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The fragility of the Northeast’s integration 

• The integration of Northeast India into mainstream Indian life has been on the national 

agenda from the very start of India’s journey as an independent nation.  

• The region has always been seen to be somewhat alien and needing assimilation, which 

found (and finds) reflection in administrative terms too.  

• Two such measures, on opposite ends of the spectrum, should characterise this 

predicament: the Sixth Schedule of the Constitution introduced in 1949 and the 

draconian Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act (AFSPA), promulgated in 1958.  

The Sixth Schedule 

• The Sixth Schedule was independent India’s first administrative instrument for 

undivided Assam’s tribal belt. The works of Verrier Elwin, a British-born Indian 

anthropologist, who advocated for tribals to be encouraged to live by their own 

geniuses, were its inspiration.  

• The Schedules mandated the formation of Autonomous District Councils in which, 

among others, tribal customary laws were given legitimacy. 

• The Naga Hills refused the Sixth Schedule and would have nothing less than 

sovereignty. A powerful insurgency resulted, and in its wake, AFSPA, with sweeping 

powers given to the armed forces.  

• As an overture of pacification, the Naga Hills district was merged with the adjacent 

Mon and Tuensang subdivision of the North Eastern Frontier Agency (NEFA), or 

today’s Arunachal Pradesh, to form a separate Nagaland State in 1963.  

• Naga insurgency, however, raged on in different avatars. A peace negotiation has been 

in progress for the last 25 years, and the hope is that this would culminate in a lasting 

settlement. 

• In 1972, most of these autonomous regions were bifurcated from Assam. Meghalaya 

became a State, while Arunachal Pradesh and Mizoram were made Union Territories. 

The latter two were upgraded to States in 1987. Tripura and Manipur were also 

upgraded to States in 1972. 

Inclusion by accommodation 

• The changes the North Eastern Council (NEC) went through can be read as a 

demonstration of this. This institution was founded in 1971 as an advisory body.  
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• Initially, its members were Governors of the Northeast States, thereby remaining as the 

ears and eyes of the Centre. Its original pledge too made security the primary concern.  

• In 2002, the act that brought NEC to life was amended. From an advisory role, it became 

an infrastructure planning body for the region. Sikkim was also brought into its fold.  

• Significantly, its executive structure expanded to include Chief Ministers of these 

States, linking it to the aspirations of local electorates. 

• Likewise, DoNER was created in the Union Government in 2001, and in 2004 it was 

upgraded to a full-fledged Ministry. The paranoid suspicion of a “foreign hand” too has 

all but disappeared, and, earlier, in 1991, India’s Look East Policy was born with the 

stated objective of linking the Northeast with the vibrant economies of South East Asia.  

• In 2010, a protected area regime that had restricted visits to Nagaland, Manipur and 

Mizoram by foreigners was relaxed.  

• Although unsuccessful, there was even a judicial commission constituted in 2004 to 

recommend a way to repeal or else “humanise” AFSPA. The new optimism was 

palpable.  

As India gained confidence and shed its insecurities about further Balkanisation after its 

traumatic Partition experience, the outlook towards national identity and nationalism 

underwent moderations, inclining toward a constitutional definition of these 

understandings rather than it is culture.  

 


