The “Problem” of Shifting Cultivation in th
Garo Hills of North-East India, 1860-197

Bela Mali

Although several altermative critical perspectives on shifting cultivation have bee
elaborated, the practice of this form of agriculture continues to be viewed i
north-east India in a deprecatory manner. This pervasive attitude has now cor
to affect the cultivators themselves. While the calculations and compulsions ¢
the electoral process do confer some space for shifting cultivation, It survives i
extremely sub-optimal circumstances. The gap between what could be done ar
what has been done has worked to the disadvantage of shifting cultivators. Thi
essay studies the historical processes that gave rise 1o this situation and is part ¢
a larger study based on extensive written records and fieldwork in the Garo hill
region.

INTRODUCTION

Sne 1 19505, shifting cultivation in north-east India has been trapped In
lov-level and ustable equillibriun oving 1o o equal ly unviablle paradigns the
Qgeerate at the policy ad institutional levels. The donirent perspective IS the
shifting auktivatian is aviesteful ard emlagically dysfuctiaal systam, detrimante
to forests and soill, and hence needs 1o be eradiicated by Inducing aultivators 1
adopt other forms of 1ivelihood. When such efforts mest with failure, the othe
paradign aores into play, according to which shifting aultivation is a legitinat
practice that ensures the survival of paople living onmarginal lands and herc
souldbe alloned to carry mas it iswithout exderral influence. Asa result, shift
ing aultivators fall through the aradk between nargiral isation and tradirticral is

Tre reality is that shiftirg aultihvetion, inan inaessigly intrusive rerket evir
oment, is on a dovward spiral of production and regeneration, and both &
proades precluce the need of intenentians necessary to neke it a fessible besi
of Inelihood for ausktivators without practiceble cptias.. I shiftig aukvatian
aooepted as are nore type of egrarian practice that, like with other foms of “per
manent” cultivation, needs the services of agronomical study and agriculture
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xtensian, It can be transformad into an cooupatiion whose detrimental effects can
2mirtigated ad productivity incressad.

This essay traces the historical trajectory that mece shirfting auktination, stilll a
idely pravalent agricultural practice in tre Garo hills, Vegalaya in north-eest
dia, avictimof two inprudent policy doicss that prevail despite the existenoe
Fatticl literature pintrg to the third goion. Tre govermeant’s efforts toeradi-
ate shifting aultivation by denging the subsistence besis of aultivators have
fennetwith failure, as the last part of this essay dons. Inthe dosace of prac-
ical alterratives ad a stoic aersion by the state 1o step inad inprove shirftirg
Jiavation franwithin, shifting aultihvators are inaressirgly wilnerable, ad their
ads are progressively being degraded. The daninant official ideologies ad
Jlicies relating to shifting auktivatiion have been instilled ad reproduced over a
riad of tine.! These idsollagies ad pollicies intum, directly or irdirectly, have
TAuenced the corpus of knoMledoe (tednigues, practical skills and know-hon)
F shifting aultavation comunirties.

HistoricaL ProrFiLE oF SHiIFTING CULTIVATION
IN THE Garo HiLLs, MEGHALAYA

1the Garo hills shifting auktivation, jhumkreti or abe-ca, hes historically been
e prircipal nock of agricuhtural prodction. It isdiffiault toestinate the poulla-
iaVarea figures for shifting agriculture in the rorth-eest as awolle. Bentoday,
igures are an gopraximetion and do not include land degraded and subsequently
Jadoned by shifting aultivators. The practice is carriied aut in sami-evergreen
rest in the ugper reeches and noist deciduous forest at loner elevations. The
lora includes awicde variety of tree species, banboos and an arnrested suocession
Fweads. The soils onvhich auktivation is carried aut are red ad lateritic, they
re ecidic, ad lov in phogdorous and potassiun. Nitrogen availlability is inregular
e 1o steep slgoes that cause cation losses and die to deplletion during the bumiing
Stivities acoopanying grazing ad agriculture.

The clinate is sbtropical at lorer elevations ad sub-tenperate inthe hills.
ainfall aerages are higer then inotter Indien regias where shiffting cultivation
5 practised, ranging fram 2,000 mm per year to over 9,000 nm in Cherrapunji .
aximum temperatures do not exceed 33°C. Climatic factors meke for quick
ereration of vegetative cover in aotrast with the hotter and drier tracts of
ytral and south-eastemn India. Hence, jhun gycles of even just over seven years
2y be viablle uder certain conditions (Singh 1996) . Oter aress, by contrast,
ae atnelveyear rotation.

Historically, the Garos of the plains were under a zamindari system of lad
rure of the Mughal erpire. Under this systan, ladwes allotted by the Mughal
=te 1o a zanindar who wes given a land revenie tirtle. In 1765 the region, which
ormed part of Rangpur district of Bengal, care under the East India Carpany .
y 1826, when Assam too care under Brirtish rulle, a separate district consisting
F Coallpara, Dhnubri, Kariabari and the Garo hillls wes created aut of Rangpur. At
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the time Brirtish poner extended mainly to the plains. David Soott wes mece t+
camissiarer of the new district ad he concluded several agreements with t+
akhing nokmes (heeds of clans or mechongs) of the region, extending the contac
of tre British into tre hillls. Adninistratively, the Garo hilllsvwere adistrict ude
an Assam camissioner within the division of Bengal . Between 1905 and 191
Assam was added to Eastern Bengal and formed into the province of Easter
Bergal and Assam, under a lieuterant-goverror . It becare a separate govermor”
province in 1912. The Garo hills were first deemed an excluded area (s per tr
provisions of the Mortague-Chelmsford reform proposal of 1917) and subse
quently a badward area (fol loving the Govermment of India Act 1919) with t
noninettion of amarber representing the area in the Legislative Goucill . In 193
acoording to Schedulle VI of the Govermment of India Act 1935, the area we
again declared a partial ly ecluced areawrth Timited franchise given to the heec
men. In 1947 the Garo hillls were included within the union of Indiaas apart c
Assam. By the provisians of Schedulle VI of the Constirtution of India, In192 tF
districtwes declared autonomous, uoker an elected district aoucill, ad uininverse
adult frachise vies introcuoad for the first tine. In 1971, after the North Esstey
Aress (Reorganisation) Act, the state of Meghalaya wes carved out of Assar
The Garo hills becare part of this new state.

The region forms a large, camplex ecosystem in which various forms of prc
duction coaxist with each other and wirth the forests as awole. These activitie
incluce shiftirg awltvatian, terae agriculture, wetrice aultihvatian, fishirg, gz
ing, ad hunting ad gathering. Ordard and plantation auktivation are relativel
recent addrtians. Over 80 per cent of Meghalaya™s popullation is tribal.

Shifting aultivation systans edibit antrurties cespite trassfomatias attac
art on a still circurnscribed caprtalism, expanding market econany and denc
graphic pressures. Wnile more land-intensinve systens also relate orgenical ly t
forests, shifting aultivation isnore closely integrated wirth forests and hes bee
called an egro-forestry systam. Here, the agricultural systan is daracterissd b
oontinuous fields, whichwitness lang fallow periods interspersed with Shorte
periads of aultivation, rotation of fields rather then of crgps, mixed croppig
alnost eclusive reliance on huren labour, absence of artificial irrigationac
nost daracteristical ly, firing of the fields before somirg. Lag falloss ad farir
before aultivation are the wo hallmarks of the system. Most shirffting aultivator
doresticate animals, ted tree agps, ad gather and hunt. Aswirth grazing, ther
are comon misoonogptians of the practice, where it is called “roving” ad “non
adic’ inaser=e that erraeasly inplies that shifting aultivators have o notiar
of leufnuct rights. Like elsanhere, there are varieties of shifting auktivation prac
tices inthe region, enploying different tedniques ad varied fallow legtis oe
perding on the locale ad its ciraunstances.

The daminant perspective precluded policy makers from viewing jhum as
legitimate form of resource use.2 Jum hes at various points been the concemc
the forest departrent, the tribal aress department ad, since 1955, of the soi
oonservation department, whose primary concerm has been to Timit and contrc
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e practice, asapreluke to ‘weening aultivators” anay from it At no point hes it
N an parwithvetrice aultivation, terrace, plantation or hortiaukltural systans,
or hes 1t core under the direct purview of the state agricultural department.
frcially, well into the 1990s, shifting auktivation hes been regarded as amenece
2 be done anay wirth, at best tolerated. The enduring imege of the practice as
Tferior adwasteful, syporting an econany on the brink of impending ool lgpse,
xcare the justification for intenentionisn, particularly in post-indepandence
A

ATTiTUDES TO SHIFTING CULTIVATION
ne Colonial Period

1is section axsiders the broed processes withinwhich the domirnent attituoes to
Trfting aultivatiion cane 1o be produosd and articullated by individlals and groyss
ho inflluenced policy. The dominant outlook, strands of which even had sone
ynpathy for shirfting aultivation, remained trggped withina limited and limiing
rarenork fran the 1850s owards. The early doseners of jhum found It strange,
yulsive ad fascinating, all at ace, twitrness the destruction of comercial ly
alueble tinter by what seamed a primitive practice of setting fire to the juygle.®
The earliest acoounts of jhun fall in either of o framenorks:

1 Shiftirg adltvationwes a primitive and inferior systam of cultivation thatt
needed to be changed, even done anay with. Baden-Ponell”s views ex-
pressed at a forest coference helld in Allahebed in 1874 are a saple:

The fact is that the systam is so westeful that sarehow or the other It
msthkeputastpto, just like “suttee” or ay otrer great evil . Itarsists
in destroying a large and valusble capital to produce a miserable ad
tenporary retum. Toputastop to it, isonly o anticipate by a fevyears,
the ratural determiration of the systemwhichwilll heppen If the system
oontinues lag emough, because there willl be no more forest to aut doan
ad bum. Theway aut is to resene large aress ad prahibit jhum. Efforts
should be made to change peoplle 1o permanent agriculture.

2 Shifting aultivation wes seen as the response of amarginalised people to
retural conditions, the termination of which would meen stanvation.®

Both these generalised gpproaches were strong enough to preclude the need
ar, or the desirability of, distirguishing between the different systens of jumor
tudying the principles of the system in eamest. On tre ae hard, if jumvwes as
Jh of an evil as sati, the gquestion of “inproving jhun” did not arise, since by
shinrtion there coulld be o reformed version of erther . On the other lerd ves the
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view that jhunm shoulld be left alore since it wes anatter of survival for thos
dependentt on 1t. Nerther goproadhes actual ly tried to look beyord the phenon
evlagical, ad so jhumwes not real ly understoad by policy mekers in the colonie
period, a lacuna cavpounded by the absence of a land revenue lewy in the wpllar
regias of north-esst India. Erpirical suneys an lad use practicss, productivity
soil types and cropping pattems were never undertaken in areas under jhun
Consequently, jhum as a practice tended 1o be captured through superficial ar
iInpressinistic categpries.

Forest Departmant To begin with, the department”s only concerm wirth shirftir
aultivation wes to cotrol ad limit the practice in the areas directly uder it
antrol (forest resenes). The official pollicy of forest Lee ad the practice of shirfar
aultivation seared systemical ly at odds. The department, determined to inpos
scientificad “rational” forest menegarant, baned shifting aultivation whereve
possible. The justification of resenvatias wes on the ground of arrestiing degrac
ation of forests. InAssam, as elsanhere, the degpartnent viened fire in the fores
wirth sare horror. Juming, along with grazing and buming the forest, ramine
the bare of the Torest department. In the amual progress reports of the fores
department, firing due 1o jhunm and grazing rarked on par wirth insects, pestsar
dissase, vhich caused “injuries to the forest”

\ihile settding forests, the dgpartent prooseded on the assunption that: shirftr
aultivators were migratory and naredic, and lacked defined notions of terri
toriality. Itwes believed that the jhumiaswoulld be displaced anly tenporarilly €
a result of reservations. Deprived of acoess to parts of the forest, they woul
simply move elsanhere and resure their practice of slash-and-bum. In fores
working plans, when fresh areas were reserved, jhum aress did not falll within tt
arbit of “rights of the popullatian” , and hence werre ot requiired 1o be conparsate
for by the departrent. By adchinistrative fiat, hill and forested regions becan
govermment property and proprietary rights were conceded onlly to “permaner
altivators” . Only they were paid corpersation.

In tre early years of state forestry there are few recordad instanoes of organise
protests an the part of the aultihvators, perteps because productivity ariises, arisir
fraom demographiic pressure on shriinking arable, had not begun to menifest then
Ehes may signthicant scale. Ssquently, protests of surprising intersity wer
ejressed through different modes, ranging fran autright refusal to surrence
lads for the areation of further resenves even afiter beling coparsated, petitias
organised movements (Sonaram Sangra’s agirtation, 1904 to 1912) and request
for the deresenation of sore farest trects. These protests led to an offacial eanir
ation ard recording of existirg rights over lard intte Garohillls, ad tre enthusiee
for damarcating “resenes’ vwered in the region.

“Primiave’, “inratioal” ad “shortsigitad” jhumves arntrasted with ratiasl
scientific, log-term state meregament of forests. The non-resened aress wer
designated “unclassed forests” where shiffting aultivation wes permitted.
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On the subject of highlands in the Jaintia lands | have the Honour o bring to
your notice that although the Chief Camiissioner permits Syrtengs to carry
on shiffting aultivation in 1ts high lands wirthoutt payment, it would not permit
any permerent cooupation of such land or adnirt the growth of private rights in
them, or pay compensation i such land wes taken up for any purpose.®

wfting aultivators vigorausly aontested the proprietary claim of the govermment.
e sub-divisional officer of Jonal wes surprised by the flood of petitions fram
wfdrg auktihvators claimirg private proprietary nghts:

It does ot gpear fran the sLb-divisiaal office records that any peciial notice
or proclaration of any kind hes been issued to tre pegple onthispoint .« - - .

In 1887, certain inhabitants of Satunga who had been jhuming on the
borders of the Saipung resernve forest were ordered by the then 0 to ceese
further gperations untilll the boundariies of the resenve Torest were damarcated.
Upon this a nurber of petitions were filed by the people of Satunga claiming
private rigits in the land where they jhummed.

The peoplle of the affected area produoed sale deeds claiming rights to the
land dated before 1835, the year the order claiming all high land bellonged to
the government care into being.*°

e goverment”s claim to proprietary rigit over such land arguebly redefined to
e extent the notians of rights 1o land arog the auktivators in Satunga. They
Is0 begen using the coloniser”s languece of proprietary right.

By the tum of the century idess related to “ecology” and manegement were
orporated into the rietoric of tre Torest dgpartent. The coloniial achinistration
ained in polrdcal aoficence in the yoland regias of the north-esst. The inport=
10e of tiber and comercial forest produce in the imperial var effort lent an
pressive thrust to state forest gperatians. Firally, inaparallel noeratt, there
s the subtle but erphatiic shift anay fram the forest department”s pursuit of
Jrely eplortative ad comercial inmterests (albeit in a utilitarian sase: the
reatest good of the greatest nurber for the longest period). The new enphiesis
1 the role of forest meregament wes In the preverttion of deforestation, deemed
1 e the sirgle greatest cause of floods, soill erosion and disturbance of the vater—
wd systam. This lent an imediiate and practical aspect to state forest qeeratias
d udouotedly gave it aredence. Inflluenced by the conogpt of cllimex vegetation
1 biolayy,? state forestry aimed at minimising inatioal interferace (sally by
Jren actions), which would arrest the develgarent of species. Forest manege-
it wes simply 1o aid natural prooesses. Honever, this rhetoric did not ssem to
Terfere with the plantation of purely comercial ly valueble species. Infact the
etoric wes deployed to justify comercial plantation on the grounds that these
Jeratios afforestad lands that might otherwise have remaiined unforested.

Gomrercial forestry of this nature reguired labour. Both due to local protests
d inteyratical autory, the exasting regines of labour such as begar or inpressed
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labour were no longer Teasible on the sane scalle. Therefore, a new systemc
labour manegement: hed 1o be devised. The fact that prior to 1900 the negativ
attitide to firirg inthe forests hed danged o a recognirtion of its berefits, proe
1o be handy In securing the necessary labour. This wes done by assigning jh
plots to aultivators in forest reserves on condirtion thatt they plarted and tence
comercially valusble trees on these plots. Thus, jhum fran having beenan ur
equinvocal vice becare a tolerable practice, particularly so uder cottrolled ar
modified forms that would also meet the labour requirements of comercia
forestry in an overall climate where the scientific forestry comunity hed cor
10 revise Its viens on the effects of firing on forests. Pegple who hed once bee
ousted fram the forest when resenved areas were dararcated were brought bac
into these policd reserved aress as auttihvators labouring for the forest dyartrent

The aonversion to the merits of aontrol led firing care about wirth the suooessi
inocorporataion of shifting cultivatian in Brirtish colanial forestry inBuma 2 Thi
wes known as the taungya system and was extended 1o parts of British India
including Assam, where 1t continued until 193 and wes actively used for fores
“regereration’ . It seared 1o sohve saveral problers all at ance: maregament ar
amtrol of labour, ard the nesd Tor regullated faring, sypervised planting ad carefu
tading of tree splings, especial ly inthe first fevaucial years. Inthe rorth-ees
it could anlly be attenpted in the resened forests. The dgpartrent could not exter
the ben an jhun to the uclassd forests, the other category of forests, mainly ft
polirtical reesons. Too many pegple dependsd an this form of agriculture (Stebir
1996: 218). Taugya rendered shirfting aultivation a supervisaed caricature of it
former self. The point is that people often confuse taungya and jhum: whill
taugya, as usad by the department, ertailed shifting cultivation procedures, 1
wes vastly different fram shifting cultivation as jhum.

Aworking plan fram 1921 explains the principles of taugya:

Jhumiias are required to plant stakes in lines in jhun fields after they hay
been bumt, at a distance of 24 feet grart with the distance between each stak
1o be 2 fest. At each stake, many trees were to be planted. Under the sdhene
Jhumias hed to aultivate for 2-3 years in suooession aooording to the fertalit
oftresoil . . . . [T]he jhurersvere ucker doligation to derish such saadline
as care Lp, ad to resav blanks, so lag as they were aultivating any piece ¢
groud, and to free the young plants fran gopressive jugle in the abandone
portians, until they were aut of danger .

The conditions of work corbined with the general repression in the fores
resenves meck taugya an exploitative system stragly resented by the cultivator
(“labourers” would be anore suitzble term). Forest officials closely mnitore
the entiire gperation, including doosing the sites for the year’s cropping ar
stipulating rigidly the distance at which tree sgplings aoulld be planted inthe jh
field. QUlavators, besices tading to thelr ages, hed toattad o tree ssplings, t
belief being that weeding, protection fram animals and tending would give tF
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mplings a fighting drence. Anitive neesures were taken if any sspling periished
no years later the officials would doose another area for argping ad the aul-
ators hed to resune tre process at tte rexte site. Intre earlly years, wen foresters
are eqeerinanting with the aultivation of Speciies in the region, sote eqeeringmts
isfired ad tre plantation falled 1o take of . Qultivators then hed o repllant the
allow plot with a fresh argp of trees while sinultaneously aultivating the fresh
lot, the o aress often not being contiguous. What this inplied for the jhum
rqp is rot diffiault to imegire. Shirfting auktivation ves redered a caricature to
Tefit tre dgpartrant, at the aost of tre caultivator-labourer.

Interestingly, there is evidenoe of wet-rice (den keti or goral) aultivators
2ing taught the principles of jhun by the forest department. In the Agratuli
aest Resene, Garo hillls, inthe 1920s, the first taugya aultivators were inmi-
rants fram the neighbouring Mymensingh district of Bengal . The systemworked
2 the berefit of both culivators, given the scarcity of aultiveble lad, ad tre
arest department, innesed of labour. Realising thatt in fifteen or tventy years tte
Ttire resenewould be covered with vallueblle tree geciies (nhichwould eventual ly
=kt inthelr eviction),, the aultivator's begen deranding the grant of plain lad
n the resene for the purpose of wetrice cultivation. This ves granted by the
10-1940s. The system worked wonderfully well for the department, which man-
¥d to convert large amounts of forest land into comercial stadks of trees. It
ficiently ad ecoamiical ly solved the prabllem of labour by aonverting agriiautur-
sts into aproletariat total ly dypadnt on the forest dpartment for Is aubsistae
“eluso 1992: 64). The govermment wes foroed to end the system in 1960 1n Assam
Je 1o gposition fram the marbers of various elected bodies of the state.®

Taugya plantation wes largely suooessful from the foresters” point of view,
ven tre ebsolute dagree of antrol they aould eercise on the lebour thet caultivatd
helir owmn crops (rainly food) in the sare site. The method wes callled “easy,
"egp and certain” ,® notwirthstanding the oosts of sypervision. Foresters | net
uring fieldwork said that taungya plantations were 100 per cent successful,
hereas plantations by paid labour met with varying sucoess. The aultivator-
sbourer wes conpletely dependent on the armed forest department. He could be
Jsted at any point for unsuitable coduct. Given the conditional rature of the
aure, any formal unionised ectivity wes ot possible.

The forest department could afford to postpore its agenda of social forestry
here jhum was concermed. Furthermore, since 1t was concerned wirth jhum only
Ytteedent of ertirer igoring it (in the uclessad forests), Lsig Itorbemig it
ereves Ittle interest in davelgping the practice. There was o sogpee for “reform-
g” the jhumias or their practice, and cosequently there wes Irttle need for the
arest department to “know” or familiarise rtselfwath jhum.

ristian Missiomaries Christian missiomaries, by definrtion, had to “knowv”
e flok. As it hggeenad, they lent auttority o ard reinforced meny of the domin-
Tt perogptians about shirfting aultivation. More directly, through their inftiatives
n the field of formal education, missionary presence in the region proved
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sighificant. Patermalistiic pscegogic activity hed o inplicatias. The farstwe
less direct and affected tre ethos ad vworld-view of the “aonverted” . More dilrectly
time spent at school meant both time anay fran the field as vell as the practice
denonstration of altermative vways of Tiving. This hellped the educated to inegir
a future different fran the ane they hed been socialised into expectiing. New poe
sibilties ssared fessible. A retired dgputy comissicner of the Garo hilllswrote

The gereral tendency of the Garcs is to migrate to the valleys and plains €
education spreads because the irksame and continuous hard work needed t
exist in the hills on jhuns, dependent so much on the whims of seasons, doe
not appeal 1o the softened Garos, both male and female, mostlly educated i
Arerican Govermment schools.Y

\\hi le we may question his presunptions, there does seam to be a Tink betwee
Christianity and the suspension of jhun. A half~cantury later, ny irformants i
Crerdigre village refused o aoopt the possibi ity of the existence of aultivator
who aultivated by metihods other then shiffting aultivation. (en 1 irsisted tret i
wes afect, 1wes told that rtnust be the practice of villagers wowere “Ghriistie
ad educated” ) Hoever, wet—rice = Christian ad jhum=animist does not cgptur
reality erther, as Agarval (1924) ssans to inply In her study.

Sore missianaries vienad shifting auktivation with rewlsion. Willian Carey
aproninent missicary, desoribad a jumas a “very repulsive sight, with Iits rottr
and half bumt stunps of trees standing against the sky, and the argp strugglir
with the weeds of the jJugle” (Carey 1919: 19).

Missiararies denigrated the entire sumof trribel lifewaterial, aubtural, id
logical ad social. The early aonverts anog the tribals vere proselytised into
novel way of living. The prodigious use of rice ad money after the harnvest ve
smasaveste. Tre rites, rittals ad ssathicss of the aulivators, an integral pa
of auktivation t=elf, vwere repprdad as “propirtiatiing Pinits”, apractice bomautc ¢
igorance ad syperstitias (ibid.). Gonverts to the faith were eqoressly forbidce
fram driinking beetchi (fermented riice brew), dancing or participating in agri
aultural rites ad cerenmniies. This wes ostarsibly 1o show thelr difference firc
the unoonverted, the pagans. Furtherr, strictures and carsures were pessed onwhe
were seen as “morally lax sexual mores and dresses” .2 This narked the end of tF
sH-evidtvworld of shifting aultivators. Detailed research is required as tow
there wes o effective dallege to the missianary deprecation of Khesi, Jainti
and Garo societiies ™

Civil Goverment The civil adninistration on the whole adopted an arbivaler
posrtian tonards shirftirg auktivation. Frantte legal agect, the aress udey shirfar
althvationvere sLbject rerther to direct colanial autiority or to its land reen
inpositions. The civil and district authorities were solicitous of the seamingl
“westeful”, “‘uscientific” ad “arude” metihods of cultivatdion. To bring about “re
fom”, Ftwes inourbant on the district adninistrators to corprenerd the rudinent
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F shifting aultivation. Inany case, direct prohibitive action on jhumwes not
ssible for the civil adninistration. This stoad in sharp contrast to the more
Tenentionist policies of the forest dgpartment in the sare periad, adifferace
1 goproach that found exression in the records and led to a certain amount of
ansion between the two departments. The O Jonail wrote 1o the deputy com-
issiaer of Kresi ad Jaintia hills:

Of course rtwill be argued that jhuming is avesteful and unscientific method
of aultivation, but 1 fail tosee that it doesnuchham intte Boi country - -
ﬂ”efu'estdqmrmertmmldmdabtleqotreesullﬁwmtraﬁafﬁmallom
Jhumingor let the trees go for less then the presoribed royality, but inthe Boi
aountry forests which cottain first class tress are very few ad far between ad
when such forests are discovered their camercial explortation is rendered
inpossible on acoount of their ineccessibility. Juming is notwhol ly unreeson-
able and with ordinary care it can be continued indefinitely, and ladwill be
again reedy for jhuming 10 or 12 years hence. In these ciraurstances, | annot
in favour of adding “thou shallt ot jhum” 1o the Mikir decalogue- The forests
were mede for men and not men for the forest.®

This enpathy did not inply thatt the civil adhninistrators aoocorded a respectable
tatus to shifting aultivation. Efforts to encourage jhumias to take tovet—rice ad
lough aultivation began fran the nineteenth century itself. In sore recorded
staes caah inntives vere given toallthvators to arstruct terracss for intersive
d antinuous auktivation. 2 Inadditian, reenevaiversvere given to aultihvators
1 settled lad for what wes referred to as “ordinary” aultivation.Z The civil
Jthorttdes inferred adirect relatiaship betveen tre plrtting of villeges, adis-
arsed setterent pattemn and rgpid soil edaustion. Their notionwes that due to
1 unfavourable land-person ratio, fallow periods shortened, which led sare
Jiavators to shift their ssttlerent site and aultivate elsanhere. Soashift in
sttdementwes an indication of soill edeustion.

This comection wes esteblished a priori without asoertaining the 1ink betneen
ancholding and the falloving gycle. This supposition exists to date, and the
zgrouping of villages has been on the “devellopment” agenda ever since. The
rerican Baptists associated thamselves wirth efforts 1o regroyp villlages, which,
twves presumed, broke up on the fesblest provocation.

Officials on an individual besis udertook the task of introducing inproverents
ithin shifting aultivation. Encouragement wes given to the planting of fest-
rowing tree species, especially on hilll slopes where the soilll wes particularly
rare to ercsion. As a corollary, the district adninistration prohibited jhuman
ilhgs. Treesvere planted on fallovplots (referved to unimeginatively ad rather
yically as “‘vestelands™) # Political coditias in the 190s ard 1990s aurtailled
Teaours 1o intenvae nore elicitly inantrolling tre jiun oycle or to prahibit
e autting of comercial ly valugble species while jhuming. Officials also intro-
Joed the aultivation of several new crgps: potatoes, oranges, pinegoples, ad
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ginger, tornane but afew. The ausce to intersify aultivation ad thereby inoreee
the value of the output wes helped by the Christian missionaries. Each missic
carpound hed 1ts o orchard as a demonstration of possible altermatives t
shiftirgaulthation.

These efforts, mede through educattion, Intensified in the post-1930s pericc
The context of the measures became far more conplex as several new variable
enterad tre picture, sighificantly the process of “damocratisatian” , whiich acoo
penied the 1935 Goverment of India Act. The districts of Kresi and Jaintia, ar
the Garo hills were designated “Partially Excluded Areas” even while they ver
allored representation in the Legislative Councill . Concurrently, debates at t+
axtral level foassing on the “future of the aboriginal” were 1o influence policie
ad shgpe attituckes in the north-east. The diqute wes betneen the “isolationists
ad the “assimilationists” who differad in their perosptiion of the rolle and positic
of ttre trilals inerergat notias of Irdian retiahood. Tre situation at the regiae
leel defied sinplisticaalysis. 0 thewole, therevas ureniminty thatt internventaic
of sare sort was required. The contours of actual intervention were influence
by axrsideratians of political fessibility. The policies of this period anticipat
those of the subsequent periad in thils region. As noted, the pollicies and dominer
idbes were besad anan as yet uninformed and tentative view of shiffting auktivatiiar
There wes no rigoraus or scientifical ly coducted research on the diffferent kinc
of jhumor on the conditias under which 1t ves counter—productinve and detrimente
1o the enviromment. The conclusions about the prabllars of shifting cultivatic
vere received uncritical ly by gereration after gereration of policy nekers.

At variance were the viens of the missionary-turmed-social-worker—tumec
anthropologist-turmedpolicy-meker Vierrier Elwin, who final ly becare advise
of tribal affairs inthe North Esst Frontier Agency (\EA) in post-coloniall Indie
Elwin felt that, insum, civilised soeiety hed more to leam from tribals tren tr
other way around. Elwin defended the practice of shifting cultivation fran it
stermest aritics ad vwhile ae may, with the hindsight of over half a century, fir
much that is conceptual ly flaned in Elwin’s wrirtings, the significance of thi
defence at that point of time canot be overstated (Elwin 1939/1936: 100-118)
Sisquently, he advocated a policy of positive intenattion ginen tre inevatzabilit
of larger prooesses affecting the tribals. Aoccording to Elwin, this entailed usir
science to help tre tribals without destroying their culture. Hovdange could k
effected in ae gohere of society without influencing the others remained unex
plained even as it aontradictad the besis of the fuctiocalist aalysis e eploe
with respect to tribal scoieties. At the poltical leel, intre north-esst, Elan’
ideas becare wilnerable to dharges of “idealian” and “provoting separatisn’
levelled soretimes by the upper edrelans of tribal society . ®

In the 1940s the exigencies of the Seoond World Warr, the Bengal famine an
the increased freguency of floods in the Surma and Brahmgputra river syster
led to a revitalisad effort to increesing food production through “scientificar
ratiaal means”, ettailing an intesification of aultivation. The capaigh of t+
day was “Grow More Food” and the Assam Tribure, a leading English nenspape
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ublished fran Gunehatti , wes full of reports on the progress of the carpaign.
nis carpaign synchronised with a shirft in ecolagical idess. The conoept of the
limax vegetation comunity, restricting the role of humans 1o menegers, hed
iven way o new ideas centred around agronamic efficiency, productivity ad
Tenod yields. Tedrolagical ad institutioal dangesvere seento leed directly
2 enhanced productivity. The land area wes constant and the nurber of people
aried, which meant thatt land wes 1o be used in a rational mamer acoording o its
yebilities. Schapargective led toarey intenenticnist thrust by the state ad
36 aopatiable with the preogpts of central plaming and govermmental inftiatives.
ad refoms, tedrology trarsfers ad educationvere the pillars of this gooroech.

(nan irdivid el besis, district-level officars tried o inproe the prodLctivity
Fautput, without effecting draratic danges in the system, through the introcduc-
ion of new implements, a change In sowing and cropping practices and so on.
scdonald, the deputy commissioner of the Garo hillls in 1941, wrote veherently:

Unlless sameore takes a Garo village and insures it against the famine that
wauld be tre retural peralty for the failure of any egricultural eqerinent, ad
then finds aut by actual trial and error how the Garos can aotinee o Ine ad
even tonultiply ad yet to stop the processiaal deterioration of their lad, |
doubt of all the irkwe sling and all the ges that ve talk, whether ve calll our-
sehves “Agriaultural Departrent” or “Forest Department” or “Civil Authority”
will avail to dange the maiin body of Garo agricultural austom by as nuch as
Zero per cent in a hundred years.®

Bvidence of declining yields wes collected from the Lashkars, the revernue
Jllectig officials in the Garo hills.Z Effartsvere alsoneck o ed cate aulthvators
10ther ways, such as, the berefits of planting quidk groving tree geciies infal-
wplots inader to fertilise tre il faster 2 Daostrabias an terrace aultvation
areheld inplainaress ad in the flatter terrain in the hills 2 Thereware efforts
JYaourage alltivators to plant arrer (legume) ssacs to fertilise tre soill infallov
ields® ad to antrol the buming in tre aulthvated fields 2

The gpiniaHreking ad policy-shgping strata in these regias were enthusiiastic
roponents of the mission of the period. Jun care in for much attention.® The
sobggiic prooess hed instilled a lasting framenork for looking at shirfting aukta-
ation. The democratiic process in no serious way dallenged the existing viens,
hich were strengthened when they found practiical enactment in policies. The
arocratic process ensured the practical spece wirthin whiich shirfting aultivation
36 carriied aut. The proosedings of the Hilll Officers” Conference in Shillogad
arious statenernts of ministers bear testinony to this ®

The perceived doice wes between terrace ad shifting cultivation, ad itwes
1th a degree of condescension thatt nineteenth-century idess vwere reiterated in
sking a case for the continuattion of jhum, enplloying the familiar argument of
Jiavators jhuming inorder o survine, of the limited avai lsbility of flat lards for
st-rice aultivation, ad of the enomous costs of constructing terracss inthe

The “problem” of shifting cultivation in the Garo hills /

Uolad regians. Given thatt reesoniing, it follloned that force or coarcion aould e
be amployed in the matter. The tore of the divisioral forest officer OF0), Gar
hillls, nthe dsenatias of the minister, Nidols-Roy, wes darecteristic. Addoy
leching the fact of drying Yo of rivers and the deterioration and denuoation of soi
inthe Garo hillls, ad aonoding the minister”s attribution of these to shifirg aul
tivation, the DROwent on to say-

Yau sir, can gopreciate the fact that nothing can be done by foroe or by ordey
inthese Hills. It is onlly by education, kindly advice and denonstration, the
we can gradual ly organise jhumming and afforestation so that thismay k
practised with the minimum detriiment to the soil, and the paoplle themselves €
vell as to the surrouding pllain’s population

This ergesis revealed the rather unige situation of shifting aulvators intt
regin. Their cunterparts incantral Indiavere sLbject to far more strirgent aotit
besides having suffered colonisation in many guises before they hed first er
ocountered an Bglish face through the equansion of the arable, ad the resultar
clearing of forests vwhich ves part of the process of state formation.

The Post-colonial Situation

The post=1950 phese marked, 1IN several senses, an acoatuation of the terdancie
audird inthe previaus ssction. The denigrating idsss racarding shirftiing aultivatac
becare entrendred, reinforced ad legitimissd in e irstitutioalissd intel lecte
adpolitical arees. The inculcation of these beliefs in the publicly articulate
gaeres of society sinultaneously sened to uctemire the “rative’, “traditical”
“practical” knoMeoe and values wirth respect to shirfting aultivation. The damir
ance and antiiruity of entrenched beliefs wes assured. Social ad political eq
ations carbined with meterial conditions o ensure thatt these 10eas were essil
absorbad. Thils section sketdhes the processes atvwork at the glidoal, regioal ar
local lewels fram the 1950s owards.

The aftermath of the transfer of poner wes marked by the extreordinary confi
deee about the role of cantral plamiing in develgoment tadss. Two trends aoales:
intteearly 190s:

1 Anovernhelming concem with the progress, development and garmerir
of the resouross of the ratdon.

2 Apolicy of institutional ised protection ad the provision of sore messur
of “autonany” for the hill tribals of the region through Schedule VI of tt
Indian Constrtution, which provided for the formation of the “autonomu
district coucils” in specified regias of north-esst India. The Khesi a
Jaintia, and the Garo Hills Autonomous Distrriict Councills vere formed i
192,
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The daominant approach of the period was on the whole geared tonards the
age-sale transformation of shifting auktivation frana system bessd onthe prin-
iple of sinple reproduction to a cpitalist system besad on yielding amarketable
Jplus ad guided by the profit notive. That this transformatiion hes not coourred
lag anticipated lines reflects a sustained ladk of correspondence between the
arogptias (neads, dojectives, values ad principles) ad aompulsias of those
1 participate in the subsistence econanies ad those of tre plamers at various
aels. Danirant idess about the system of shirfting aultivation beloged larcely
> the medreniical and reductionist framenorks of erther the Invelihood inperative
r the cultural inperative. The failure of various govermment schares may be
tributsd to this ladk of correspotance. Faosd wirth the prospect of fallling yields
danoe too reessuring future, sare shiffting aultivators acoepted these sdares
d absorbed agpects of these Into their oan production process.

Agrad state inrtiative, tre “Jun Control Sdenre”, wes launded in the region
1the early 1950s. This folloned the visit of a study group of senior forestry ad
yiauhture eqerts, working in ool laboration with the Food and Agriculture Orgen-
sation (F0) innorth-east India. This study vwes part of a gldoal inrtiative an
ifting aultivation. The FA0”s aonoemves (and stilllll is) 1o ernhance food proouc-
ion ad food avai lability in thevorld, ad to concentrate on the uderdevelgoed
mgions (developing regions) as part of the gldbal post-war peace progranme.
1is concem stenmmed from the apprehension that food production could not
2ep pace wirth the growth of glabal population. By the 1940s the sarbre Mal-
wsian argunent had given way to gptimism about the role of tedology and
Tovation in production. This pramising shift hed far-reaching inplicatios for
Jicy messures related to agriculture in the devellgping parts of the gldee. There
3s a corfidence in the intensification of production through the adoption of
yhisticated tedrology ad improved know-how. Thiis aould be the sollution for
e groving popullation pressure, which, 1t wes felt, had sinultaneausly to be
eded thraugh the introductiion of popullatiion aontrol messures. In this aontext,
"e view of jhum being away of life and a mere response to the environment
uld ot hold. Now there wes the assuranoe thait science aould internvere in reduc-
g huren dependence an the netural world. This resulted in a profusion of pro-
rammes aimed at suitable intenention, the focus being the dissemination of
Jitzble techrolagies and koMledoe about scientific and ratioal lad-use strat-
Jies inthe countryside. Onee this leeding agriaultural orgenisation hed acoepted
+wt shifting auktivation ves an alterable systam, the earlier indulgent attituce
nards jhumves abandoned. These shiffts further eroded the legirtinecy of shirfting
Jithvation ard deniied the possibiliitiies of state interventian o inprove the systam
ranwithin. To that extent, Ttvwes seenasa “bedaard” system of aultivation cor—
ssponding with the general badkwardness of the people who subsisted on it.
qerience at gldeal ad local levels seered 1o have inspired the aonviction thet
1ly a patermalistic gyproach resting an gentlle persuesion and education would
aliver the resullts that coercive methods could not.®
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The FAO-bedked team vies 1o investiigate the “causes and condirtions of shiftir
aultivation on the besis of whiidh remediall action could be taken to raise tre lee
of the agriculitural systemand to aotrol jhum in the best possible memer” 2Eac
“iInterested” govermeantt in the tropical aress wes aded to st a similar repor
mtre “status’ of shifting aukivation in itsaountry.

The Assam tribal area dgpartient tok great interest in tre inftdative. The desir
Tor “gecial eqpertie” natters relating to il arsenation provpted the areattic
of a sgparate department of soil consenvation in Assam. Soill consernvation becan
synonymous wirth “jhum control” in the regiion. Jhum came 1o be referred to a
“rovirg agriculture” ard the aim of the state In this respect vwes o “ween anay tr
jhumias” to more land-intensive tedniques. The qual ities associated with jh
were anathama for the “develgorent set” of the 1950s. These includked the asarc
of marketable surplus, savings and hence of Investments, the weste of whateve
“auplus’ they were aoccruing in riitual fessting. Old and pejorative epithets such &
“destructive’, “primitive”, “uneconanic”, “inefficient use of lad ad lebour”
“raredic’, and “insufficient cut-tum’” aontinued to ke employed, ad the systen’
reliance on human labour unaided by modemn technollogies was seen 1o be it
principal weskness.¥

The ather worryiing aspect of shifting acultivation for policy makers wes t
dispersal of villages, which ves believed to be the direct outoore of land-us
patterms. Villages were seen to have brden Lp to ereblle inrebitants to reside nee
aultivation plots. This is, hovever, far fran ever having been uniformly an
arclusiely the cas=. Villagers are koin to have shirfted aut because apartiaule
siteves “‘inludky” (marag), a belief pravpted by recurring i1llness or sustaire
ap faillues een after the propitiation of the irts regosible for trese maledies
Honever, scattered villages, each popullated by a few housgholds, were seen t
pose particular prablens for village-level develgament vwork. The preponderanc
of srall villages in the Garo hillls is represanted by Teble 1, showing the nunbe
of villages by the nurber of housaholds.

Villages were located at a distance fran each otrer, isolated ad difficult t
reech, and were ssen 1o be shifting aonstantly, meking developrent and extensic

Table 1
Number of Villages and Corresponding Households in the Garo Hills

Household range No. of villages Total (%)
1-10 544 2.4
11-20 729 0.4
21-30 431 17.76
31-40 260 10.71
41-50 132 5.4
50 and above 331 13.64
Total 2,427 100.00

Source: “Regrouping of Villages in Garo Hills”, MAG 3/72, p.1, para 3 (V\SRR).
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akdrffiault. Hwes decided that vl lages were to be regragped at a dosen “pame-
1t site to redlee pressure an the soill ad o fecillitate deelqorent infrastructure
ike electricity, vwater, sdools, digeasaries ad post offices_® Tre prirciple behird
e venture wes 1o “settle” the aultivators and then devellop them: “Regrouping
illagss isreessary if Garo HilIs ad iits paople are to be brought into the retiaral
iferairstraan. ™ In practice the scheme failed to make much headnay In the
I

Onee tre infdative for “reform” and transformation shiffted foas frontre detdy
teptsat tredistrict leel to tte elevation of shifilg aultvation to tte statLs of
gldal prablanat the natiaal lewvel, sterectyping of the “primitive” incressed.
ald, unsubstantiated doservations such as the fol loving ane were comon:

The Garo villager is S0 poor as 1o use a aosture whiich is barely adeguate to be
anpatiblewithdecacy - - - - He eats the flesh of almost any aninal, dores-
ticated orwild that he can get. He carot take millk ®

Clearly, the shift in the loaus of policy meking hed widened the guilf between
estate ad tte shiftirg aulthvators. Tre systan itselves referrad 1o ingoocahyptic
ams like “suicidal” . So feneant wes the effort to “do sarething” that jhumwes
Juated with disesses like dolera and malaria, which hed 1o be eradicated for
rogress in the region to coour. Physiical disstance fron the aantre and etirocentrisn
risratical ly mediated policy during the 1950s ad the 1980s.

That such viens were not confiined to India is suggested by the FAO study by
atters in 1971 4 W\atters identifies tedmical, econamic (ladk of cepital) ad
xial (irstitutioral) dostecles o the Inoreese of egricubtural autput, ad for the
sad for replacing “tradirtioral” and extensive methods of land use with “modem”
sthods of egriculture ad the introduction of intensive methods of aultivation:

The persistence of this practice 1o the present day invet tropical aountries is
eplaingd by tre exdlagical coditians of these rgios. But it isalso toa large
extent the menifestation, or the result of the tedhological and social beds-
vardess (ad often of both) of the countrieswhere It is practissd. Ifroattenpt
is meck 1o attack the cause of such persistence, or at least those coditios
which it is physically ard ecoonical ly possible to revedy, shiffting auktivation
oould essily beaare a major dostacle to econanic develogorent, decking still
further the progress of those cauntries vwhich have, for too lag, lerated its
existace. (\atters 1971: 26)

The gpinion of the regiaal intelligentsia, which can be gauged fram nengpeper
gports in the Bglish-languege press and fran Legislative Assanbly debates,
atched this spirit. Tre regiael elite darad in tremeta~vision of forested hillls,
TErsive asltivation and “ecoamiic progress” in the region. They desiired a reduc-
i inthe area “affected by shirfting aultivatian” . Willliamson Sagma, chief exe-
Jtive member of the Garo Hills District Council, singled aut jhun as being ane
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of the main prabllers of the district. Lyngdch, marber of the Assam Legislatin
Assanbly, ramarked in the debate fol loving the govermor”s address:

The old method of cultivation is continuing invillages of aur state. This i
enany nurber ae 1o the forests. 1 have seen inmany of the villages the indis
criminate autting ad felling of trees for the sake of jhuming cultivatior
This method of auktivataion I it goes onwilll destroy forests and food prooluctic
and lead 1o s0il erosion. Covermmant should stop thils and encourage pecple
adopt the new methods of cultivation. (Lyngdoh 1971: 19)

What the educated, apinion-making and privileged segrent warmted did nc
ceviate sighificantly fran the ratioal mainstreem uderstarding of the “prablen”
This offers insights into the ideology of the movement behind the demend for
Separate state of Meghalaya to be caned aut of Assam. It did not envisage arac
ically different developrent path. The darand wes for a special effort in tt
pragress of the region, whidh, twes perceived, ves being negllected by the mair
stream Assarese elite. The new state, carprising the Khesi, Jaintia ad Gar
hills districts wes created uder the provisions of the Assam Reorganisation A
of 1930. It wes an autonomous state fran 2 April 1970 to 21 January 1972, afte
which it becare the wenty-first state of the Indian Union. Meghalaya took L
the question of shiftirg aultivatdan Inearmest

At tre ratioal level this wes the period when the Congress Party under Indiir
Gandhi raised the sllogan Garibi hatao (remove poverty), a camponent of whiic
wes self—sufficiency in food grain production. Increaesed food grain productic
wes 1o be esured through the provision of Trrigation, fertilisers, high-yieldir
varieties of seads, nultiple argyping and encouragament of susidiary programe
like animal husbandry, horticulture and support 1o cash argp production whereve
Teesiole.

In Megnalaya, the “Jhum Control Scheme”, under which demonstration farm
vere set Lp, wes launded 1n 197475 1o “resettle” famers. Again, the progress ¢
these efforts figurad in Legislative Assarbly dabates. In addition, the Report
the Natiional Comiission of Agriculture, Volure I1X, contained specific guidelire
Tor policies relating to shiftirg aultivation intre rorth-esst as apart of its “strate
of agricultural develgorent in hill aress” . The guidelines recommended horti
aulture ad pesture develgarent on the hill slgpes and food crop production i
thevalleys ad on tervaced fams an slgees. Htwes suggested that aultivation pat
tems shauld take enviromental factors imo aosideration. Finally, the repor
wat on to say that shortfalls in food grains should be met as a “ratioral respor
sibility” fronother parts of the country, ending ona cottradictory rote: “Honveve
in view of the trangport and caomunication difficulty, production in the nortt
esstem region shauld preferably be plamed for food selif~aufficiency. ™

Given tre grandiose rature of transformation intendsd, officials vere soeptice
ad the regport resulted in a Aurry of correspodence att the state level . Itves
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never, decided that ginven tre inclusion of tre last santenoe, the recomendatians
F the comisssion could not be folloned 1o the letter.®

This wes all hggpening at the level of policy formulation. On the groud the
Jlrtical situation militated egainst the adoption of coercively intenentionist
Paures against shifting aultivation. Jum aultivators Idbied for goeenment
aliefwhen crops failed due 1o tednical problens. With the creation of the
Jonamous district coucils, the “unclassed state forest” aress care uder the
irect aontrol of the councils, working in association with the soil consenation
artment. Tednically, the council hed the poner to extensinvely interfere in
d control jhum. For instance, the Garo Hillls District (Jhum) Regullation Act,
B4, provided for the “regullation” and caritrol of jhum or other forms of shifting
Jitivation. Its provisias included the prohibition of jhum in certain aress (near
Xeds ad rivers, on\ery steep slgpes, in areas covered by sal and other commer—
ially valugble gecies, ad village forests) .- The council coulld ix the minimum
allov for auktivation and take meesures for the recyperation of soill inthe fallov
d for the introduction of terrace aultivation and hortiaukture. Alagwith these
e the right to enforce a parality In case of antravention of any of tre provisians
Fthe regulaion.®

In practice, being an elected body, the councill interfered minimal ly in ae-ca
Jhavation inthe district, which aotinues to be practised onstegp hillls, inflat
rees, near rivers and at a distance of ot less then 10 metres fran “black top”
x0s. The soill cosenvation department works quite indepacntly of the distriict
uncil. Itaouires lad directly from the nokres for its various projects. This
and contiinues o be akhing or clan held, with the ellected nokma In dharge. The
31l conservation departrent: hes to work entirely by persuesion and “educatian”.
Jetanes it offers cash paynments for plantation works. This hes resulted inanot
Tfaourable imege of the soill conservation departnant in the shirfting aulktivation
ypias, In sharp aotrast to the imege of the forest department. The alosence of
irect aontrol or a gereralised prohibition of aultivation in this region ensured
|t althvatorsvere saved the eqeriance of aultihvators incatral Indiaard otter
arts of the suboontinent. For the schanes, part of the akhing is handed over to
e tepartment that 9 pervises plantation (“social forestry”) and hortiauktural work
1the lad, ad the hiring of villagers as labour (Cstersibly o “erotically inte-
rate” themwirth the projects) - The departrent final ly herds over the plantations
d ordhards to tre villagers after ten ad five years reqpectinvely. The soil ad
west departments realisad that the popularity of these scheres wes a direct aon-
uence of their labour intesity, which gererated enployment and supplerented
usehold incores.® twoulld be fair 1o suggest that the schenes were taken up
y those villlagers who felt that their lot would inprove by going alog with the
o1l consenvation departnent.

State forestry was conoarmed wirth shirfting aultivation since itwes asmuch a
ystem of forest use as 1twes of lad use. The forest dgpartment: inposed sactias,
rich were not legally or ccercinvely enforced, in contrast 1o tre early years of
state forestry” when forests were being reserved. The guidelines of the Natianal
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Forest Pollicy of 1951 enphesised the need for forest cover for the hilll regioe
given their susosptibi ity o soil erosion, and recommeanded thatt ideally 33.5pe
aatof India’™s lad area should be uder “forest” . Further, nost of this proportiic
wes to be met through forestation of the hills, which hed to have aminimumof €
per aant of area uder forests. By definitian, “forests” refarred toan “areauce
permenent forest cover” , which in tum meant reserved forests. Against this target
tvesdisneard, tret “forests” (et is, ertter forest dyartent or districtauci
resenes) inMeghalaya mede up anly 7.9 per cent of the total area in 19/0. Thi
tednical definrtion of inedeguate “forests” lent aredence to the gereral fear ¢
“ceforestation intte hills” . Naturally, shifting aultivatian rather then commercie
forestry wes singled aut as tre prine aulprit, since it ettailed what vwes calle
“indiscrimirate felling ad firing of trees” . Uplanmned forest use of the jhumia
wes contrasted with comercial forestry gperations, conducted under whett we
Seen as the able maregamernt of the forest department.

Another shifft in the agenda of state forestry conoermed its stated dojectives
fran “scientafic forestry” © “social forestry”, adwith itanedesisaintre reg
lative and protective function of forests rather then on their comercial wortr
This inplied in tum a shift fram the punitive ad lecalistic attitude to shiftir
aultivation. Perhgps this dange wes are of noreclature ad strategy, not ae ¢
sustance. This camplerented, and perhgps resulted from, the incressing foou
of state forestry n “consernvatian’, rackering the earllier aruder comercial thne
of itsworking far more “social”, and therefore nore palatable. With “social” (a
nmore recantly “comunity”) forestry, state forestry is endoned with an imege €
respectzabi lity and acoeptabi Ity that does not enthuse crirtical comentt. Socie
Torestry anbined saveral berefits. Forest cover aould be eqpanded, aultivators
incores supplerented and enployment berefits for vill lagers generated. Beside
these laudeble intentians, the sogpe for upnard mobi ity wirthiin an otherwaise ciir
aurscribed forest department could be esurad.® Fundamental ly, however, thi
shift in imege did not amount to much. The forest department and the distric
ocoucilsvere at odos, the fomer mistrusting the latter regarding the protectic
ad aorsenation of forests.

The myth aboutt shirfting aultivatiion becare a real ity and ves institutioalise
thraugh policy meeaures. The efforts of tre state ad tre intellignntsiavere directe
at the conversiaon of barren land into forests and controlling the “enemy nurbe
one” through various methods, direct and hegemonic. These methods were not
grad suooesss. Jhum “aontrol” efforts in the post-colonial eraare evaluated later

Jhum Control Efforts In the early post-colonial periad the goverment intrc
duced plantation cargpes like rubber, coffee, bladk pepper ad cashewuts, ar
enoouraged the aulitivattion of horticultural argos such as orages, peades, pire
goles ad bareres o help shifftirg aultivators sitch to aash agps, att: lesst partial
ly, so that they coulld augrent their incores. This wes acoampenied in the 197C
by a concerted, central ly-sponsored soil conservation schere ineach state ¢
north-east India. Under the schene, pillot projects for the cottrol of jhumar
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iver basin sdhemes were started uder the North-East Councill Plan in 1974-75.
1tre early years in the Khesi, Jaintia ad Garo hillls, dry terraces (With aontour
Jding) adwet—rice terraces (With irrigaticral fecilrties) vere tried insaveral
rees. By 1983, of the 3,000 families uder the project, only 150 had given up
un totally (ICAR 1983: 31).

Between 19680 and 1970 “jhum colony schemes” were inplemented in the north-
st hill regias. These metwith little Suooess for ressons 1o be disoussad later.
ther schares included conservattion meesures: “medneniical” (terracing, bunding,
renching, streamand river bark eyosion protectian, dars, aotours, strip agpin)
d vegetative” (orticulture and cash agos anmid-slqees, afforestation onsteep
lgpes ad barven lad, and agrostolagical, that is, planting grasses ad legues
2 feaed cattle) . Related measures included land develgament research, education
d training (a training institute wes set U at Bumihat) . The aim of “dhecking
rosion and degradation of soil and the utilisation of lad, water and vegetation
n a sustainable basis with maximum production and minimum hazard to re-
urees” wes 1o be met by the sinplistic Indian Gouncil of Agricultural Research
ICAR) mockel, invhich the hilll ves to be divided into three portions: the topost
35 10 be uder “forests”, the middle third uder horticulture ad pestures, ad
"e bottom under “permenent cultivattion” wirth terraces where food argps and fod-
2r would be groan. These programes that tried “knocking of F jhum cultivation”
d to “wean the aultivators fram jhun” were not suocessful.

The reesn tre aultihvators agresd 1o participate in these sdamesves ot because
Fa transformation of their ethos, which hes ramained by and large subsistence
riented. Production ves still on the besis of sinplle reproduction, thet is, the
roduction of goods (reterial and synbolic) which enablled the camunity to
Josist and 1o reproduce itself biological ly ad social ly, and alog with this,
2 reproduce those beliefs and values that adere the comunity and gine it iits
Jentaty. Cash agp aultivation, horticultural or plantation, where taken up, did
ot reault in thelr trarsformation into ceprtalist farmers, prodcing purely ontte
xsis of the profit incentive and priinciiples of exterdad reproduction. The aoogpt-
e of the sdames wes LaLal By linked 1o the shirfting aultivator's Soring up thellr
Josistance beses inthe face of declining yields. Instructive is the reture of the
"oorporatian of cash a, horticulture and forestry Into the SUbsistenoe systan
f jhum as a result of goverment efforts.

The culitivation of cash crgps, whiich had necessarily to be sold, and which
a2re not for inmediiate consunption, required a different ethos and conogptiion
Fthe future. A certain araunt of plamiing, diffferent fran tret uder shifting aul-
vation, wes requiired. By itself this transformation nesd not be an insumountzble
Jdle. IntreGarohills, intre early years, the adoption of cash agp aultivation
as an attenpt to augrent subsistence with the wages given by the soil con-
arvation department, before the plantations and orchards were handed badk to
e villagers:® In this sase the sdhene held tagible, inmediate and practical
refits for tre aultivators. Insore aress, infact, these sderes care infor pub-
ic ariticiss on the grounds that they mede culitivators dai ly-wege labourers an
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their fallov lads, whichvere given over 1o the soill aasenation ad forest depant
ments for the production of a arop that hed a lang production period and woul
take avhile to bring in profits.® The concermed govermment department did nc
‘teach the labourer enough for him to take over in the future. The aultivators ver
also aoscias of the fact that the areas under plartation argps would reduce t
total area availeble for shifting cultivation. But they hoped thett tie loss of lar
would be offset by retums fram the plantations ad gardans.

Wirthin jhum production, systemvariables like land ad labour are not strictld
qentifisble. Scientific analysis of carnrying capecity of lad and calaulatias ¢
men-hours per day meke Tittlle sense 1o the aultivators forwhom “labour” incluck
merding houses and taking care of pigs ard chiden. Socialising helps in proaurir
labour when needed and therefore is a part of “work” though it may look lik
leisure. Quitivators eqlain trelr declining yields ad raterial stardards of livir
in their oantams, vhich reveal the inedricabil ity of production and the peyoeptac
of tre natural vorld, all of which is mediated by the process of “soclalisatian” i
the comunity .

The effort of the soil conservation and forest departments to introduce higd
value comodities wes not gereral ly acoeptable since It required adjustment ¢
the part of tre cultivator's to unfami liar priinciples of production, of the futre &
of the labour process. Risks were higher as were the evenual returms, ifall ver
well. All did not often go wel I . There existed a ggp between whatt the govermmer
wes willing to do and whatt: Its target groyp required. The aultivators could, eve
intre relatively ineccessible aress, relate declinirg yields o tre inaresse Inp
lation, which altered the relationship between resources and nunbers. There ve
recognirtion, arising fran primary experience, that the reduction of the falllc
periad resultsd in Sorter goeciies of trees ad bughes, which did not yield gptiine
amounts of fertiliser after buming. They allso knew of the prablem of soil erosic
and the aunulative effect of this on jhum and, consequently, steep slopes han
been tre last gotion as sites of aultivation. The farst preference ves 1o restor
jhunto its erstwhile level of productivity ™ Ore of the eplarations given ton
for the declire in yields wes the shift fran measurements fram hands to mauc
and kilograms. This doservation provides an insight into the deeply arbiguoL
process by which subsistence aultivators adjust, not entiirely favourably, to e
incressingly peretrative market econony and at the sare time to portray thei
declining stardards of living. The govermment hed advisad the aultivators to plar
vattle tress ad arstrnuct trades an treir fields, but thisves inpracticeblle ginve
the taght sdredlles of aultivation and the necessity for a rigild acheranoe to timinge
which did not allow scarce time and labour to be expended. The govermmer
aortinued to think in texns of the aultivation of high~value agps ad large-scal
trarsfomatio, while the aultivators vere left to grgple with treir progressinel
meegre retuns.

These sdares fell dorteven at the tedmical level, usually because of thei
Taulty inplerentation. Trere are saveral instances of lgpses. InCrardigre villagr
aooording to Batjeg Momin, the “soill paople” (thet is, the persarel of the stat
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21l conservation department) introduced coffee plantation in the 19/0s. When
e villagers asked what aoffee wes, they were tolld (not untruthful ly) thatt itwes
beverage like tea. Covinoad of the viisbility of its production, villagers todk Lp
Jffee plantation work, first aswege labour and then independently. The “soil
xple” in fact disgopeared after the Tirst year. The agpves partially dareged by
abhar, a species of deer. When the coffee crop wes ready, Batjeng and the
thers took the beans to the nearby Chandigre village weekly bazaar with the
Ttention of selling them. The beans prampted much specullation in the bezaar,
Jt no buyers were forthcoming given the uncertainty about whether twes a
petable or a fruit. Batjeng explained that coffee wes drurk like tea. Firally,
e peoplle substituting the beans for tea leaves mece a beverage. Nothing hep-
1ed despite boiling them. tves onlly subseguentlly, after a greatt deal of effort
Tailing absence fran the fields, that they realised the complicated procedures
Mwolved in starting a coffee plantation. The groners were paid only after the
Jffee Board hed evaluated the aoffee and graded It a procedure which in effect
plied that the groners would be paid a year after the aoffee hanvest. The goverm-
1t ook o lag to realise the barefits of eoouraging a shirft fron the production
Fexotics like ooffee, tea, rudber, cimamn and cashewnuts (Wwhich laded an
Jequate back-Up marketing organisation) to the production of loner value but
xcally knoan and disposable crops ke oranges and pinegples.

Dry terracss, tried ona large scale in the post=1956 periad, met with limieed
Jooess. WWhere the terraces were aooepted, argps were groan in the same mixtures
5 they were on the jhum fields. On the whole aultivators reallised that hilll pecdy
nicokru) used for preparing the fermented rice brew (bestchi) did not dowell an
araces.® In Selvalgre village there wes an unexpected twist to the story. The
Fraces vere abandored after the first year; the fertility of the soil wes reduoced
e tothe top soill being lost in the process of neking the terrace, ad yieldsvere
w. Twerty years later the areaves covered with trees and the people returmed
J jhum on the sare terraces, achieving much higher yields then before. The gov-
mment finally adnitted failure in its attenpt to grow cereals on terraces ad
isontinsd tree efforts.

The creation of jhun settlanent collonies fram the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s
s apother inrtiative that failed to meet with the eqpected suoeess. At ae leel
shift to the colony entailled a move fran ane’s oan akhing to another which wes
ither In another akhing area. or ucer the ryotwari settlerent system of the “plain
wzas” . twes conseguently goposed by the tribals. In Tripura, a postiortem of
e Karandherra village scheme revealed that many families had abandoned the
lain aress to jhum intte hills, otters gae their land 1o bargedars (Gareargpers)
ram a nearby refugee colony 1o supplement their resources, and many settlers
rked as dai ly-wege labourers. Floods in the farst few years of residence led to
poor yield of rice, whichwes quickly consumed leaving little seed to resov the
Jllowving year. Bven the availablle stodk wes not enough for consurption and
ice hed 1o be purdnesed fran the fair priice shop. This requiired cash, whichvwes
amed through vwege payments. The periiad of labour wes coincidental ly the periad
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for soving the amen argp.- The villlagers coulld not aope wirth the transition frc
shifting auktivation to ssttled aultivation ad the ucertainties of ararket ecoony
In the hills, when argps failed, neighbours helped aut, and hunting and gatherr
fran the forest syplarented sUbsistence in the event of a calamity. The villleger
agreed 1o shift in the farst irstance anly if the entiire villlage ves shirfted. Hinte
meatt hed been distributed equal ly in the village, which wes now not possible be
caee of the physical distance fran the forests. But these ptiasvere rot availlabl
inthe colonies. The target graup retumed to the hillls 1o jum even after spadir
Tour years in the colony (Gangully 1969: 108-5).

The Agro-Economiic Research Centre (AERC), Jorhatt, conducted a series ¢
studies. One of these was a conparison between the yields under shirfting aulti
vation and terrace systars in Darergiri village, Garo hills (Borah and Gosnar
1977/1980) . Tre study concluded thatt the yields under shirfting aultivation wer
anmesurate with terrace aultivation yields. Scientists explained this by suggest
ing that the aultivators spent more time and effort on the jhum pllots. The repor
retained its farth in terrace aultivation, aocluding thet the barriers to the suooes
of terraces were institutional (o private overshiip) and econanic (lack of ted-
rnology and resources), whiich coulld be essilly overoare. The study glosses ove
other facts. For eaple, terrace auktivation reguires greater inputs intems
fertilisers, pesticides ad irrigation. The aost of mairtaining and costructir
terraces ina region of high rainfall wes also not taken into acoount. The terrac
Crops were more prone 1o damege by insects, pests and weeds. Other reasons Tt
the preference of jhun over terraces were: greater argp diversity ves possible 1
jhum, ataste preference for tre varieties of rice groin an the jhun fields, and the
It was seen as the best method for growing vegetables (AERC, 1969). Rame
krishren (1922: 198-200) hes provided more tedmiical reesors for the unsuitzbi it
of terrace systens: yields fran antiinuous terrace farming declire after saven' t
eight years unless the plots are heavily merured. Further, terraces prevent anl
cati loses (tet is, loss of soill), ot of Its rutrients, nitrogen and phogdoral
losses thraugh sediment, run-offwater ard peroolation losses, whidh, though loe
then uder jhun, ramain substantial .

CoNCLUSION

The “prabllem” of jhum inthe official literature onnorth-esst India suggests they
IS a dominent view that it, despite contrary conclusions arrived at by UNEC
under the Man and Biosphere Series (VAB/UNESQO 1986), needs to be elimin
ated altogether. The MAB studies readhed the concllusion thatt it is possible fc
shifting aultivation to aoexist with other forms of land use Inawider econony €
aviable systanof lard use, with the caveat that there is anesd for greater effort
1o inoreese the productavity of shirfting cultivataion. Bt in the absance of attentic
o shifting auktivation, a sortening of svidden gcles hes antributed to deser i
Tication of the countrysice in the north-east. The falloas are not long enoug
o allow tre forest to recop. Since the fertility of the soil dgpends on bumir
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iaress, ad the bumed biaress is insufficient, productivity hes fallen, leading
3 loner carnrying Ggpecity. Living evidenoe of this is visible in Grerrgounji, which
s a barren area despite the heawy rainfall It receives during the year. The de-
radation in the vegetative cover and the high rainfall hes leed to soils that are
saded and nutrient deficient. Reauperation is a slov ychilll process.

Shifting cultivation continues 1ts donnvard spiral . This sub-gptinal ity arises
ran o conflicting tendencies: (2) the dominant pejorative perogption of jhum
stutiny itselfas policy ad beirg diffused throughvariiass formal and informal
narels and acouiring such daninance thatt it began affecting the swiddeners’
sHperogption of their anactivity; ard (p) the dsance of aprecticeble alterrative
coonpanying the efforts to eliminate jhun. The extension of democratic decen-
ralisation hes ereblled the aontiinuatiion of the practiice, since policy insuch in-
tanoss inevitably folloss politics. Hovever, the absence of real poner to the
Jtonarous district councill, especial ly financial poner, prevents any positive
Ttenattion o integrate the shifting auktivation systenwirth the larger regiaeal
ooy Apart fran this deficiency, district-level policy mekers see shifting
Jitivation as agroud-level reality that nesds to be adkoMeded de tovarias
pulsias. IT it is recognisd as a legitinate system of aultivation relevat to
eraiural aditiosof itsprectice, itmust follovtretall tre agricultural fecilities
ffered to wet-rice aultivation and other such camercially valugble systens
hould be extended to jhum.

In the periad uder study there was an absance of an effective dallege to the
mirant idsss an shirfting aultivation in India. The situation looks blegk unlless
nere is nore of an effort to recognise both the fragile dynemisan of the system
dthreery real prablemof 1ts abil ity to survine inttenore intrusive eviramant
Fthe wider polrtical econany.®

Notes

Special mention needs to be mede of an Indian Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR) study
by Chatunvedi and Uppal (1953)- The flloods in the Brahmaputra valley were seen to have been
primarily caused by shifting cultivation, which in tum caused deforestation ad led to soil
erosion, which then raised the level of the bed of the river causing it to spill oer its berksad
wresk havoc. These senior of ficials (the agricultural comissioner ad the inspector gereral of
forests respectively) roted:
The surprise, therefore, is ot that there is il erosion in the Shilllog plateau, but is, that
there is =0 little. Inthe Garo Hills riddled with age-old jhum (shirfting) cuktivation, are still
Sees streans carrying clear vater after heavy shoners. Had this area been anywhere near the
Himalayas, the problem of shifting cultivation would have solved itself, by the shifting of
the whole hilllsides leaving no place to shift to. The situation is, honever, different in the
Nega and Lushai hillls whose geographical formation renders them nore prone to soilll erosion.
(ibid. 9
Other benchmark studies are MAB/UNESCO (1986) and Ramakrishnan (1992).
Prasad (2003) advocates the need for positive intenention within shifting aultivation systars,
and eplores the limitations of sare of the frames of analysis on shifting aultivation.
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For eamle, a random erntry in the diary of the deputy comissianer, Khasi and Jaintia hill
for the week ending 3-10 Aprill, entry dated 31 March 1864, expresses the need to request tt
“chiefs” 1o contain the evill (Veghallaya Archives Celll).

Report of the Proceedings of the Forest Conference, Allahabed, 1873-74, Part 111, p. 68, Natione
Archives of India [NAI]. Calcutta: Govermment Press.

See Peal (1833) In Indian Forester. Similar sentiments are echoed in official records of differer
departments of the ICAR at various lewels.

Department of Revenue and Agriculture, Forests, “A” Pros., No. 16, Decarber 1839 (NAD).
“Proposed Narengiri forest resene’, Fille no. and date not merntioned, DC Record Roam, Ture
Garohills.

“Report on the Sonaram R. Sangma Agirtattion by Mr J_.C.. Arbuthnott, to the Chief Secretary 1
the Govermment of East Bengal and Assam”, Shillong, May 1907 (OC Records, Tura). Ti
movement took up the issue of begar or impressed labour, a demand for deservation of fores
lands and recognirtion of certain lands as belonging to Garos.

Rev. “A” Pros. Nos. 1116, Septenber 1892, “Clains to highlands in the Jaintia Hills” fit
S.E. Rita, Sub Divisional Officer, Jonai, to the OC Khesi and Jaintia Hills, No. 12, 512, Jul
182, p. 1, paras 1ad 2.

T

The belief being that left alone natural vegetation reaches an gotimal state and cotinues 1
regenerate itself in an ideal way. Human interference disrupts the cycle and dnarfs tt
develgoment of natural species.

In Buma, the practice called tunpang sari wes the main method for artificial afforestation.
Working Plan, Kamrup Forests, 1921, Shillong, p. 13, para 56.

There is arple documentation of the working of the system, possibly because the labourel
opposed it Most of the detaills 1 have gathered are fram persoral interviens at the Angratul
forest reserve in the Garo hills in July 1992. Suren Marak and Raben Marak (aged appoxinatel
R years and 60 years respectively) were my chief informants.

Verrier Elwin (1959: 83) noted that taungya cultivation wes not part of a programe 1o inpro
jhum, but to bring it to an end by substituting it with a permenent cash crop.

Progress Report of Forest Adninistration, 191415 to 1921-22, p. 69, para 69.
“Note on the Garos” by W. Shew, retd OC Garo hills, Covernor’s Secretariat Records (hencefort
GS Records) (Confidential), Fille No. 228-C/1945 Assam State Archives [ASA].-

Downs (1972) argLes that an the wholle, despiite thiis, Christiianity did not leed to a transformatiic
inthe lives of the tribal paople. He holds the state adninistration regarsible as the chiefage
of dange in the Garo hillls. Ghristianity, acoording 1o him, only hellped the tribals to agpe wiit
the change by giving them a positive identity and education.

There are reports (true or otherwise) that the converts were forced to work on Sundays ¢
daily-wage labourers. Elsenhere missionary accounts record conplaints that villagers wel
not allowing a school to run on the grounds that: “people were being forced to study” and wel
telling others to drirk. “Jingnen’s dharges agaiinst Rintang”, fran Dr Reverend Harding. Depanrt
ment GS File No. 1063, 1923, Garo Baptist Convention Records, Mission Records, Missic
Campound, Tura. Whether these are acts of resistance or just some nuisances recorded by t
missiararies isdiffialt togare.

“Proposed introduction of terraced cultivation in the northem parts of the Knesi and Jainti
hills district’, Revenue Department (Revenue), “A” Pros. Nos. 50-61, no. 51, paras 17, 18
(Meghalaya State Record Room [MSSR])-

“Systam of paying cash to aultivators for terraced rice aultivation in the hills”, GSRecords, “t
Pros. Nos. 194-195, Septerber 1941 (ASA).

“Settlement of 80 bighes of land witth Kamen Singh of Reshu, near Damras in the Garo hills f
ordinary aultivation”, note by the OC Garo hills district, Gereral Department, Reverue Brand
“A” Pros. Nos 13-16, June 1904 (MSSR)-

Dr Reverend Hardiing took a keen interest in dissueding villagers fran forming new settlenent
“Jingnan’s charges against Rintang”, Tura, GS Department, File No. 1063, 6 Noverber 1%
(Garo Baptist Converttion Records, Mission Campound, Tura) .
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. “Denudation of forests in the Garo hills: Replacement of jhum by other methods”, note by GD
Walker, DC Garo hills, dated 30 May 1938, GS Records, Miscellaneous, “A” Pros. Nos 1-11,
September 1940 (ASA).

. Qulled fram various neaspaper reports in the Assan Tribure, a Gunahati-based English daily.
. Note by A.R.H. Macdonald, DC Garo hills, dated 19 April, from the DC Tour Diary for the

month of April 1941, GR, 88/1942, “Proposed Narenggiri forest resenve’ (ASA).

.. Collection of BEvidence fram Laskars, etc. by the DC Garo hills, report of Salnang Laskar,

VeuzaNo. 111, Village Wariboligiri, East, Antmengi, Garo hills District, dated 5 July 1940,
Collection No. V111, File No. 10, Index No. 21, Miscellaneous (CC Records, Tura).-
Notice issued (in Garo) by the OC Garo hills to all Laskars of Mauzas 1-1V, “The shifting
aultivation Mazas” , Revenue Department, Collection No. V, Agriculture Branch, FileNo. 1,
No. 387/R-1, “B” Pros (OC Records, Tura).
. “Demonstrations”, Revenue Department, Agriculture Branch, CollectionNo. V, File No. 17,
1920-21 (DC Records, Tura).
. “Denudation of forests in the Garo hills”, CollectionNo. IX, Forests, FileNo. 1, Miscellaneous,
1940 (OC Records, Tura).
Collection No. VI, File No. 10, Index No. 21, dated 24 October 1938, DC’s note dated 17
April 1938 (OC Records, Tura). This note shows the essential lack of understanding of the
system of shifting aultivation. The officials assured, and to sore extent still do, that fires
vere litarbitrarily on the fields which then spreed causing damege 1o reserved forests and to
property. In reality, fireswere 1t on specified dates and with prior careful plaming, comon
knowledge and adequate safeguards against spreading. Firing of fields is the most celicate
operation in shifting cultivation and a fire wongly lit can lead to enormous darege; It may
rain, or the firemay not ligitvell, or it may blow tonerds the settlement area, possibilities of
which the aultivators, more than anyore else, were (and remain) acutely anare.
A “Note on the deforestation of some parts of the Garo hills” by Reverend J.JM. Nichols-Roy,
Minister, Local SeH~Govermment, triggered of F a volure of enouiries by forest and civil author-
ities, the proceedings of which were keenly pursued in the English press and which becare a
major issue of discussion in the legislative assenbly. The note contains the minister’s con-
ments on “the denuded state of the country” while motoring between Mankachar and Tura. See
“‘Note . . . ”, dated 22 March 1938, GS Miscellaneous, “A” Pros, Nos 1-11, Septerber 1940,
“Denudation of forests in the Garo hills” (CC Records, Tura)-
In Letter No. 31, Tura, 17 May 1938, Jobang D. Marak, MLA, to J. Rynjah, DC Garo hills,
comenting on Nichols-Roy”s observations on the denudation of forests and the consequent
proposal to afforest the land wrote, “Keeping in view the dearth of lands for jhuming 1 am
somenhat disinclined to advocate the proposed propeganda; nor do 1 consider the question to
be very urgent or expedient on a very large scale at present.” GSMiscellaneous, “A” Pros. Nos
111, Septerber 1940, “Denudation of forests in the Garo hills” (OC Records, Tura).
. Memo No. B/955, from L.J. Denaugerede, DFO, Garo Hills to Reverend J.J.M. Nichols-Roy,
Minister, Local Self-Goverrment, through the DC Garo hills dated 22 March 1938, in the DC
Records Collection No. VI, Index No 21 (Undated) (OC Records, Tura).

. An exanple is de Schlippe (1956). The emphasis on the need to understand the habits and

asstars of the pegple in order to present solutiions shoulld be seen in this aontext. 1t is ot sur-
prising that meny of these studies provided excel lent dooumentation of shifting cultivation in
different regions. There have been few camparable studies in the Indian case, and those thatt
exist are of recert vintage.-

. Fram C. Purkayastha, Chief Forestry Working Group for Asiia and the Pacific, to S_K. Dutt,

Assam Chief Secretary, File No. TAD/FR/33, 1952, “Study in shifting cultivation, jhuiming
in the hill aress of Assam by FAO” (ASA).

. For typical expositions see Snith and Purkayastha (1946), Gosnami (1963: 6-10) and Saha

3.
Uofficial note of Director, Information and Rublic Relations, Meghalaya, Agricultural Depart-
ment (Gereral), File No. 47, 1972 (VSRR).-
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“Schare for regrouping of villages inGaro hills’, p. 4, para 11, Meghalaya Agriculture (Gererz
Department) 3/72 (MSRR).

Ibid., p. 3, para8.

\atters (1971); see pp- 1-37 for comparisons with studies in north-esst India.

The Shilllong Times (ST), Saturday, 30 August 1969, p. 3.

Report of the National Comision of Agriculture, Vol. IX (1976) . New Delhi: Ministry ¢
Agriaulture, pp. 606-6, para 13.2.4 of report.

Id.

“Note on the National Comission of Agriculture”, p. 2, Agriculture Department, Genere
Branch, File No. Agri (G) 41171977, Part V (VSRR).

This is one problem, with the explanation in Bina Agarval (1994), of the inpetus of socic
econamic change leading to altered gender roles in the Garo hills. Agarval’s identification ¢
state action as the primary driver behind the transformation of shifting cultivation shifts foa
anay fram the inpulses gererated within the system of cultivation itself, and does not acoour
for the specificities of the political econamic space within which the practice continues ¢
presnt

There are nurerous instances of petitions for relief after poor paddy yields because jhun fire
oould not be it on tine, or due to untinely rainfall, crop damege by insects and pests. See Kt
instance, “Proceedings of the Durbar Elaga regarding jhumming cultivation at Lumshnong
Jonai, 1972”7, Agriculture (Gereral), 172/72 (VSR)..

The Garo Hills Autonomous District Council, Acts, Rules and Regulations as Amended up 1
31 December 1968, Tura, 1968, pp.17-20.

“Soi I Conservation Scheme for Crash Programme for Rural Employment”, Tribal Areas ar
Backward Classes Department (hereafter TAD), Soil/9%6/1971, para 1l (ASA).

Thiis aspect is unarbiguously brought out in an intermal publication (Suchang 1987) . Suchar
wes then a conservator .

This information has been gathered personal ly fron Chandiigre and Asangre villages in tt
Garo hills inJduly 1992.

Letter franR.T. Rymbai, Secretary, Tribal Areas Department to M.C. Jaodb, Senior Conservatt
of Forests, discussing the criticisms made by Wil liamson Sangra, Chief Executive Merber
Garo Hills District Council, inD.O. No. TAD/FR/70/1956 (ASA) -

Batjeng Momin of Chandigre village (age approximately 71 years), explained the decline i
his standard of living, defined by declining production, in terms of being ureble to celebrat
wargala, the main festival of non-Christian or sonsarek Garos, coinciding with the harnvest ¢
the main crops in the jhun fielld, and the other festivals. The celebration of these festivals i
Seen as necessary 1o ensure goad yields successively, and the two are related inacyclical vay
He could not celebrate the festivals due to the paucity of rice, which is necessary for tt
feasting that acoompanies the festival rites. He recalled a time when his jan (Storehouse) we
full of grain and he had taken some rice to Tura to sell. There were no buyers for itandt
disposed of it for a trifling sum. Now he hes to purchese rice and fou from the market at ©
orbitant rates. Noben Sangma (76 years approximately) kept his “door open” o feed people
worshipped and folloned all the prescriptions keeping step with the values of the comuniy
and wes seen to be better of F as a consequence.

Momin of Chandigre village, when asked what would be ideal conditions for cultivatior
replied, “To be able to aultivate ina thick forest where the trees are tall . He coulld not imegir
a life without abe-ca.

Information fumished by Khalsin Sangma and Rongseng Sangma of Kangkalangre village i

Garo hills on 30 July 1992.

Very of the debattes invollving shirfting aulitivation negllect the tedmical aspects of the conditia
under which it iis carried out, and the limits within which it reproduces itself. The soil ¢
which shifting aultivation is carried out is usual ly poor in nutrients and the topography of tt
area uneven, leaving the soil highlly exposed and prone to weatthering. The bumiing of the floi
prior to cropping alters the soill composition even further, leading to a further depletion ¢
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nutrient contents, particularly nitrogen. Subsequent to firing, and folloving the fallow periad,
the soil is able to reaperate saore of its properties, but for the overall nutrient gain to exased
the loss, aminimum fallow is crucial, or else the soil depletes itself to a point where recoery
is\ery difficult ad vegetative suooession degererates 1o a point when forest cover is replaced
by grassland and even deserts. This has a cyclical effect on productivity under jhun and the
whole system is trapped in a cotinuous doamnerd spiral . Documenttation of this kind is foud
in Ramakrishnan (1994). Additionally, research has shoan that there could be a connection
between Flooding in the Bangladesh plains and rainfall pattems in Meghalaya (Hofer 1997) .
Cherrapunj i, with its extraordinary amual precipitation of 9,527 nm, concentrated between
May and Septenber, may contribute directly to floading in the flood plains of north-eastem
Bangladesh. A bald rocky landscape and shallow soi s allow for easy nn-of . \Where has the
vegetation gone? How did it disappear? Shifting cultivation played no insignificant role in
contributing to the Cherrapunj i topography and possibly then to the flloods in Bangladesh.
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