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Long neglected in academic discourse in India,
family photographs make a silent contribution
to the histories of photography, marginality
and the family. In this volume, the writers dwell
on the importance of family photographs and
their visual omnipresence in our daily lives.

They point out how family photographs have
belonged to the ‘vernacular' material of visual
culture, more seen and lived with, less written
and consciously thought about. Attempting to
retrieve family photographs from a space of
neglect, this volume demonstrates how they
are fundamental to the microhistories of a
nation and its many societies, and suggests
the importance of such counterarguments

to the dominant strains in an emerging
discursive space.

The essays do not offer a comprehensive
survey of all types of family photographs in
India. Instead, they present focused insights
into chosen areas of interest on the part of
the writers. Collectively, they embrace the
intersectionalities of gender, caste, class
and regional trajectories, making the politics
of representation even more layered with
contestations between the historical, oral and
affective memorialisation surrounding family
archives and photographs. These concerns
centrally inform the essays, as they accept
and negotiate a terrain shared by all types of
narrativisation.




Framing Portraits, Binding Albums:
Family Photographs in India



Supported by the ’ w
MurthyNAYAK Foundation %M

Over the last 200 years, the study of humans and their cultures has benefited
from the addition of a new resource: photography. At first an intrusive tool in
the hands of the colonizer, there perhaps was more truth than superstition to
the fear that the camera would ‘steal the soul’ of the subject. But thankfully
the pleasurable choice to have formal photographs made to commemorate
special occasions soon followed. And then there were cameras in the hands of
home hobbyists, who brought about an acceptance of informal snapshots for
remembrance.

PhotoSouthAsia is proud to support the printing and production of Framing
Portraits, Binding Albums: Family Photographs in India edited by Shilpi Goswami and
Suryanandini Narain. These academic examinations of family photographic
archives recognize them not only as witnesses to these specific people, in these
specific places, at these specific times, but also bestow value on photo albums
and shoeboxes in attics, cedar chests, and flea markets around the world,
bursting to tell their stories: the stories of other people, in other places, perhaps
occasionally at the very same time.
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The Art of Belonging in Imagined Homeland

Rany Roychoudhuri!

‘We belong here, they say, quietly.’
— De, 2018

What does it mean to belong—belong to a space, landscape, community, or
perhaps to a pre-given home, family, kinship and state, or to modernity and
history? Where must we locate the liminality of these categories, and how
must we understand the porous boundaries that shape ideas of belongingness?
And how is one to visualise this fluidity when the medium of representation
thrives on a promise of realism and fixity of meaning? These layered questions
mediate the historical and the ‘magical’ in Jmagined Homeland (2013-2019) by
contemporary Indian photographer Sharbendu De (b. 1978). Ethnographic in
approach, it is a long-term, conceptual photo-documentary project depicting
the lives of the indigenous Lisu (Yobin) people in the remotest areas of the
Namdapha National Park and Tiger Reserve and other highland forest areas
along the Indo-Burma (Myanmar) international border in the Indian state
of Arunachal Pradesh (Figure 1). Employing varied styles and genres, the
duration of De’s project was from 2013 through 2019. I will focus on selected
photographs from between 2018 and 2019 in this essay. My choice is guided
by increased technical, conceptual and narrative layering in De’s later works
as compared to his early oevre, his emphasis on the spaces devoid of human
presence, and his active engagement with Lisu orality from their pre-colonial,
pre-Christian past.

While De’s portfolio and artist statement devote substantial space to the
lived realities of the Lisu and their location in trajectories of socio-political
belonging/s in the recent past, this paper offers observations primarily
related to the nature of photographic reality and its dialogic relationship with
the extra-photographic. While realism conditions social expectations and
analytical thinking about belonging, home, family and photography, this essay
aims to act as a meditation on non-realist strategies in contemporary lens-
based practices to address belongingness. My analyses emphasise how magical

I My gratitude to Sharbendu De for generously sharing his works, experiences, stories,
thoughts and responses to an early version of this article. I thank Arvind Elangovan and Rochona
Majumdar for their insightful comments on previous drafts. I also thank Tapat Guha-Thakurta
and my co-contributors to this volume, Uzma Mohsin and Sireiliu (Anna) Charenamei, for their
questions and comments during initial presentations of this essay.
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Figure 1. Map of Lisu villages (For illustrative purposes only; not to scale). Courtesy:
Sharbendu De.

realism as a visual form complicates the dominant ways of representing
ideas of home/homelands and reflects on the role of family photographs as
affective—performative spaces to memorialise social bonds. Thus, this article
is neither a historical nor an ethnographic account of the Lisu ‘tactics™ of
belonging to a specific tribal identity, statist category, religious faith, territorial
boundary, or temporality. Instead, I begin with a brief historical overview
of the Lisu’s marginal location to argue how surfaces of Imagined Homeland
craft conceptually provocative, fluid and transient spaces of belonging beyond
material particularities.

Precarious Lives

Known as Yobin in India, the Lisu is a collective identity for multiple clans of
a Tibeto-Burman ethnolinguistic group spread across hill areas of Arunachal
Pradesh, Burma (Myanmar), Southwest China, and northern Thailand.
Scholarly research on the Lisu is primarily focused on their communities in
China, Burma and Thailand (Arrington 2019; Yu 2007; Hutheesing 1990),’

% de Certeau, Michel. 1984. The Practice of Everyday Life. Trans. Steven F. Rendal (Berkeley,
University ol California Press). pp. 34-39.

? Scott, James C. 2009. The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast
Asia (Yale Agrarian Studies, New Haven & London: Yale University Press); van Schendel,
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while scholarship on the Indian Lisu remains scarce (Maitra 1988, 1993).* Recent
historiography on other indigenous communities in India and specifically in the
Northeast Indian borderlands, like the Naga, the Mizo and the Kuki, vis-a-vis
layered ideas of belonging, have variously discussed a broad spectrum of issues,
including state, citizenship, kinship, identity, mobility and their representations.’

Often cuphemised as ‘prisoners of geography’,® the Indian Lisus, now
Christian by faith, are a minority tribe in Arunachal Pradesh. They are
concentrated around Gandhigram (Shidi) and Vijoynagar (Da-Wo-Di) in
the Vijoynagar administrative circle and Nampong Forest Division of the
Changlang district, while most Lisu villages remain inside the core area of
the Namdapha National Park. The district administration claims the current
Lisu population as approximately 2,000, which is also their number on the
voter identty list.” But according to an unofficial enumeration conducted by
the community leaders, the number was around 4,300 in 2019.% Formerly, the
Indian Lisu villages belonged to the Trirap Frontier Tract within the North
East Fronder Tract under the British, subsequently becoming the Tirap district
of the North East Frontier Agency (NEFA) in independent India. Finally, the
area became Changlang in 1987, after Arunachal Pradesh attained statehood.

Willem. December 2002, ‘Geographies of Knowing, Geographies of Ignorance: Jumping
Scale in Southeast Asia.' Environment and Planning D: Society and Space. 20:6. pp. 647—-68. doi.
org/10.1068/d16s; Aminta Arrington, Songs of the Lisu Hills : practicing Christanity in
southwest China, University Park, Pennsylvania : The Pennsylvania State University Press,
[2019]; Zack Michele, The Lisw: Far from the Ruler (University Press of Colorado, 2017); Otome
Klecin Hutheesing, Emorging Sexual Inequality Among the Lisu of Northern Thailand: The Waning of
Elephant and Dog Repute (E.J. Brill, New York and Leiden, 1990); D Yu, “Gender and Language
Use in Lisu Traditional Religion,” in Language and Religious Identity: Women in Discourse, edited by
A. Jule (London: Palgrave, 2007), 172-95.

* Maitra, Asim. 1993. Profile of a Litile-Known Tribe, and Maitra, Asim. 1998. A Guide Book
to Lisu Language, Delhi, India, (Mittal Publications).

* Longkumer, Arkotong (2010), Reform, Identily and Narralives of Belonging: The Heraka Movement
mn Northeast India, London, Continuum.

Rycroft, Daniel ]. and Sangeeta Dasgupta. eds. 201 1. Te Politics of Belonging in India: Becoming
Adivasi (Oxford and New York, Routledge).

Sadan, Mandy. 2013. Being and Becoming Kachin: Histories beyond the Slate in the Borderlands of
Burma (London: Oxford University Press).

Pachuvau, Joy L.K. 2014. Being Mizo: Identity and Belonging in Northeast India (New Delhi: Oxford
University Press).

Pachuau, Joy L.K. and Willem van Schendel. 2015. The Camera as Witness: A Social History of
Mazoram, Northeast India (Cambridge University Press).

Bhattacharya, Necladri and Joy L.K. Pachuau. 2019. Landscape, Culture, and Belonging: Writing
the History of Northeast India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

6 Talukdar, Sushanta. 2021. ‘Prisoncrs of Gceography’. Fonffine. [rontline.thehindu.com/
other/travel/article30188563.cce. Accessed 20 July 2021.

7 Sce Vijoynagar, Changlang District. Government of Arunachal Pradesh. changlang.nic.
in/tourist-place/vijoynagar/. Accessed 20 July 2021.

8 Sce Lisu—Yobin Dreams. yobindreams.wordpress.com/?s=population&submit= Scarch.
Accessed 20 July 2021.
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British colonial surveys and documents mention the Yawyin (Lisaw) (Figure
2) as being part of Burma. They appear in the Gensus of Burma? rather than
that of Assam till 1937, when Burma became a scparately administered-colony
of Great Britain. However, it is unclcar if the Lisus of the Namdapha area
were enumerated till later. Given their much larger population in Burma and
Lisu linguistic similarities with Burmese, the Indian Lisu’s identification with
Burma continued in the post-colonial period, resulung in the Lisus’ complex
relatonship with state machinery. For cxample, the Indian government
considered them Burmese refugees from 1980 to the early 1990s. This was
despite their earlier tribal status in India since the 1950s and long-standing
demands for formal recognition by Yobin civil society organisations like Yobin
Tribe Fundamental Rights Forum (YTFRF), Yobin Welfare Society (YWS),
and All-Yobin Student Union (AYSU) as well as sometimes the All-Arunachal
Pradesh Students’ Union (AAPSU), notwithstanding occasional conflict
between the Yobin/Lisu and AAPSU leaderships. '

Meanwhile, the declaraton of Namdapha as a wildlife reserve m 1972
and the creation of the Namdapha National Park and Tiger Reserve in 1983
overwrote the Lisu claim to their ancestral land. Part of the Lisu ancestral
homeland became the national park, similar to other instances where national
parks were created out of indigenous lands, fuelling prologued land rights
debates.!" The formal creation of the national park pushed the Lisu further
away from their tradidonal homeland and made them encroachers in their
ancestral territory, as had bcen the case for other indigenous and tribal
communities’ land rights and forest rights across India and beyond (All India
Forum of Forest Movements 2021).'2

Indian Lisu or Yobin were formally granted Indian citizenship in 1994
and Notified Scheduled Tribe status in 2018, after several previous stints
of administrative acceptance and refusal of their indigenous tribal identity,
confusion over where they belong on the map of tribal rights in India, and
their residential status as Indian citizens."® Even in the 2018 notification,

9 Bennison, J,J. 1933. Cansus of India 193 1. Vol X1. Burma Part [—Report (Rangeon, Burma:
Office of the Supdt. Govt. Printing and Stationery). p. vi.

19 Yobins deserve ST status’. 22 February 2015. The Seatinel. www.sentinclassam.com/ncws/
yobins-deserve-st-status/. Accessed 20 July 2021.

' Brockington, Danicl and James Igoc. 2006. ‘Lviction for Conservation: A Global
Overview’. Conservation & Socicly. 4:3. pp. 424-470.

Poirier, Robert and David Ostergren, 2002. ‘Evicting People from Nature: Indigenous Land
Rights and National Parks in Australia, Russia, and the United States’. Nafural Resources Journal.
42:2. pp. 331-351.

12 All India Forum ol Forest Movements. 2021. Struggles for the Right lo Live in Foresis Declared
Prolected Areas in India: IExpeniences of Commumlies in Maharashtra, Modhya Pradssh and Chhattisgarh.
www.wrm.orguy. Accessed 17 December 2021.

" Leuer No. YT/1/2017/STGAR/DEOTH/RU-II. 30 May 2018. From National
Commission of Scheduled Tribes, Government of India to the Chief Sccretary, Arunachal
Pradcesh.
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the Lisu right to affirmative acton is guaranteed only under the generalised
clausc ‘all tribes of the territory’, and at the time of writing this article, they
are yet to be included in the ‘individual notified ST list of the state.”"* Yobins
are still awaiting what they call ‘constitutional identity by name.’’®> The Lisu
civil society organisations continue to mount public protests demanding their
constitutional rights, including their rights to traditional lands, denouncing the
governmental proposal of extending Permanent Resident Certificates (PRC) to
non-Arunachal Pradesh Schedule Tribe (non-APST) and the latter’s inclusion
in the Panchayat Raj.

The 2018 notfication issued by the National Commission of Scheduled
Tribes, Government of India, also instructed the state government to ‘take
immediate action to provide infrastructure like roads, electricity, water supply,
medical faciliies, education, etc., in the tribal area.’'® These civic amenities are
yet to materialise where the Lisu live, given much of it is within the national
park with its own set of prohibitions on infrastructural expansion. The nearest
town Miao, 157 kilometres from Vijoynagar and a three to five days’ walk
through challenging terrain, is where the Lisu could procure essential supplies
like salt and cooking oil. In the absence of roads or any form of transportation,
the active presence of the Assam Rifles in Vijoynagar since the 1960s provided
the Lisu with some form of rudimentary, restricted and monitored connectivity
with the world by intermittently bringing them limited essential supplies via
choppers.

Contacts, conllicts and negotiations with the armed forces, the Forest
Department, a sizeable population of non-indigenous settlers comprising of
former army servicemen and immigrants from Nepal and Bihar ensure a
substantial presence of Hindi, even if broken, as a medium of communication
for the Lisu speakers to interact with others. Ironically, the Assam Rifles
credit themselves and their veterans for pacifying the Lisu discontents
regarding administrative neglect by extending essential goods and services
to the community, despite community members often feeling otherwise.!
Additionally, many Lisus routinely use English as a communication medium,
including in their protests and negotiations with the state and central
governments. They also use Lisu with the help of the Lisu—English interpreters

I* Rina, Tongam. 6 January 2019. “Yobins resent exclusion from ST bill,” The Arunachal Times.
arunachaltimes.in/index.php/2019/01/06/yobins-resent-exclusion-from-st-bill /. Accessed 20
July 2021.

Readers’ Forum: “Where do Yobins fit in the proposed APST Amendment Bill?’. 19 July
2021. The Anwachal Tunes. arunachaltimes.in/index.php/2021/07/19/where-do-yobins-fit-in-
the-proposed-apst-amendment-bill/. Accessed 20 July 2021.

3 Readers' Forum. 202].

© Thid.

V7 Scc STORI(Six) Vijaynagar End of The Road [vidco] by Thc Assam Rifles Sentnels of
Northeast. 2018. 17:31 minutes. www.youtube.com/watch?v=51 1 YA_SzkRA&1=12s. Accessed
21 July 2021.







