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Nationalism in the Vernacular illuminates the relationship between orality and
nationalist politics. In doing so, it provides a new angle to the understanding
of nationalism by looking at the popular support and participation of ordinary
people in the construction of Mizo nationalism—in short, the vernacularization
of nationalism. The book examines this process of vernacularization at two levels:
first, the process of creating a vernacular language to express nationalist ideas and,
second, the irrepressibility of the oral against the Indian state’s violent response to the
nationalist movement. Drawing from multiple sources, the book—through the rich
oral narratives and archival material, including government and media reports—
shows how Mizos have remained active agents in asserting and claiming their rights
to define ideas of nationalism in their own terms by making them distinctively Mizo.
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Preface

This book focuses on Mizo nationalism in northeast India. In 1966, the Mizos,
through the Mizo National Front (MNF), declared independence from the Indian
Union through an armed struggle that lasted for two decades. As a study of a national
movement, the book addresses key questions and theories concerning identity,
nationhood, violence, peace, and post-conflict transformation. To explore this, it
examines the significance of oral culture and how it is imbricated in nationalist
politics. The book traces this at two levels: first, the creation of vernacular language
and idioms, which reframes and reconstructs Mizo nationalist ideas and the politics
of peace; second, the irrepressibility of oral vernacular idioms and practices against
the state’s violent response to the Mizo nationalist movement. It brings into analytical
focus the multiple oral forms of expression such as party hla (party songs), hnam
hla (national songs), and rambuai hla (songs of troubled times). It argues that this
was vernacularization at work, where political ideas and imaginations, idioms and
practices, and loss and suffering were articulated in the local idiom that reflected the
agency of the Mizos.

The period of the MNF movement (1966-1986) is pivotal in Mizo political
history, and most often it is with the MNF that Mizo nationalism is associated. The
rise and emergence of the MNF are linked to the famine that hit the Mizo Hills in
1959, causing mass anger and disenchantment directed at the Assam government.
Hence, one explanation looks at the greed or grievance factor to explain the rise of
Mizo nationalism. The other common explanation is the colonial isolation policy of
the hill areas, particularly regions inhabited by tribal communities. The prevailing
understanding is that colonial policy prevented the penetration of the Indian
national consciousness by keeping the tribes in isolation. This was further aided by
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xii Preface

the Christian missionary interventions that fuelled the secessionist mindset among
the tribals. The book goes beyond such arguments by taking a more longue-durée
perspective in analysing the emergence of Mizo nationalism. It argues that the Mizo
nationalist impulse was foregrounded by the vernacular consciousness, idioms, and
language of ram leh hnam (territory and nation), the groundwork for which was laid
much prior to the emergence of the MNE.

In 1946, the first political party in the form of the Mizo Union (MU) was
established. The party championed the cause of the majority commoners against
the despotic rule of the chiefs, who were backed by the British. The chiefs, who
earlier were the primary source of authority and the protector of the people’s
interests, were reduced to mere administrators by the colonial state. This changing
role resulted in antagonism between the chiefs and the majority of commoners who
demanded the immediate end of the chiefs’ rule. Led by the MU, the movement to
overthrow the chiefs, or the anti-chieftainship movement, saw the support of the
vast majority of the commoners, who questioned and challenged the colonial state.
Unlike conventional understanding, the case of the Lushai Hills demonstrates how
tribes kept in administrative isolation were politically active in articulating their
aspirations. With the support of the commoners, the MU took charge of articulating
the political aspirations of the Mizos in independent India. Political consciousness,
in as much as it was aided by colonial intervention, was home-grown, where the
Mizos, both elites and commoners, articulated and asserted themselves politically. It
is the evolution of this consciousness, and how it shaped the political culture up to
the launching of the independence movement, that I trace in the book.

The political mobilization under the leadership of the MU has had a lasting
influence on Mizo society and politics. It altered political configuration by displacing
the old political authority and instituting a decentralized form of politics, whose
success was only enabled due to the participation of the masses. More significant
for our purpose here is how the grammar of Mizo politics was laid down, grounded
within the oral world of Mizo society. The MU volunteers used songs to protest and
challenge their rival political parties. Even as the leadership of the MU was largely
drawn from the elites, the tone and tenor of Mizo politics were set by the songs
whose composers and singers were from diverse backgrounds. This continued up
to the rise and emergence of the MNF, which began to employ what is now known
as hnam hla to spread the ideas and ideologies of Mizo nationalism. During the
period of counter-insurgency, another genre known as rambuai hla emerged as a
genre of songs that captured the Mizos’ lived experiences under terror and violence.
Drawing upon the multiple genres, we acknowledge the role of non-MNF members
and non-elites in the articulation and imagination of Mizo nationalism. From song
composers to rebels, one finds that orality facilitated the extensive dissemination of
ideas of nationalism beyond borders and across regions.
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Notes on Transliteration and Translation

I have not followed any standard guidelines or conventions of translating Mizo
into English in the book. The songs, in particular, have been taken from a mix of
published and unpublished sources, both online and print. As such, diacritical
marks and other writing conventions in the Mizo language are not strictly followed
and, in most cases, omitted. In many instances, I have observed differences in the
lyrics of the songs, and in such cases I have tried to retain the essence of the original
by cross-checking them against two or more sources. The translation work has been
undertaken collectively, and I appreciate the support of friends and colleagues who
have assisted me.
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