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Northeast of India comprising Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Tripura, Meghalaya, 

Mizoram, Manipur and Sikkim has numerous territorial population groups and sub-groups 

whose culture, history and politics bring numerous influences to the country as a whole. Each 

of the states has its own unique way of life. Notions of identity of these people and their 

cultures play a central role in understanding the prevailing diversity of Northeast and this 

makes the region as one of the fascinating lands of the country. In the political sense, the 

Northeast has reflected a series of cleavages that divided its population into politically 

distinct groups and sub-groups. The salient feature in this heterogeneous regional society is 

the antagonistic segmentation. This resulted in groups and sub-groups with separate identity 

and political aspirations. Political instability and economic backwardness is also another 

feature of this strategically located region. The area has been constantly threatened with 

escalation of unrest that assumes socio-political and cultural-economic dimensions. The 

problems are largely due to alienation of land, increasing requirement of resources, greater 

participation and representation and so on. The multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic and multi-

religious elements of the regional society proved to be decisive and expressed themselves in 

terms of autonomy, and, in some cases, the demand for separation and independence. The 

multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic and multi-religious characteristics are superimposed on the 

complex geographical setting of the region. These exhibited several layers of identity and 

expressions. The post-independence situation in Northeast region has been dominated by 

ethnic resurgence strengthening of accessibility conditions, developmental activities and 

administrative reorganization. The post-independence political system of the region is 
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regularly threatened by destabilization tendencies. The tendencies reflecting the perceived 

inadequacies of this sub-region manifested in forms of insurgency, sustained movements and 

so on. 

Tension and conflict are inherent in the social and political processes operating in 

Northeast region. The influx of immigrants in the wake of the partition of India and the 

emergence of Bangladesh had created an explosive situation upsetting the demographic 

balance in the Northeast. Then followed in its wake of an orgy of violence, looting, and 

killing which took a heavy tool of human lives and loss of property worth millions. There had 

also been a growing sense of alienation bred by geographical isolation, communication gap 

and above all prolonged neglect and indifference of the union government.The influx of 

immigrants created a crisis of identity amongst the indigenous Assamese. The Assamese 

found that the migrants had settled in Assam but most of them were averse to identify 

themselves with the mainstream and consider them as minorities or colonials. Some of them 

didn’t even hesitate at times to do harm to the state to suit their interests. The failure of 

various sections of migrant population to adapt themselves to the local language, customs and 

traditions had accentuated the identity crisis. Then there began by Anti-Foreigner’s 

Movement in 1975 by All Assam Student’s Union (AASU). Since 1973, AASU had been 

demanding detection and removal of the foreigners from voter’s lists. 

Northeast and its culture have also created a framework of its own where heterogeneous 

elements from the eight states come together to part with it. These elements culminate by 

indigenous groups and sub-groups of the region. As the culture changes, the identity also 

changes. Northeast has also undergoes such cultural and identity changes and these changes 

happen because of the impact of globalization. Cultural change is directly related to 

concurrent social, religious, technological and traditional institutional changes. The culture of 

Northeast demonstrates such effective picture which predominantly projects the identity and 

existence of the region and these reflected by writings of the contemporary period.Due to the 

unique social and historical background of Northeast India, its cultures are always provided 

extravaganza to the country. People from outside the country have shown a keen interest to 

study of its culture. For example, Verrier Elwin, a foreign traveler, has attracted so much to 

the beauty of this land that later he decided to stay here forever. The territory itself plays a 

potential role of cultural site for the germination of meaning. Prominent authors from this 

land have discussed this region’s culture and deals with these issues in the backdrop of 

globalization, hybridization, longing for space and home, myths, memories etc. The 
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languages of the region also becomes a crucial vehicle for the understanding the ethnic 

exclusivity and the literature of the region has perceptively informed the inclusive and plural 

ethnic ethos of the geo-political idea called Northeast. 

The trials and tribulations of the people of the Northeast are clearly revealed by the writers 

through their novels, short stories, poetry and prose. Novelists like MitraPhukan, 

JahnaviBarua, Indira Goswami, TemsulaAo, EasterineKire, and Mamang Dai have depicted 

the realities of the region through their works. MitraPhukan in The Collector’s Wife traces the 

history of the turbulent period of Assam during the 1970s and 80s. The novel is set against 

the Assam Agitation of the 1970s and 80s. The violent insurgency that grips Assam can be 

seen throughout the novel and it forms the background of it. The Assam students’ agitation of 

the 1970s and 80s that began as a movement for the self-determination is shown to have 

grown in a full blown insurgency; kidnappings, extortion and political instability have 

become the order of the day. It also shows that the issue of illegal migration from across the 

border has spread mistrust and bitterness among the people of the region. SrutimalaDuara in 

her novel Travelling with Dreams depicts the terrorism prevalent in the State of Assam. The 

central character named Jibon is a hard core terrorist and the novel reveals the attitude of the 

society towards the terrorist organizations, the life of the people who are a part of such 

organizations with special focus on their sufferings and disillusionment. JahnaviBarua, author 

from Assam in her story collection Next Door depicts the lives of the characters in the 

background of Assam’s insurgency. 

The fictions of EasterineKire, on the other hand, trace Naga’s history from the Second 

World War. The impact of the war in the lives of Naga people provides the materials for most 

of the novels of Kire. The women lives during that turbulent period can be seen in her novels 

like Mari, A Terrible Matriarchy, etc. In Mari, she traces the Naga history during the WWII 

through the eponymous character. Through the narratives of Mari, Kire bring out the 

profound impact of the war on the lives of people who found themselves very hard to live. 

Kire in her novels explore the themes of memory both public and personal level. Her 

characters’, especially women, create history of particular time through the lens of their 

memories. 

TemsulaAo’sThese Hills from Home: Stories from a War Zone, as the subtitle suggests a 

collection of stories from a war zone. It is a collection of ten stories based on the Naga 

insurgency. The stories are set in the 1950s and 60s when the Naga rebellion war at its height. 
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For example, the story named “The Curfew Man” evokes the themes of survival, betrayal, 

pain of the people during the period. Ao’s stories remind us of the human costs of integrating 

the Nagas into the mainstream. But she doesn’t make the Nagas mere victims of the Indian 

state. In the stories collection of Mamang Dai’s The Legend of Pensam, she intertwines myth, 

legend, history and memories to recover the life stories of the Adi tribe of Arunachal Pradesh. 

The contemporary writers write with a sense of longing about the rich and unifying 

traditions of the past and lament over the chaotic development of the present. These writers 

most vehemently raised the voice against various problems prevalent in these regions. They 

have talked about the issues which are disturbing the peace of their beautiful homeland with a 

hope to bring changes in the society. They talked about the sufferings of people which are 

deeply embedded in the social system. MitraPhukan in A Monsoon of the Music displays the 

flaws and tormenting issues present in the social system in the region. The novel presents loss 

of values and sanctity of relationship in the present world. The internal as well as the external 

crisis which the characters go through is clearly revealed by the novelist. Novelists from 

Assam in their works explore the socio political themes from the state.  

Indira Goswami in her novels, such asThe Moth Eaten Howdah of the Tusker, Pages 

Stained with Blood, The Man from Chinnamasta,and The Blue Necked Braja have attempted 

to bring social change for the state of Assam. She had been known for her role as a mediator 

between the armed militant group, The United Liberation Front of Assam and the 

Government of India. In her controversial novel The Man from Chinnamasta, she writes 

against the thousand year old tradition of animal sacrifice in the famous Hindu Shakti temple 

of Kamakhya, the mother goddess, in Assam. In this novel, she quotes scriptures to 

authenticate the arguments she puts forward in the novel, i.e., to worship the goddess with 

flowers rather than blood. She was highly criticized by the dogmatic clerics and the 

conservatives but she was capable in the bringing about changes in the mindset of the young 

generation which supported her and stood by her in her protest to stop animal killings for 

religious rituals.  

Siddhartha Deb in his novel Surface brings out the truth related to the various rebel groups 

working in the North-Eastern parts of the country. He introduces the readers to the real life 

scenario as he travels to Manipur and describes the place as having rate of illiteracy and 

unemployment in the region, rampant drug use, promiscuity, AIDS and regular violence with 

government personal as well as ethnic clashes. 
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Through the fictional works of these writers, one can see the inherent culture and politics 

of the region. The culture and politics of northeast provide the materials to trace these 

materials at both personal and public levels. Reading these works of fiction takes us to 

explore the culture and politics of Northeast which is absent from the mainstream narratives 

of Indian writing in English. 
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