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Abstract 

This paper examines the recent issue of Reservation for Women in the Local 

Body Elections of Nagaland in 2017 that hit headlines of every print and 

visual media across the country. The issue has been perturbing the state for 

quite some period but have surged out in the backdrop of imminent polls. As 

per the interim order passed by Supreme Court to bring in to effect the 33 

percent reservation for women in the Urban Local Body polls, former Chief 

Minister T.R.Zealing in compliance with the cabinet decisions concurred to 

conduct the polls. However this created a furore in the state as several tribal 

representative bodies opposed this move arguing that it is against the 

provisions of Article 371(A) of the Constitution.  Though this garnered much 

attention in the media, the issue has still not found a redressal. Taking this into 

account, this paper argues the ground for denying the reservation for women 

on historical, political, social and cultural basis. The chronological record of 

the conflict driven State of Nagaland serves as the backdrop of the study. The 

reports from newspapers and interviews, blogs and videos providing 

information on this issue have been relied upon. This paper probes the 

political issue with a deeper insight by juxtaposing the provisions of Indian 

Constitution with the overarching patriarchal notion stifling the empowerment 

of women. The Nagaland issue is a fitting example of how patriarchy 

downplays the importance of equal rights for women by intercepting the latter 

by false notions and customs. 

Keywords: reservation for women, provisions of constitution, rights of 

women. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Nagas, an ethnic folk tribe has always sparked intrigue when comes the question of 

Indian identity and inclusion. They constitute the state of Nagaland which lies on a 

tri-junction border touching India on the West and the South, flanked by China on the 

North and Myanmar in the East. Nagaland never failed to grab the headlines of print 

and visual media as a result of which it has been appellated the status of ‘Conflict 

Prone State’. The depreciation of Nagaland was writ when they clamoured 

vehemently “for a larger Nagaland” exclusively for themselves refusing to merge with 

India. Right from their demand of sovereignty the state has been notorious for 

sparking controversies and indulging in spurious argument with the Centre. The 

ethnic conflict still rage between the Naga folks, better known as Naga Safe Guards 

(NSG) and the Indian Government which resulted in the Centre deploying CRPF 

troops to keep constant vigil. Nagaland is in the throes of another depredation sadly 

not regarding the territorial concerns but egalitarian issues. When the incumbent 

government of Nagaland decided to conduct the polls with the provision of 33% 

reservation for women little did they know that this would lead to a wild furore. 

Unable to contain the popular dissent against the contesting of women representatives 

in the local body elections the government had no way but to revoke their decisions. 

This however did not cede the problem for it led to the oustal of Chief Minister T R 

Zealing for his unthought-of-action. Though many came forward in the support of 

women fighting relentlessly to attain representation that was not the fitting solution 

for a society highly entrenched in the traditional ideals and norms. This is a growing 

remainder that patriarchal society seemingly dormant in the backdrop makes its 

presence felt whenever the pressing issues on women pops up and establish their 

diktat regardless of the raison d’être behind the problem.  

 

WOMEN’S RESERVATION IN NAGALAND 

Elections in Nagaland reached an impasse with the various tribal bodies at 

loggerheads with the Nagaland government opposing the move to grant 33% 

reservation for women in civic body elections. Nagaland which has earlier remained 

in the shadows for not conducting elections for 16 years have again come under 

public ridicule by denying the reservation rights for women which are enjoyed by the 

women of other states. This has deprived the state of any benefits from the Centre 

says former Chief Minister T R Zealing. Naga Mothers Association (NMA) engaged 

on a constant kerfuffle with the Government and tribal bodies were granted an interim 

relief when the Supreme Court ruled in their favour in 2016. However this brewed the 

issue to such an inconsiderable extent that the havoc wreaked is reprehensible. What 

les to this impasse in such a state like Nagaland which flaunts of its ‘Special Status as 

a State ’? When annals of history are turned it can be discerned that the growing 

disharmony of Nagaland was not wrought by this particular incident of reservation 

rights but issues of grave concern. Historical facts show Naga Hills in Assam were 

bifurcated into two namely- Myanmar and Nagaland. The difference in opinion arose 

when Nagas started demanding a state independent of rule by the Centre considering 
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their culture and language as incongruent to the remainder of states in India. Myanmar 

has also vested interests in the state as they too have expressed their idea of merging 

with Nagaland. However with the discreetness of the Centre in maintaining its 

territorial integrity and safeguard of all and sundry have assured Nagaland would be 

proffered the Special Status. Unfortunately this decision by Centre did not augur well 

for Nagaland as Centre extended its Armed Forces Special Act (AFSPA) for an 

additional six months. The ruling have been reprimanded by many as majority of 

Nagas hold that it is a private entity as it does not have land and are not liable to pay 

tax as other states. Naga Mothers Association which has been in the forefront in the 

struggles for women’s reservation  began much earlier when the Constitution brought 

in an amendment to provide 33 % reservation for women in municipalities. The 

Municipal and Town Council Act in Nagaland passed in 2001 eschewed this and 

conducted the 2004 polls unmindful of the provision granted by the amendment.. 

With Naga Mothers Association (NMA) filing a writ petition in the high court to its 

ruling in October 2011 to conduct elections with the mandated reservation by 2012 

went to deaf ears. Nagaland government appealed against this and a resolution in 

Nagaland assembly in 2012 held that Article 243(T) is not applicable to the state. 

Howsoever Supreme Court in its controversial interim order gave impetus to the state 

to conduct elections in the ULB’s with 33% reservation as devised by the Article 

243(T). Following the nod from the cabinet, the incumbent government decide to 

conduct the polls after a long gap. Even after several bottlenecks were cleared by 

NMA, they had to face further impediments in realising their dream. Various tribal 

bodies accusing the government of abetting women to break the customs opposed the 

swift conduct of elections. 

In the wake of protests against the government solemn resolve to comply with the 

court orders, men from the tribal bodies threatened candidates from contesting. This 

coerced some of them to remove their names while some have “been either 

excommunicated or boycotted by their respective tribal bodies”. It is embarrassing 

that Nagaland failed to produce any woman MLA so far. The only woman to adorn 

the higher echelons in politics would be the late Rano M Shaiza, the first and only 

woman MP from Nagaland to get elected to the Lok Sabha in 1977 which marks “the 

post-emergency Janata Dal era”. Nonetheless no more women were accorded that 

privilege as they were dissuaded from even voicing their concerns. Despite the high 

female- voter turnout at 2013 Assembly polls compared to men the former still lacks a 

representative. It is imperative that Women section of the society repressed by the 

men folk need a representation in the Parliament to redress their grievances. The tribal 

bodies however evade this request by putting forward many reasons as to why they 

opposed this move to induct women into the Parliament. 

Naga tribes uphold Article 371(A) of Indian constitution which states, 

“Notwithstanding anything in this Constitution, (a) No Act of Parliament in respect of  

(i) religious or social practises of the Nagas, (ii) Naga customary law and procedure, 

(iii) administration of civil and criminal justice involving decisions according to Naga 

customary law, (iv) ownership and transfer of land and its resources, shall apply to the 

State of Nagaland unless the Legislative Assembly of Nagaland by a resolution so 
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decides”. They consider Article 371(A) as one granting Special Status to Nagaland to 

adhere to their customary laws. This makes them highly resistant to the recent 

decision of government to grant 33% reservation rights for women as they staunchly 

believe its is against the customary traditions and laws of Nagas. Howsoever this is 

not the rationale behind the furore as there are many veiled concerns which are highly 

polluting. 

Monalisa Changkija, a prominent editor and author in Nagaland has recently reported, 

“In the controversy over 33 percent reservation for women, the most pertinent aspect 

hasn’t been discussed yet-the economic connotations inherent in politically 

empowering women through reservations. Naively assuming that such reservations 

violate Article 371(A) and would affect Naga culture and customs would be to miss 

the whole point of the argument against the reservations. Naga culture and customs 

debar women from land ownership hence our Customary laws preclude women from 

inheriting land.” This is proven right by Ao tribe which maintains that “an Ao woman 

can neither become a member of the traditional tribe/clan/village council nor inherit 

ancestral alnd, owing to her physical weakness”. The fear that lurks inside every man 

that if women are bestowed the power of making decisions that will affect the way 

resources are spent and land is allocated. Many do not want to upset the age old 

traditions and practices in the name of equality. In order to prevent the property from 

trespassing into the hands of someone outside the community, the property and 

inheritance rights mainly rest with the men. This has thrown women into a great 

disadvantage as they have no say when it comes to matter of mercenary benefits and 

property. Moreover Nagas belittle women by considering them as bereft of intellect 

and fear them committing a mistake while voting. It can be seen that the autonomy 

granted to the communities are being misused in the name of customs to infringe upon 

the basic gender rights. It is high time a Uniform Civil Code was passed to ensure the 

gender rights never get meddled with. Even that would not fix the situation as the 

disparities are deeply embedded into the minds of patriarchy. 

Vekhosayi Nyekha, co-convenor of Joint Coordination Committee(JCC) leadings the 

uprisings against reservation inveighs “Reservation for women will encourage 

instability and corruption in our society”. He also adds that since the seats are not 

permanent they will indulge in corruption which will eventually culminate in 

instability and chaos. This statement by Nyekha, a prominent tribal leader can be 

rebutted by taking the case of Hukheli, a social activist and woman of strong voice to 

be awarded the North East Peace General Award in 2009. She has rendered several 

years of service engaged in settling war disputes and for the welfare of every sections 

of the society. But she received brickbats when she proclaimed of contesting as an 

independent candidate from ward No.9 of Dimapur Municipal Council Elections. This 

comes in the backdrop of Nagaland increasingly distancing itself from any initiatives 

of the Centre. 

The belief that North-eastern regions grant more freedom and rights to women has 

come under scanner in light of the unremitting violence that erupted in various parts 

of Nagaland. Being a “Christian-majority state” and orthodox in their beliefs and 

traditions it must muster great robustness to effect affirmative changes to the society. 
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Liberal feminism vouches for “ability of women to maintain equality through actions 

and choices.” They refute the age-old claims of women being the weaker sex in terms 

of intellect and physicality. This unattained goal was conceived during late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century which began as a suffrage movement was dormant for 

several decades reviving only during civil rights movement. Liberal feminists 

perceived the danger of “systemic race discrimination and sex discrimination”. The 

movement was instrumental in harbingering a novel change by bringing in laws that 

recognise the egalitarian rights that grant recognition to women in all spheres of life 

and protect them from all sorts of violence. This tremendous upswell in the identity of 

women in the West also needs to find its base in India. Nagaland alone cannot be 

chastised for refusing the reservation for women as India is one of the countries that 

sent only a handful of women representatives to its Parliament through the general 

political situation lays bare the indomitable will and power exercised by many 

political women like late Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, Mamata Banerjee, and late 

Jayalalitha and so on. The situation however in Nagaland upends all this as women 

still remain mere onlookers in matters that need precedence. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The reservation of women in the Nagaland local body polls have spurned fresh 

protests among the tribal folks spearheaded by Naga HoHo who claim this move as 

insolence towards the Naga customary laws. Their highly unfounded argument of 

reservations for women breaking the age-old foundations of tribal beliefs needs to be 

scrutinized. The elections which have been deferred for 16 long years were slated to 

February 1 in the hope that the undue misgivings on governance will finally reach its 

culmination. Nevertheless the elections with their newly amended provision did not 

find many takers but in lieu sparred unrest among the sections of men in the society 

who feared the growth of women. Nagaland Mothers Association (NMA) who has 

been pursuing the struggle to realise their dream of once ruling the state however did 

not materialise. The perennial struggle of Naga women for representation amongst the 

public circle stands as a paradigm for unwarranted male hegemony. In order to iron 

out the current predicament, Centre tried to intervene but their efforts went unheeded. 

This manifests the dominant section of men exercising their will upon women who 

are being silenced in the name of traditions and customs. This issue reminds of the 

first wave of feminism which commenced as a struggle for equality and property 

rights of women later spreading its tentacles far and beyond. Liberal feminism which 

contends “female subordination is rooted in a set of customary and legal constraints 

that blocks women’s entrance to and success in the so-called public world” has been 

proven right by the turmoil of Nagaland. The imbroglio does not show any sign of 

betterment as the incumbent government was toppled making way for conservative 

ruling. Women though privileged by education and other benefits still have a long 

way to stride for attaining equality in all fronts. 
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