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Abstract Measurement of social well-being among

deprived communities is crucial to assess the extent of

marginalization and identify their needs for develop-

ment and planning. In India, Scheduled Tribes are

considered as one of the most marginalized and least

developed communities. At the same time, their levels

of well-being vary from one place to another which is

relatively neglected and hardly examined. The present

study is an attempt to assess levels of social well-being

among tribes in Mizoram, Northeast India. It also

examines the relationship between inequality,

marginalization and autonomy movement in the state.

Principal Component Analysis shows that minority

tribes in the remote southern regions have shown

relatively lower standard of living. The low level of

well-being of ethnic minorities in the south is

attributed to the process of peripheralization starting

from the colonial period. The homelands of ethnic

minorities in Mizoram coincide with the more periph-

eral, remote and less developed areas which are

turning into ‘terrain of struggle’ due to inter-ethnic

conflicts. The paper argued that provision of autono-

mous councils to the southern tribes in the post-

Independence period has largely failed to reduce the

gap between the dominant tribe in the north and the

minority tribes in the south but rather encourages other

communities to demand autonomy. Under this cir-

cumstances, it is advocated that the approach to

decentralization in Northeast India and Mizoram in

particular to be shifted from ethnic-based to place-

based decentralization with emphasis on local

development.

Introduction

In recent years, disparity in social well-being among

ethnic communities has aroused considerable interest

among academics (Dai et al. 2018; Lymperopoulou &

Finney, 2017). Sometimes synonymously used with

quality of life and standard of living, social well-being

is an approach to evaluate quality of life to understand

the needs of particular social groups (Rist, 1980). As a

multi-dimensional concept, social well-being covers

objective information on living conditions as well as

subjective views to provide a picture of quality of life

of a particular community in a region (Cooke et al.

2007; Shucksmith et al. 2009). Marked and persistent
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inequalities among ethnic groups have been well

documented in both developed and developing coun-

tries (see Epprecht et al. 2011; Kijima, 2006).

In India, one of the most exploited, isolated and

deprived communities are the Scheduled Tribes (STs)

(Bhalla & Luo, 2013; Kijima, 2006; Xaxa, 2011).

According to 2011 Census, Scheduled Tribes consti-

tute 8.6 per cent of India’s total population. As a

‘target group for reservation policies’ (Kijima, 2006),

they are safeguarded against cultural assimilation and

resource exploitation from outside to enhance their

well-being through targeted welfare policies. Tribes

are highly concentrated in the Himalayan states of

Northeast India where more than 160 STs and over

400 other tribal and sub-tribal communities are found

(NEC 2008). Autonomous district councils are pro-

vided to certain tribes in different parts of the region.

But, the region is still witnessing inter-ethnic tensions,

violent insurgencies and demand of autonomy by

minority tribes.

Relatively little attention has been given to

inequality among the tribes in India. Most of the

existing literatures deal with inequality at state and

district levels which entail the risk of inclusion of

other communities. No sincere effort is also given to

examine the relationship between disparities in

social well-being and the process of marginalisation

of peripheral tribes and the autonomy movement.

Not only that, the impact of ethnic-based decentral-

ization on the well-being of the tribes is hardly

assessed even though a number of works have been

produced on the political and cultural dimensions

(see Singh, 2008; Roluahpuia, 2016). Most studies

have also overlooked the effect of decentralization

on ‘‘indigenous groups that remain minorities after

decentralization’’ (Duncan, 2007:712). The present

study, therefore, is an attempt to analyse quantita-

tively the extent of inequality in social well-being

among ethnic communities in the multi-ethnic state

of Mizoram, Northeast India. It also tries to examine

the process of peripheralization of ethnic minorities

as well as the impact of identity-based decentralized

institutions in the process of enhancement of well-

being of minority communities.

Also known as the Lushai Hills, the ethnic compo-

sition of Mizoram is dominated by a Tibeto-Burman

speaking Mizos—a conglomerate of a number of

tribes or sub-tribes who have traced a common origin

including the Lusei (Lushai), the Mara (Lakher), the

Lai (Pawi), the Paite (Paihte) and the Hmar (Fig. 1).1

The Chakma and the Bru (Riang) constitute the non-

Mizo communities in the state.2 The state has expe-

rienced one of the most violent ethnic-based autonomy

movements in India during 1966–1986. The Mizo

National Front (MNF) led autonomy movement called

Rambuai or ‘Troubled years’ was triggered by the

failure of the Indian government to contain the

severity of the infamous ecological disaster called

Mautam tampui or ‘Bamboo famine’ of 1959–1960

(see Nag, 2001). Recently, the state has been witness-

ing demand for greater autonomy from the remotely

located, culturally unique and relatively backward

minority tribes like the Mara, the Lai, the Chakma, the

Hmar and the Bru (see Bhatia, 2012). These minority

tribes have been demanding either greater autonomy

or separate autonomy to safeguard their cultural

identities and uplift their socio-economic condition

as well.

Literature review

Till recently, most geographical works on social well-

being have been confined on analysis of objective

parameters (see Knox, 1975; Pacione, 2003; Van

Kamp et al. 2003; Marans & Stimson, 2011). Subjec-

tive well-being has been neglected by geographers

except a few who have highlighted in their writings

(see Pacione, 1982; Hellburn 1982; Smith, 1996)

mainly due to paucity of data to determine ‘‘to what

extent does where we live affect how we feel’’ (Ballas

& Dorling, 2013:465). However, Wang and He (2016)

observed that geographers’ emphasis on well-being

1 The Mizos can be classified into two broad groups – the

Duhlian speaking Lusei and the non-Lusei communities like the

Mara, the Lai, the Paihte, and the Hmar who speak both Duhlian
and their own language or dialect. The Duhlian speakers

comprise more than 70 per cent of the total population of the

state.
2 The Chakmas are the second largest linguistic communities

Mizoram. The Mizos considered their rapid population increase

in Mizoram, from 255 in 1911 to 17,497 in 1961 as per Census of

India, as a demographic threat and many of them were pushed

out to other states like Arunachal Pradesh and Assam (Hluna,

2001). Like the Chakmas, the Bru population has also increased

rapidly from 51 in 1951 to 32,149 in 2011. In 1997, an inter-

ethnic conflict between the Mizo and the Bru has resulted in

mass outmigration of 35,000–40,000 Bru population from

Mizoram to neighbouring state of Tripura (Roluahpuia 2018).
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has recently shifted from objective to subjective

dimension (see Morrison, 2007, 2011; Dunning et al.

2008; Oktay & Rustemli, 2011; Saitluanga, 2014;

Wang & Wang, 2016).

Ethnic inequality not only indicates peripheralisa-

tion and marginalisation of certain communities

(Kuhn, 2015) but also generate hatred, social immo-

bility and conflict (Alesina et al. 2012). Inter-tribal

conflict in Northeast India is attributed to various

interlinking factors like conflict over control of

resources, disagreement over indigeneity as well as

demand of autonomy by smaller communities (Bhau-

mik, 2004; Khobragade, 2010; Kolas, 2017). Intoler-

ance among ethnic groups has resulted in widespread

autonomy movement in the region (see Baruah, 1989;

Xaxa, 2008; Roluahpuia, 2016).

To reduce ethnic conflicts and inequality, multi-

ethnic states usually promote decentralization and

multiculturalism (see Loh, 2017). In fact, while

successful decentralization is expected to promote

‘‘the well-being of all people’’ (Kauzya, 2007: 12),

experiences in some countries indicate that decentral-

ization does not necessarily ensure ‘development’ or

‘democratic’ outcome (Seymour & Turner, 2002). It

may also lead to ‘‘erosion of local conditions of well-

being (Grindle, 2007: 70). As a result, countries have

shifted the rationale for decentralization ‘‘from an

emphasis on cultural, ethnic, linguistic, or religious

factors, to one of achieving economic and social

change’’ (Rodrı́guez-Pose & Ezcurra, 2010: 619).

Recently, place-based approach of regional develop-

ment has been advocated to enhance the unique

capacity of territories (see Barca et al. 2012; Pugalis &

Gray, 2016). By focussing on ‘‘identification and

mobilisation of endogenous assets’’ (Dufty-Jones &

Wray, 2013:112), the approach recognised the inter-

ests of ethnic and racial minorities in the process of

regional development (see Pike et al. 2007).

Data and methodology

At the time of the study, there were eight districts in

Mizoram. Stratified sampling technique was adopted

to select 1313 households from three villages each of

the eight districts to represent various tribal commu-

nities proportionately. Scheduled questionnaires were

supplied to the respondents and face-to-face inter-

views were conducted at their residences. To get

reliable information, only respondents above 18 years

of age were selected.

Data were collected from a range of dimensions of

social well-being including economic, social, housing,

accessibility and residential environment dimensions

Source: Census of India 2011 
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to comprehend the broad concept of social well-being.

Out of the 34 indicators selected to develop composite

indices of social well-being, 19 were objective

indicators while 15 were subjective indicators (see

Table 1). The objective dimension comprises indica-

tors pertaining to socio-economic, infrastructural, and

accessibility measures. The subjective dimension may

also be decomposed into indicators pertaining to

satisfaction of residents from socio-economic envi-

ronment, infrastructural condition, local services, and

physical environments. Regarding subjective

bFig. 2 Location of Mizoram and geographical distribution of

ethnic groups in Mizoram. Source: Census of India 2011

Table 1 Selected dimensions and indicators of social well-being in Rural Mizoram

Dimension Code of Indicators Definition of Indicators

Objective indicators PCI Per capita income

Bank Number of bank accounts/ household

Computer Percentage of households having computer

4Wheel Percentage of households having four wheel vehicle

No_Agri Percentage of workers engaged in non-agricultural sectors

Hospital Number of health centers/1000 population

Edu 12 Number of persons who have studied up to Class 12 and above/household

F_Grad Percentage of female graduate population

School Number of schools/1000 population

HH_Good Percentage of households good for residence

HH_RCC Percentage of reinforced cement concrete (RCC) houses

HH_3Rooms Percentage of households having more than three rooms

Playground_D Average distance to playground (in metre)

Bank_D Average distance to nearest bank (in metre)

Tap_Water Percentage of households having treated tap water (%)

Water_Premises Percentage of households having source of drinking water within premises

Septic_Tank Percentage of households having Septic tank

Bathroom Percentage of households having separate bathroom

Close_drainage Percentage of households having close drainage

Subjective indicators S_School Satisfaction from quality of schools within village

S_Economy Satisfaction from economic condition of village

S_Leisure Satisfaction from availability of recreational places within village

S_Upchild Satisfaction from quality of village for upbringing of children

S_Smell Satisfaction from level of odour within neighbourhood

S_Climate Satisfaction from local climatic environment for residence

S_Crime Satisfaction from incidence of crime within locality

S_Landslide Satisfaction from safety of residence from landslide

S_Infraroad Satisfaction from condition of village road

S_Community Satisfaction from community services within locality

S_Water Satisfaction from supply of water

S_LPG Satisfaction from supply of cooking gas

S_Electric Satisfaction from regularity of electricity

S_Slope Satisfaction from slope of house site

S_Participation Satisfaction from participation in community activities
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questions, respondents were requested to tick in one of

the five boxes to indicate their level of satisfaction

with each item on a five-point linear numeric version

of a Likert scale, ‘1’ standing for strong level of

dissatisfaction and ‘5’ representing a strong level of

satisfaction.

Principal Component Analysis (PCA) is adopted as

a quantitative technique to measure disparity in social

well-being. Composite indices have been developed

separately for the two dimensions of social well-being.

The novel method developed by Nicoletti et al. (2000)

has been applied here as a weighting technique. The

method uses PCA to weight the index objectively

according to the explained variance in the data. This

method considers the factor loadings of the entire

extracted components to weight a composite index

(for detailed discussion on PCA, see Greyling, 2013;

Saitluanga, 2017).

Objective social well-being

To measure objective social well-being among differ-

ent ethnic groups, Principal Component Analysis

(PCA) was run in a Statistical Package for the Social

Sciences (SPSS) and four components which explain

97.78 of the total variance were extracted. The

percentage of variance explained is considered good

enough to carry forward the analysis. The correlation

coefficient matrix shows that most of the variables

were inter-correlated and there was no extreme

multicolinearity. The Kaiser-Meyer-Ohlin (KMO)

measure of sampling adequacy value was accept-

able and the Bartlett’s test of Sphericity was signif-

icant at 0.05 level of significance.

The first component explains 51.78 per cent of the

total variance explained. It is the most important

component that determines variability in objective

social well-being. This component consists of six

indicator variables such as percentage of households

good for residence (HH_Good), average distance to

playground (Playground_D), number of schools/1000

population (School), percentage of workers engaged

in non-agricultural sectors (No_Agri), number of

health centers/1000 population (Hospital) and number

of bank accounts/ household (Bank). The second

component explains 20.39 per cent of the total

variance explained. The indicators are household

related well-beings such as percentage of reinforced

cement concrete (RCC) houses (HH_RCC), percent-

age of households having treated tap water (Tap_-

Water), percentage of female graduate population

(F_Grad), average distance to nearest bank (Bank_D),

percentage of households having close drainage

(Close_drainage) and percentage of households hav-

ing septic tank (Septic_tank). The third component

explains 17.60 per cent of the total variance explained.

It includes indicators like percentage of households

having computer (Computer), percentage of house-

holds having source of drinking water within premises

(Water_Premises), percentage of households having

four wheel vehicle (4Wheel) and per capita income

(PCI). The fourth component includes three variables

including percentage of households having separate

bathroom (Bathroom), number of persons who have

studied up to Class 12 and above per household (Edu

12) and percentage of households having more than

three rooms (HH_3Rooms).

Variable weights were obtained with the help of

PCA again. The highest weight was assigned to

Table 2 Composite index of objective well-being among

ethnic groups, Rural Mizoram

Composite score Rank Ethnic group

0.537 1 Lushai

0.332 2 Hmar

0.136 3 Lai

0.121 4 Mara

-0.377 5 Chakma

-0.740 6 Bru

Source: Field survey, 2019

Table 3 Composite index of subjective well-being among

ethnic groups, Rural Mizoram

Composite score Rank Ethnic group

0.646 1 Hmar

0.015 2 Lai

0.001 3 Bru

0.001 4 Mara

-0.096 5 Lushai

-0.567 6 Chakma

Source: Field survey, 2019
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HH_Good (0.13) followed by Playground and School

(0.11 each) while the lowest weights were assigned to

HH_3Rooms, Edu12 and Bathroom. After the final

weights were obtained, ethnic communities are clas-

sified into four categories based on their scores in the

composite index (see Table 2). The Lushai (Lusei) and

the Hmar communities are found out to be the highest

ranking communities. The non-Mizo communities

like the Chakma and the Bru are found at the bottom

while the Mara (Lakher) and Lai (Pawi) occupy the

middle position.

Subjective social well-being

Subjective social well-being among ethnic groups is

measured again with the help of PCA. To construct a

composite subjective index, the indicator variables

were first normalized again. The correlation coeffi-

cients showed that most of the variables were inter-

correlated and there was no extreme multicolinearity.

Four components were extracted which explain

97.69 per cent of the total variance. The first compo-

nent contributes 49.49 per cent of the total variance

explained. This component comprises indicators like

satisfaction from community services within locality

(S_Community), satisfaction from regularity of elec-

tricity (S_Electric), satisfaction from condition of

village road (S_Infraroad), satisfaction from level of

odour within neighbourhood (S_Smell), satisfaction

from incidence of crime within locality (S_Crime) and

satisfaction from local climatic environment for

residence (S_Climate). The second component is

constituted by indicators like satisfaction from quality

of schools within village (S_School), satisfaction from

availability of recreational places within village

(S_Leisure), satisfaction from supply of water

(S_Water) and satisfaction from supply of cooking

gas (S_LPG). The third component comprises three

variable indicators like satisfaction from quality of

village for upbringing of children (S_Upchild), Satis-

faction from safety of residence from landslide

(S_Landslide) and satisfaction from slope of house

site (S_Slope) while the fourth component which

explained only 7.40 per cent of the total variance

explained comprises satisfaction from participation in

community activities (S_Participation) and satisfac-

tion from economic condition of village

(S_Economy).

Weights for every variable indicator were obtained

again. S_Local has the highest weight score among all

the indicators while S_Economy has the lowest

weight. After obtaining the composite scores, ethnic

groups were ranked on the basis of their scores. Hmar

ethnic group has scored the highest in subjective well-

being followed by Lai, Bru and Mara. The lowest

ranking communities are the Lusei and the Chakma

(see Table 3).

Despite the fact that the selected indicators for the

two dimensions of well-being are not wholly compa-

rable, it appears that the perceived living environment

of the tribal communities differ from their objective

environment. Although it is beyond the scope of this

study to explain the difference between objective and

Table 4 Selected indicators of development for Scheduled Tribes in Mizoram, 2011

Scheduled Tribes Literacy rate

(%)

Female literacy rate

(%)

Main workers in agricultural sector

(%)

Urban Population

(%)

Sex ratio

All Scheduled Tribes 77.33 38.06 59.89 51.02 1007

Any Mizo (Lushai) tribes 83.74 42.28 53.38 62.93 1022

Chakma 38.18 12.80 89.66 1.26 941

Lakher (Mara) 74.39 36.24 59.10 34.26 1002

Pawi (Lai) 75.78 37.37 55.11 47.23 1010

Paite 76.04 36.72 80.98 22.88 992

Hmar 79.77 38.86 83.96 20.58 969

Any Kuki Tribes* 60.28 26.34 87.79 14.34 955

Source: Census of India 2011

*Any Kuki tribes include 41 sub-tribes among which Riang (Bru) speakers constitute 70.3 per cent of the total population
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subjective rankings, it may be noted that individual

perception of well-being depends not only on the level

of development of one’s own place but also on their

‘‘awareness of the experiences of other regions’’

(McCann, 2020: 257). Thus, subjective measurement

could be influenced by the respondent’s level of

knowledge which determines his/her level of aspira-

tions and awareness on the state of affairs of his/her

residential environment and of other regions.

Decentralization and regional development

in Mizoram

The rise of inequality among the tribes of Mizoram is

rooted in the colonial administration system and

fragmented modernization process which has started

during the colonial period. Tribes in the peripheral

areas have lagged behind their counterparts in the

centre not only because of their remote locations but

also due to the unequal process of development which

has hardly been addressed in the post-Independence

period. After the production of colonial map and

changed in administrative jurisdiction, the minority

communities in Mizoram found themselves at the

remotest corners of the state that wholly depended

upon the new seat of administration in the north. After

the Independence of India, the southern tribes have

started demanding separate autonomy on account of

their unique identities, relative backwardness and their

settlements in a compact geographical area. The post-

Independent India, while trying to achieve the dual

target of protecting the identity of minority tribes and

enhancing their quality of life through provision of

autonomous councils, has largely failed to reduce the

development gap. The disparity in social well-being

between the dominant Lushai (Lusei) and peripheral

minority communities is clearly observable from the

above quantitative analysis (also see Table 4).

During the colonial era, Mizoram (then Lushai

Hills) was the last frontier of India for the British Raj

which has already annexed all the surrounding areas.

The British were first reluctant to occupy the land

which offered no valuable resources except timber and

bamboo. However, after series of military explorations

to subdue the warring tribes who often raided the

colonial tea plantations in Cachar areas of Assam, the

British formally occupied the Lushai Hills in 1890. As

they entered the land from two sides, Lushai Hills was

divided into two administrative areas – the South

Lushai Hills and the North Lushai Hills. The former

was ruled by the government of Bengal while the latter

was under the government of Assam. To safeguard the

hill tribes from their more civilised neighbours, the

colonial government prohibited the entry of non-tribal

plainsmen into the entire Lushai Hills by drawing a

boundary line called the Inner Line which runs along

the foothills (see Singh, 2008). Subsequently, the land

was also declared a ‘backward tract’ and an ‘excluded

area’ by the Government of India Acts 1919 and 1935

respectively which put the Lushai Hills under the

control of the Governor in Council, not the provincial

government.

During the initial period of the British occupation,

the South Lushai Hills had the ‘locational advantage’

as the region was connected to Chittagong in Bengal

(present Bangladesh) by River Khawthlangtuipui

(Karnaphuli) through Tlabung (Demagiri)—the only

river port-cum-trade centre in the entire Lushai Hills.

However, starting with the handover of the adminis-

trative control of the South Lushai Hills to the

government of Assam in 1898, the south has gradually

Table 5 Comparison of Social well-being indicators among Chakma tribes in various districts of Mizoram, 2011

District Chakma

population

(%)

Literacy rate (%) Female literacy rate (%) Graduate population (%) Urban population % Sex ratio

Mamit 13.53 39.17 26.24 0.35 0.49 933

Lunglei 33.65 45.73 34.37 0.30 2.68 935

Lawngtlai* 52.53 32.85 21.10 0.76 0.05 948

Source: Census of India 2011

*Chakma Autonomous District Council (CADC) is located in Lawngtlai district

123

3284 GeoJournal (2022) 87:3277–3289



lost its importance. River Tlawng (Dhaleshwari)

which connects Assam with the capital of the Lushai

Hills, Aizawl in the north became the main entry route

of Mizoram until the construction of Aizawl—Silchar

(Assam) road in 1942. The partition of British India

and the formation of East Pakistan (present Bangla-

desh) at the time of the Independence of India led to

complete closure of the Tlabung-Chittagong interna-

tional border trade. The economy has struggled to

cope up with the partition as the price of imported

items like sugar, oil, salt have increased considerable

after the partition while the price of exported items

like cotton, til, orange etc. have declined substantially

(see Roy Burman, 1970). The partition also stopped

the export of bamboo and timber to Chandrakona

Paper Mill in West Pakistan from the south Lushai

Hills which has supplied almost 70 per cent of the raw

materials. The southern Mizoram was thus connected

to the outside world only through the north.

Moreover, the modernization process of the Lushai

Hills, mainly through the works of the Christian

missionaries, was highly localised and concentrated in

the north mainly because of the remoteness of the

south. The first two Christian missionaries arrived

through the Tlawng River by boat and started working

from Aizawl in 1894. They prepared a script of

Duhlian—the language of the northern Lusei tribes

which became the vernacular language in all schools

throughout the state. Thus, the canonization of Duh-

lian has led to the rise of certain groups of people

‘‘who would eventually rise to be the elite of Zo

society while others were marginalized’’ (Son-Doer-

schel, 2013:31). The non-Lusei speaking Mara tribe,

on the other hand, got their first Christian missionary

in 1907 only. The remoteness of the south has made it

difficult to explore the land and the extreme south

bordering Myanmar was not administered by the

British until 1930 (Parry, 1932). Thus, the south

became peripheral and the balance of power has

shifted in favour of the Lusei dominated north since

the colonial period which remains unchanged even

after the Independence of India.

Ever since the dawn of the Independence of India,

the Mara and the Lai tribes have been showing a

tendency to separate from the dominant Lusei tribe.

Realising their relatively low level of development

and their minority status, they had the apprehension of

losing their distinct identities and therefore exerted

their rights to be accommodated in the post-colonial

India (Hnialum, 2010). They have formed a political

party called the Pawi-Lakher Tribal Union (PLTU)

rather than joining the mainstream political parties.

They were thus granted regional council in the name of

Pawi-Lakher Regional Council (PLRC) in 1951 under

the Sixth Schedule of the Indian Constitution. How-

ever, the council was unable to function effectively

due to ethnic power struggles between the Lai and the

Mara (Pillai, 2002). In 1972, when the Mizo Hills

Autonomous District under the government of Assam

became a Union Territory (UT)—a province under the

control of the central government with a certain degree

of autonomy; the Lai and the Mara were also granted

separate Autonomous District Councils (ADCs) to

safeguard their customs and identities. At this time, the

Chakmas who became the largest minorities in the

state were also granted ADC.

The Chakmas and the Brus were hardly mentioned

in the colonial history of Lushai Hills due to their

negligible population. The Chakma have emigrated

from the Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh during

the colonial period and settled in the sparsely popu-

lated western borderlands of Mizoram. Significant

numbers have joined them during the partition of India

and after the construction of Kaptai Dam in 1957 as

displaced migrants (see Roy Burman, 1970). The Bru

or Reang are found in the northwestern borders of

Mizoram. They speak a Tripuri dialect called Riang or

KauBru which comes under Kokborak or Kokbarak.

They are also considered by the Mizo as immigrants

from the bordering state of Tripura but the Bru have

claimed that they have once occupied the western part

of Mizoram (Arshad, 2019; Chakma & Gogoi, 2018).

The Chakmas and the Brus are relatively lagging

behind other minorities as their modernization process

has occurred lately. The first primary school in the

Chakma settlement area was established only in 1949

(Paul, 2013). In the same year, the first three Mizo

missionaries to work among the Chakmas and the Brus

as evangelist teachers were sent by the Mizoram

Presbyterian Church (Lawmsanga, 2010). Their stan-

dard of living, however, has hardly improved after

more than 60 years. The Mizos perceive that they have

no interest in education and other measures to improve

their quality of life (Chakraborty, 2011). On the other

hand, the two communities have claimed that the state

government has discriminated against them in

employment and deliberately blocked their access to

education and other basic rights (see Chakma, 2009;
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Chakraborty, 2011; Chakma & Gogoi, 2018). Inter-

ethnic tensions have frequently risen between the two

communities and the Mizos. The Mizos have been

pushing the government of India to dissolve the

Chakma Council and they vehemently opposed when

the Brus have demanded separate autonomous council

within Mizoram (Roluahpuia, 2018).

The formation of Autonomous District Councils

(ADCs) in the backward tribal areas of Northeast India

was meant to protect the identity as well as to satisfy

the demands of the ethnic minorities who do not share

the agenda of the dominant ethnic group so that inter-

ethnic assimilation and conflict may be avoided.

According to Gassah (1997:3), ADCs were intended

to serve three main purposes—to maintain the distinct

identities of the smaller tribes, to prevent economic

and social exploitation, and to allow the tribal people

to develop and administer themselves according to

their genius. While the ADCs are successful in

promoting a sense of identity and territoriality among

the tribes (Baruah, 1989), they are less successful in

accommodating smaller communities within the

council areas. As a result, they have been criticized

for encouraging other minority communities to fight

for autonomy (Lalfakzuala, 2016; Singh, 2008). Some

scholars have advocated provision of either autono-

mous ‘regional council’ or ‘district council’ for

underrepresented minority tribes (see Haokip, 2020).

However, creation of more autonomous councils may

foster difference and ‘separatist tendencies’ as it has

happened elsewhere (see Cornell, 2002; Hale, 2004).

In the meantime, the existing ADCs are craving for

upgrading into territorial autonomous council to have

full control on the entire administrative unit within

their territory. It seems that attainment of ADC is seen

as an ad-hoc institutional arrangement to pursue

higher degree of autonomy in the form of Territorial

Council, Union Territory and finally statehood (Pat-

naik, 2017).

Ethnic communities in Mizoram are not satisfied

with the functioning of their autonomous councils due

to deterioration of their own states of well-being. Even

though the ADCs in Mizoram are not designed

primarily to be agents of socio-economic development

(Stuligross, 1999), they are empowered to enact

legislations to enhance the standard of living by

decentralizing full autonomy on a number of subjects

including revenue, village administration, forest

(other than reserve forest), urban administration,

taxation and markets within their own jurisdictions.

But, it seems that they have failed largely to deliver

growth and decent standard of well-being. The

Chakmas residing in the Chakma Autonomous District

Council (CADC) area have lower literacy rate than the

Chakmas in Lunglei and Mamit districts which are

outside the CADC area (See Table 5). The autono-

mous district councils in the southern Mizoram were

created without having any pre-existing infrastruc-

tures and knowledge to manage their own affairs.

Delegation of power and functions without building

the institutional capacity first has not only failed to

eliminate deprivation but rather created places of

exploitation, discontentment and widening disparities

in distribution of income. Moreover, the longstanding

problems of separatist tendencies and inter-ethnic

tensions have not retreated with ethnic-based decen-

tralization in Mizoram.

Ethnic-based political decentralization in a multi-

ethnic region like Mizoram has largely failed to

protect the identity of smaller or microscopic tribes. It

is reported that smaller tribes the Brus, the Paites and

the Hmars are also demanding some form of autonomy

within the state (Haokip, 2020). Autonomy movement

and inter-ethnic problem did not dissipate with the

creation of autonomous councils for a particular tribe.

Territorial fragmentation and cultural segmentation

along ethnic lines have adversely affected the process

of territorial integration and the efficiency of devel-

opment planning in a small underdeveloped state like

Mizoram. A shift in approach from ethnic-based to

local development-based decentralization may be

advocated to ameliorate poverty in minority areas

(see Barca et al. 2012; Pugalis & Gray, 2016). As a

decentralized form of regional planning, place-based

approach demands inclusive participation of local

population to accommodate ethnic minorities in the

overall development process (Markusen, 1983).The

approach also encourages the entire process of plan-

ning, execution and monitoring of local and regional

development to be implemented along planning

regions rather than administrative areas. This would

enhance the well-being of the local population through

establishment of strong and efficient regional devel-

opment institutions, identification of assets and

untapped potentials, and mobilization of various

stakeholders in identification of growth strategies. At

the same time, effective implementation of place-

based approach of regional development requires
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provision and strengthening of basic infrastructures

including transport and communication networks,

education and health infrastructures.

With adequate investment from outside, the remote

underdeveloped southern Mizoram has huge potential

to become the gateway of not only Mizoram but also

for the entire Northeast India. The inherent problem of

the region—its remoteness and ‘locational depen-

dency’ could be translated into investment gateway by

opening the closed international borders with Myan-

mar and Bangladesh. Lately, initiatives have been

taken by the central and state governments to translate

the region’s untapped potential through an ambitious

Indo-Myanmar bilateral project Kaladan Multi-Modal

Transit Transport Project (KMTTP). According to the

government of India, the KMTTP which is one of the

most important components of the ‘Look East Policy’

(now renamed Act East Policy) ‘‘aims to provide

connectivity between India and Myanmar from ports

on India’s eastern sea board to Myanmar’s Sittwe Port

and further to North East India through Myanmar…to

facilitate movement of goods’’ (GoI 2016:1). The

significance of the Kaladan project is that it will enable

the entire landlocked Northeast India to access to sea

port in Myanmar through southern Mizoram. The

initiatives taken to facilitate Indo-Bangladesh border

trade including establishment of Trade Facilitation

Centre (TFC) at Tlabung town and Integrated Check

Post (ICP) at Kawrpuichhuah on the banks of the

Indian side of Khawthlangtuipui or Karnaphuli River

has also potential to revive the economy of the

underdeveloped western part of Mizoram. The new

emphasis on ‘developmental regionalism’ may change

the economic geography of the south with investment

in infrastructure and border trade. At the same time,

without provision of other basic sectors of develop-

ment, it may cause more impairment to the already

underdeveloped and backward tribes.

Conclusion

The present study is broadly divided into two sections

– quantitative analysis of social well-being of tribal

communities in rural Mizoram and critical analysis of

the relationship between inequality, autonomy move-

ment and the working of decentralised governance

from regional development perspective. The objective

well-being of the ethnic minorities living in the border

and remote southern parts of the state is found to be

lower than the dominant Lusei speakers in the north.

On the contrary, the subjective measure of well-being

shows that all minorities except the Chakmas are more

satisfied than the Lusei speakers in their standard of

living. The Chakmas are not only the least satisfied

community but also the least ranked community in the

ranking of objective well-being. The low objective

well-being of the southern tribes may be attributed to

their late entry into development process, locational

disadvantages, lack of investment and failure of the

state and district councils to deliver basic infrastruc-

tures and services.

Tribes are not equal, but segmented culturally,

socio-economically and are disparately colonised and

discriminated. The peripheralization of the southern

tribes in Mizoram has rooted in the unequal process of

modernization during the colonial period. The forma-

tion of ethnic-based autonomous councils in the post-

Independent period has not only failed to raise the low

standard of living of the southern tribes but also

increased the cultural distance between various com-

munities. Moreover, imbalance in sharing of resources

and power within the autonomous regions develops a

general feeling of marginalization among the lesser

communities which have accentuated their discon-

tentment towards the dominant tribes. The prevailing

ethnic problems may be tackled through place-based

regional development approach which underlies

enhancement of unique capacities of regions through

provision of standard infrastructures including trans-

portation and communication networks, markets for

rural products, quality education as well as healthcare

infrastructure and services. Recently, the government

of India is unlocking the international borders through

which goods, people and ideas will be flooded soon to

the isolated and backward region. This is believed to

affect the region’s economy, well-being and ethnici-

ties of the southern tribes in one way or another.
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