Leadership training for the Nicobari

after the Tsunami of 26 December 2004

by Anita Cheria and Edwin

The context

The Nicobari are the indigenous people living in the Nicobar Islands off the eastern coast of India in the Bay of Bengal. Administratively, it forms the part of the Union Territory
 of Andaman and Nicobar Islands. It has enormous strategic importance to India due to its location, and the fact that it enables India to claim a large part of the Bay of Bengal as its exclusive zone. The people of Nicobar are about 30,000 in all. They live in three main islands: Carnicobar, Nancowri group of islands, and Little Nicobar.

The Tsunami of 26 December 2004 was a great disaster for them. The very physical geography of the islands changed. Some islands were broken into pieces and some were made uninhabitable permanently. It has changed their marker of time. They now talk of ‘before the tsunami’ and ‘after the tsunami’. The sea that protected them from most outside contact turned against them.

The effect

Most important however was the human tide that came after the tsunami. The human tide swamped their fragile ecosystem, and forever changed their simple way of relating with the world. The multiple aid agencies that had a lot of ‘power’ and money, multiple agendas, unintelligible jargons and unfathomable projects swamped them, pulling them in different directions to fulfil the different priorities and policy objectives. Worst of all, these aid agencies and their staff were not leaving the islands. The Nicobari were used to have outsiders, such as government officials and the Indian navy coming to their islands. But they were not used to having them stay for longer durations, and certainly not ‘permanent settlements’. 

The staff of aid agencies not only went to ‘remote’ villages, but seemed not to leave! They seemed to have good intentions, but had no clue about the ethical and moral underpinnings of the culture, and were breaking many taboos. The leaders of the indigenous community were torn between the need to preserve their culture, tradition and practice and their innate courtesy and hospitality. They could neither afford to see their customs be trampled upon, nor could they be rude when these semi-permanent ‘visitors’ broke their rules regularly.

Leadership for the new reality

After about six months of study an institute from mainland India whose students had been involved in the relief work asked the village chiefs (called captains) if there was anything more they could do, or whether they could go back. The captains stated that they could do something: teach them how to deal with the outside world. Since they, the captains, were too old, the best would be to train the young leaders. These young leaders would be selected by the captains themselves, along with the institute. The institute would then train the selected youth so they would understand the world, and learn how to deal with the present and emerging challenges.

Accordingly, a curriculum was designed which would train Nicobari youth who had demonstrated leadership qualities or potential. The course covered various aspects of the modern day world, such as the Indian political, legal and administrative systems, the spaces for citizen participation in them, and the modes of participation. They were taught the right to information, a newly recognised right, and some social security schemes. There were games that made learning enjoyable and honed their leadership skills.

Towards critical geography

We went in the last 10 days of the course to tie things up, and help put the different parts of the course into one overarching framework that would be empowering. An overview of the global indigenous history, from pre-Columbus, to the colonial occupations and genocide to the saga at the United Nations, the international, national and regional situations was briefly explained spanning time and geography. The genocide so upset some participants that some did not come for the subsequent session. They could not stomach the brutality inflicted on them. The chilling parallel of the penal colony of Australia, and the convicts dominating the indigenous people there (and wiping out some of them), with the penal colony in the Andamans just north of the Nicobar Islands where the Great Andamanese were virtually wiped out (there are only 1000 indigenous people left in the Andaman Islands) was hard to stomach. The genocide so upset some participants that some did not come for the subsequent session. They could not stomach the brutality inflicted on them. The chilling parallel of the penal colony of Australia, and the convicts dominating the indigenous people there (and wiping out some of them), with the penal colony in the Andamans just north of the Nicobar Islands where the Great Andamanese were virtually wiped out (there are only 1000 indigenous people left in the Andaman Islands) was hard to stomach.

Since they had learnt the Indian legal system, one of the first exercises that they did was to write the history of their village from their own experience. Special attention was given to writing about their rules for life-events, birth, death, marriage and puberty. It was emphasised that there was no ‘right’ way, so as to record the very many variations, emphasise that each variation was due to a particular geography-specific need, and to encourage them to celebrate their diversity. This exercise was particularly to make them proud of their history, reinforce their identity as a people with a distinct culture and history (and therefore increase their self-esteem), and that India is a very diverse country.

This soon grew into drawing maps of their villages, their traditional architecture, living arrangements and family code of conduct. It was easily contrasted to the shelters being built for them in the tsunami relief programmes that not only had no cultural sensitivity but was also destroying their culture. One discovery brought this into sharp relief. 

From geography to the cultural map

Their traditional way of organising their village and family life was to have a large hall around which there would be smaller cottages. In the circular formation, children could sleep anywhere, they could even ‘adopt’ parents depending on who they liked, even when their biological parents were alive. The government had a programme to assist orphans—something unknown to them, since they valued all children. This government scheme was being pushed on them by bureaucrats who knew their custom and practice and still were asking them to break long-held belief, practice and value just so that the bureaucrats could fulfil their quota of government scheme delivery. This  led to increasing dismay, anger and frustration. 

Finally, when the bureaucrat came again to persuade them in the middle of our session, the Nicobari youth leaders present there rejected it outright. It was an empowering moment, since the elders would not break the taboo of being courteous at all times—meaning they would never say no directly—and the youth could. This new assertion, making their position clear in unmistakable terms, was also a transition from their old ways to a newer way, perhaps more suited to the world that was being thrust on them.

Inalienable, and inextricably inter-linked, land and culture

Our key messages to them were two: that their culture, tradition and values were unique, something that they should be proud of, since others could only dream of such a life. They should thus never, ever give up their land, which was their mother and foundation for sustaining their culture, tradition and values, inextricably woven into their very way of life. Loss of land would be simultaneous to the loss of their culture, way of life and even of them as a people. As long as the Nicobari people controlled the territory of Nicobar, they would continue to exist as a people, with a dynamically evolving, live culture. To ensure their very existence as a people with a distinct culture, they should not lose their land, for whatever reason.

�  We were requested to do the course by S Parasuraman, Director, Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS), Mumbai, India. The courses were coordinated by Junuka and Smita, assisted by Myank. We thank and acknowledge their support and for giving us the opportunity.


� India has a federal structure with many provinces called ‘states’. Union Territories are not ‘states’, but directly administered by the union government.
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