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Finding a Middle Path: A Close
Reading of Verrier Elwip’g

A Philosophy for NE F4

Subhrajyoti Chanda
AssistantProfessor.
Department of En glish

Jorhat College
1. Introduction:

Verrier Elwin was an Oxford

cducated Englishman ang the son
ssionary who travelle

d to India in 1927 on a religious mission.
But once under the influence of Mahatma Gandhi, he left the Christian
Mission to work among t

he tribal people of central India. 11is
autobiography The Tribal

World of Verrier Elwin (1989) reveals his romantic
g among the so called ‘uneducated’ tribal people. The
autobiography combines both

Interest in workin

The love ing
Oxford had 1ts own

who left indelible
numeroys g

. . . . i , R R1I

pired by his readings of English romantic pe IL\ .
. . . - . » ‘ ‘ \ E\ N

share in making him a self - trained anthrop:

. . . + 26 books
mark in his field of study — he wrote -“"‘h\. and
rticles, shot overl0,000 black and white photogra|
had ree]g of 16mm fj

N

Im documenting the tribal cultures ondl \? ‘]\'\‘\ﬂl‘n

life that he encountered first in Central India. and later n nk\- ontn

East part of India. He writes in the mode of contession that |.‘:lm\|m:-'
as accidental, he did not have any for mal ut

in e
, % ‘h\\l‘ll-\
that fact was scoffed at by regular s¢

into anthropology w
On the subject and
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- 14 But Elwin justified his ground, his heightened sensitivity
||e!('-0ped by his readings of English Romantic poets and philosophers
de:l]: hoth the Fast and the West had helped him develop a unique
:)letrspeclive to appreciate and also .resolve lhe‘ma_ny conflicts in the
ribal world. Tt needs also bfa .menlmned that Elwin married into the
(ribal society and so perhaps it is understandable that his personal angle
in addressing the problems of the tribal sociely comes from a sincere
empathetic understanding,

His Philosophy for NEFA (1957) gives an insider’s perspective
on the conflicts faced by the tribes of Arunachal Pradesh (NEFA) and
also by the officials of newly independent India assigned with the
responsibility of assimilating the isolated tribal people of the region.
2. Objective:

The objective of the paper is to attempt a critical appreciation
of Elwin’s unique perception at resolving the con flicting position faced
by foth the tribal groups and the officials of a young country (it was
10 year of India’s independence when A Philosophy for NEFA was
published).

3. Methodology:

The research paper follows the method of ‘close reading” of
the text — 4 Philosophy for NEFA to understand his philosophical
approach to the conflicts resulting from the clash of the two world views
~ tribal and ancient on the one hand and rational and modern on the
other.

4. Discussion:
L1. Developing a newstance:

Elwin writes that the British administration in the pre -
ir?delf’endence times approved of the policy of ‘leave them alone” vis a
Vis the tribes of North Fast India for three basic reason: )

4. running an administration in the border areas wasdi(licult:
the desire to quarantine the tribalfolks:
¢ and also the idea that the tribal people were happy they way they

led their lives inisolation.
But by taking the notion of the ¢ e
Noble Savage by the horns, Elwin questions the Ve puts ‘““-“ aHioe
'dea which guided the official approach ol'muinluu?l"&' administrative
dlstance_ Firstly, the tribal people were not rcul!.\ [ree | rerchants
“Xploited Jot: cheated by money — lenders, saminders and merchants.

arefree lives ol Rousseau s
ol the

they were an
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the idea of the carefree ‘noble savage’ is amyth — the v
FA was hard — ‘burdened with anxiety . . digtrast of
Stracte

lavery and cruel punishment” and thirdly, jsoq;
. 1
s not really an answer in the modern timon
es,

Secondly,
the tribal folks in NE

by war, kidnapping, S
or administrative distance wa

especially ina modern welfare state.
The young man educated in schools “con siders himself free o
)

and, superior to the laws, regulations and customs of his ‘backwarq’

and relations” (Elwin, 1957, p. 5). This stance leads to conflict

parents
Is and elders of the tribal society. Elwip

between educated individua
gives illustrations of very many anthropological researches conducted

in different parts of the world which reveal the dangers ‘in upsetting
too rapidly the harmony’ in the tribal society which has evolved naturally
for centuries (EIwin, 1957, p.8)

The path that Elwin proffers as a kind of an answer to the
problem is also declared as the stance of the then prime minister — Mr
jawaharlal Nehru. The idea is to build further on the historical and
cultural development of the tribal societies; to approach the tribal people
with the spirit of affection and not with the sense of superiority complex.
The policy advocated by the author is clearly different from that of
simple and clear — cut approach of ‘assimilation’ or ‘detribalization’
practised elsewhere. Elwin welcomes the Nehruvian policy of
approaching the tribal question as based on anthropological and
historical research — that it should be guided by the gospel of friendliness
and equality guided by the spirit of reverence. Elwin’s writing is replete
with beautiful imagery which he uses to drive home his path of following

the via — media of the golden mean:

“We see now that the tribal people will b
to India if they are able to bring their own pec
common life, not becoming second —rate copies o

1957, p. 13)
But the challenge is to bring about a synthesis of the precious

tribal values of self — reliance, courage and artistic gifts nurtured for
generations and the advantages of modern medicine, agriculture an
education along with the very many products of systematic research-
1.2. Proposed Forestpolicy:

o The author’s long association with the tribal folks gave him th
insight into the democratic approach followed in the sharing the for'est
resources. The following quote will give us a glimpse into the working
of his understanding mind: } 7

e of the greatest service
uliar treasures into the
fourselves.” (Elwin,
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uccessful, it would, therefore, be a courteou
for him to distribute a good proportion of th

should be at least h?]D to the tribesmen in whose forest he }{aslils:](t):dl’f
(Elwin, 1957, p. 20)

As an anthropologist, Elwin is aware o
and fishing is something more than a search f,
activity involving strict taboos. ... (p. 19). There
dictates that sudden government action agai
adversely affect the fledgling relationship be
and Government.

1.3. Proposed Policy regarding Jhumecultivation:

That jhum cultivation is harmful for the environment is well
known, but the administration should not openly declare it as evil for
that might have political repercussion — and so the way out is that of
the golden mean of allowing both permanent and shifting cultivation
side by side till the time the folks realize the best way for them in the
new context. He gives instances where the administration instead of
outrightly rejecting jhuming teaches improved methods within the
traditional framework (p.22).

L.4. Proposed Policy regarding dresshabit:

While discussing the problem of dressing up the tribal members,
Elwin reflects upon the views of Tagore, Shaw and Gandhi. The author
stating Tagore’s views regarding the sense of aesthetics of proper
dressing argues that it would be wrong to look down upon the tribal
folks for their primitive dress habits or shame them into wearing d.resses
Simply unsuitable in the climatic condition they live in. He gives a
Poignant description of dress sense gone wrong: “A Konyak YOUth' 1S
himself a work of art. But take him to school, and at once he Strips
himself of all his glory, and in a few days this splendid boy, who formerly
had the air of a prince, looks like a coolie’ (p.38).

Drawing upon the ideas of George Bernard Shaw and Mahan.nav
Gandhi, the author asserts that scanty dressing dOCS.UOt necessarily
mply overt sexuality or immorality. He justifies the' l¥ttle.weaf ofvthe
triba] people of NEFA by quoting Gandhi: ‘Were I ll'vmg. in a'torest, I
Would go without clothes. Nature has clothed mankind in skin...The
loftiest beauty of man lies in his nudity’ (p. 41).

f the fact that ‘hunting
r food: it is 3 religious
fore, the common sense
nst these rituals might
tween the tribal society
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That the tribal PCOPIC.WOUId ohEnge th.eir dress habits

their interaction with the outside world is me‘v;ltall)le, but agajy

back to Tagore, Elwin says that should follow ‘the law of necess;j

not the law of imitation” (p. '50)- . .

1.5. Creating the right envnronment. for frlendlymteraction:

One of the greatest hindrances in the path tf)w.ards reconciliatiq,
and assimilation is assertion of the sense of superiority complex o fpe
part of the outsiders in NEFA and tl)e consequent sense of inferjoy;
complex of the tribal folks. Appreciating Nehru’s policy towargg the
tribal groups in India, Elwin asserts that the government plans for the
people in the tribal belt should always be marked by “humility’ on the
part of the outsider and graced by sincerity. And in this connection, the
author lays immense emphasis on learning the local languages on the
part of the outsiders for it is a matter of common sense that when one
finds a foreigner speaking in one’s own language, one feels reassured,

As has been stated earlier in the paper, dress habits have a lot to
do with boosting confidence levels of the wearer. Showing disrespect
to the wearer for his/her peculiar sartorial habits is sheer meanness, it
destroys irreparably the ground to meet in equal terms creating a sense
of inferiority complex. Elwin raises the point in view of the fact that
the tribal folks take great pride in their dress habits but which are scoffed
at by the outsiders from the plains. But sartorial habits are essentially
linked with culture, society and geographical locations. However, if
required, an adaptation of the local dress to suit newer conditions should
always be welcomed. Elwin gives the instance of an excellent blazer
designed for high school students in Pashighat — ‘Tt is based on the Adi
coat and is hand — woven on the Adi loom, but it is better tailored. thf
sleeves have been made longer, it has a collar, buttons and two POCketbg
It remains fully tribal, but is the same time adapted to the school needs
(p. 62).

And of course, a lot depends upon the management on thedli)::
of the officer who should bring a lot of sympathetic understf;“onte"'
knowledge and quick wit while dealing with the tribal ff)lks con rElwill
with novel situations in a new set up. To drive his point honﬁherita.
harrates an episode from his stay at the upper Assam town of Mflos] plaint
ANocte girl once visited the Political Officer’s office with the cn stolem:
that her money that she intended to buy cloths with had, b ej per with
instead of giving her aid in cash, the concerned officer &! v

out of
g0in
ty ang
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weave her own cloth. The clever move, according

of yarn to
1ot only provided for the loss but also boosted her sense of

ot and dignity in front of an official from the plains.

6. The question ofarchitfecture:

' Elwin’s stay with tribal people gave him insights into the little
- indispensable details, hg ot‘>served that in the tribal society everything
goes in circles — they seat in circle around the fire or they gather around
the lecturer oOr the preacher in a circle during meetings. But, in stark
contrast, the modern buildings are in straight lines and rectangles.
Flwin’s works out a resolution of the conflicts of taste with following
suggestions (p.75):
|, Every house built by the government should be raised well off the

ground (just as tribal housesare);

2 Every house should have a seating platform either at the end of
along theside;

3 And since the lives of the tribal people revolve around fire, so
there should be provisions for hearths in modern houses built there
just like the traditional houses in the tribalareas.

By making the new constructions similar to the tribal ones, the
former can be made less shocking and more accommodative of the tribal
customs thus the administration can think of winning the attraction of

the tribes.

1.7. The question of Religion:
Elwin notes that the tribal religion has a general belief in a

Supreme God (Doini — Pollo or the Sun —Moon God of the Adi for
instance) who is just, benevolent and good. Further, the tribal religions
are based on elaborate mythologies. Elwin calls it the tribal ‘Puranas’
which gives a strong sense of history and also gives them a sense of
pride in their descent from some mythological great ancestors (p. 81).
Therefore, a summary rejection of tribal religious practices would do a
great harm to the moral of the tribes. Tribal religion is associated with
social ethics and he notes that the great tribal virtues are discipline,
devotion to work, generosity, hospitality, truth, and kindness. So, it
would simply be stupid to reject tribal beliefs on the ground that these
are simplistic. Elwin suggests that officers should do some kind of
research of the tribal customs on their own, make attempts at least to
understand the tribal beliefs and show due respect to the tribal faiths.
Elwin also warns the officers about their choice of words while talking

3 bund.l ©
(0 [lwin,
self-respe
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about tribal faith — words such as ‘superstitionf,‘lleatlle11” “devi| dan
should be ‘banished’. Instead of using a generalized term g, Ce
"animism’, the officer wold do better to speak of ‘Konyak reli

. -~ _ glop’ 0
‘Adireligion” for such actions accord self-respect and g Sense of g; anit
) g v

to the followers of the community. Again, quite interesting]yj it Woulg
do a great service if the officers use the local word for the Upreme
Being whenever, they talk about God or during oath taking Ceremonjeq

Referring to Sir James Irazer’s Folklore of the 0 Testamep,
Elwin justifies his stance of according due respect to the tribg| faithg as,
even the established religions of the world have their oo N tribg
beginnings. The outsiders need to shed the so-called official burden of
‘uplifting’ / *reforming’ the tribal people and should rather Wwork towards
creating the right mental climate in which the tribal fajth flourishes
albeit in a newer more adaptive way. ’
1.8. Elwin’s approach to the use of opium andalcohol:

Opium addiction is obviously bad, but whole sale destruction
of poppy crop, as was done by the British, might not yield expected
results. Elwin is more in favour of using propaganda campaigns and
issuing licenses for smoking to gradually weed out opium addiction,
Elwin gives interesting anecdotes to show his approach towards the
alcohol /rice beer which forms an essential part of tribal life. He suggests
that if the outsider is a not averse to drinking wine, s/he may take it by
moderation or according to his/her taste; but if he is a teetotaller, he
may simply raise it to his lips (without really drinking) thus showing

that he has no taboo in his mind (p.110).
3. Conclusion:

Elwin came to India as a missionary with the mission to
proselytize, but quite ironically gets transformed himself after coming
into contact with Gandhi. Nehru, Tagore, and Buddhist philosophy while
maintaining steady connections with Western thinkers and philosophers
~ prominent among them being Shakespeare, Rousseau, Wordsworth
and G B Shaw. He lived among the tribes, fell in love with tribal world,
married tribal women and trained himself into becoming a highly
respected anthropologist (without having any formal degree of
anthropology!). His admiration for the revered Buddhist monks at
Tawang Monastery s evealing, he compares them with his masters a
Oxford (Elwin, 1989): his interest ip Buddhism took him perhaps
towards the approach of the middle path and common sense in resolVing
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ihe crisis eme.rging. out the clash of cultures — between tribal Indja and
the other India with its established religions, sophisticated’ culture

ructured society and formal educational set -up.
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