it also serves to align past and
present and to set new precedents for
behavior. Instead of being an irrational,
emotional response, traditions are
employed to promote rational innovation.
In addition, tradition is used as a divisive
tool to further individual and group
ambitions. Instead of disappearing in
urban environments, traditions have been
reformulated and revived to serve as a
basis for claims to political and economic
power and privileges.

Traditions as invented

Sociological theories raised the issue
that tradition can be both dynamic as well
as static. In fact, the adherents of tradition

often questioned and modified it over time
to make it dynamic. In line with this view,
tradition is defined as any cultural product
that was created or pursued, in whole or
in part, by past generations and that,
having been accepted and preserved, in
whole or in part, by successive
generations, has been maintained to the
present. Other social scientists such as Eric
Hobsbawm, Ramila Thapar, and Terence
Ranger have argued that it is not only
important and necessary but also possible
to locate the historical origin of traditions.
For instance, Hobsbawm and Ranger
argued that traditions could be constructed
and that what sometimes has been
considered as being very ancient traditions
are in fact of quite recent origin if the
history of the tradition is traced.” Thus,
traditions or traditional institutions need
not be very old and exist from time
immemorial. Indeed, people created or
invented traditions or traditional
institutions at a particular time to suit their
interests, although the importance of
traditions is not uniform in all societies.
What is implicit within these directions
is the assumption that tradition has a
storage function with respect to selected
traits only and not to a plethora of antique
behaviors. These traits need not be very
old or even indigenous. Thus, one can
argue that many of the traditional
institutions operative in Northeast India
have their origins in the very act of
invention. Barth indicated that the revival
of traditional cultural traits and the
establishment of historical traditions to
justify and glorify the identity of ethnic
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groups is one of the most fascinating
subjects of modern field research.
Internally tradition is used as a storage
device to preserve the “distinctive culture”
of the group and externally tradition is
used to sanctify ethnic identity as a group.
Many tribal communities in Northeast
India use tradition and traditional
institutions as counter-threats of
assimilation. Stevens’ documentation of
the Kisra tradition*' shows that selective
alteration of traditions over time has
enabled the threatened societies to assert
their equality to, if not superiority over,
the threatening power; justify their
successful maintenance of independence
in spite of this threat; and thus re-establish
a basis for societal unity.

The traditional political institutions
of the tribal communities of Northeast
India have been evolving over time and
hence it would not be correct to use
historical phrases like “from time
immemorial,” while referring to them. As
tradition does not remain stagnant but
change with the times, it would also be
wrong to presume that traditions remain
unchanged. According to Eric Hobsbawm
traditions which appear or claim to be old
are often quite recent in origin and
sometimes invented to suit a particular
group. Invented traditions include both
“traditions” actually invented, constructed
and formally instituted. These so-called
traditions may not have been in use for
long, but because of their usefulness are
termed as ‘tradition’. Hobsbawm sums up
by saying that inventing traditions is
essentially a process of formalization and

ritualization, characterized by reference to
the past, if only by imposing repetition.
Therefore, we need to consider whether,
even among the tribal communities,
traditions had been invented to suit a
particular section of society and at a
particular point of time they stopped
changing after having achieved the desired
goal.

Traditions and Ethnicity

Tradition as an active force for
change can be used in many ways
including the role of tradition in the
formation and maintenance of ethnic
groups. Barth (1969) and Cohen (1976)
stress the importance of the study of
tradition for understanding ethnicity.
While Cohen’s interpretation of ethnic
groups depends on political and symbolic
factors, Barth’s interpretation relies on
economic and ecological factors. As
Cohen pointed out, tradition is
emphasized for political purposes “as the
symbols of traditional culture are used as
mechanisms for the articulation of
political alignments.”?? This has more
relevance in the context of Northeast India
where traditions are used to support claims
to economic and political rights and
privileges. Thus, traditions need not be
necessarily very old but can also be
invented or created according to the
exigencies of the situation. It is a cultural
product invented or created at any
historical time and modified, accepted and
preserved by successive generations.

To Donald Horowitz, ethnicity is a
myth, which is based on collective
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ancestry.” Smith recognized ethnic
community as a distinct group of people
who share common ancestry, traditions,
customs, culture, language, etc.** Thus,
ethnicity can be viewed as a sense of
belonging to a particular group that
distinguishes them from others, in terms
of social, cultural, language, religion,
region, history, customs, and traditional
orientation. Ethnic politics is the politics
of assertion on the part of ‘others’
protesting their subordination or exclusion
by the nation. It is how ethnic groups use
traditions and ethnic identity to mobilize
and maneuver people in order to challenge
existing societal arrangements and also to
assert their claims for material resources
and political clout. Thus, in popular view,
it is the groups small in number, low in
power and hungry for resources that assert
ethnic identity as a political strategy by
which their lot can be improved. However,
ethnic politics also refers to cultural
politics of the dominant groups. Indeed,
the role of ethnicity and identity politics
in the construction of and maintenance of
political power by majority and dominant
groups is no less important. Thus, rather
than being solely ‘a weapon of the weak
and minority’, ethnic politics also is
central to modern forms of state formation
and maintenance. While certain ethnic
features were consolidated into a national
identity, other ethnic features were
excluded. Generally, the dominant groups’
identity is affirmed in the state’s culture
and institutions. Thus, various ethnic
groups assert their identity through
different forms and demands for

recognition of traditions, language,
economic opportunities, political
representation, culture and religious
rights. Further, the demand may include
autonomy for a specific area or even
independence from the nation.” The
demands either peaceful or aggressive in
asserting certain rights in a multiethnic
state can be called as ethnic politics. In
other words, ethnic politics is the
mobilization or utilization of ethnic
categories based on recognition of
difference in order to capture state power,
influence state policy, or structure state
institutions.

Traditions and Democratic governance

The traditional values of tribal
communities under study are kin
protection, group solidarity, socially
exclusive, privileging of community over
individuals, excluvist and discriminatory
politics against other communities, limited
or no space for civil and political liberties,
respect for seniority of age, patriarchy and
gender inequality in terms of division of
labor, property ownership and decision
making. Thus, traditional institutions are
seen by many as backward instruments of
social oppression, exclusion and
domination, a historic burden on the road
to modernity. In contrast, many in rural
areas still consider traditional system of
governance as the true representatives of
their people, accessible, respected and
legitimate because of poor governance,
lack of transparency and accountability of
the government officials and other
government machineries. They still
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consider the institution of chiefship as
legitimate by virtue of history and
experience.

In almost all the tribal communities
ofthe region, some leaders are demanding
for recognition of their traditional
institutions, while another section seems
to be accepting the constitutional form of
governance more seriously.”® Some Naga
intellectuals think that the introduction of
traditional institutions is the only answer
for the Nagas, because the present alien
political system, which is an imposed one,
can never bring solution to meet the needs
of the Nagas.?”” Other argues that the
traditional institutions, which were not
inclusive of women and ethnic minorities,
have become instruments for privatization
of community resources of land, water and
forests. The issues of women’s role,
representation of minorities, and public
scrutiny of functionaries and auditing of
accounts of traditional institutions need a
critical analysis before giving them
constitutional recognition. Thus, there are
democratic governance with elected
representatives, rule of law, equality and
other legal systems on the one hand and
traditional structures with long-standing
historic norms, often linked to spiritual,
religious, political, judicial and economic
functions on the other interacting at
different levels of governance.

However, there is a significant
variation among the tribal communities of
northeast India regarding the extent of
their attachment to the traditional values.
Nevertheless, it is clear that traditional

values were and continue to be the source
of political authority in most of the tribal
societies. Therefore, the tendency to
revive traditional institutions for various
reasons remains strong in many tribal
societies of the region. Thus, the issue of
recognition and revival of the traditional
institutions of the tribal communities
therefore is a major political problem
generated by conflicting political
aspirations and complex political realities
of tribal areas, particularly in the
northeastern hill states.

Conclusion

So long as there is lack of good
governance, traditional institutions and
values associated with them will continue
to operate alongside modern democratic
governance. In addition, since the
possibility of having good governance is
very remote, the only option is to reconcile
the two systems of governance.
Traditional and modern democratic
institutions must have well defined
jurisdiction spaces to avoid confrontation
and conflict. The traditional values that
profess group assertion, kin-protection
and collective efforts and deference (place
the community ahead of the individual)
act as the main obstacles for consolidating,
sustaining and making democracy
stronger and viable in most of the tribal
societies of northeast India. The
democratic system of choosing leaders
and making decisions through majority
votes has now been firmly established in
most of the secular and religious
organizations, although people continue
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to hold on to their traditional values, which
greatly hamper democratic politics. As in
the past, the community has precedence
over the individual in many tribal societies
of the region. The traditional political
values such as group assertion, kin-
protection and collective effort contradict
the principles of democratic politics,
which include among others, the rule of
law, individual liberty and competitive
politics. Unless these dichotomies are
resolved, the conflicts between democratic
politics and traditional institutions will be
inevitable. Traditions or traditional
institutions need re-examination from
time to time. Indeed, institutions in all
cultures evolve over time because of
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lessons garnered from experience, and
occasionally through interactions with
other cultures. The adoption of modern
political institutions wholesale without
realizing the fact that the traditional
institutions also have alternative approach
to governance has been the main reason
for crisis of governance in northeast India.
The proper approach would be to borrow
some features from both the modern and
traditional political institutions in order to
come up with a hybrid system with local
legitimacy and authority. One effective
way of capturing the minds of the people
of northeast India would be to work
through their traditional institutions,
which they consider legitimate by virtue
of history and experience.
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