Chapter 1
Introduction
1.1. Language and People:

Zeme 1s the name of the community that speaks the language. It is one of the thirty
four (34) recognized scheduled tribes of Manipur including recently recognized
three scheduled tribes namely Paomei, Tarao, Kharam (Manipur Gazette, 2003).
Zeme 1s one of the sub-tribes of Zeliangrong. The term ‘Zeliangrong’ is a
combined name of the three tribes Zeme, Liangmei and Rongmei. The term
Zeliangrong was coined by taking the prefixes of the above tribes in the following
way as Ze + Liang + Rong = Zeliangrong. The term was coined on 15™ February
1947 at Imphal when the Zeliangrong council was first established and organized
their first conference (Gangumei Kamei, 2004). It i1s generally believed that these
three tribes are the descendents of the same ancestor with similar culture, tradition,
customs as well as linguistic affinity. Linguistically, Zeme belongs to the Kuki-
Naga section of the Kamarupan group of the Baric sub-division of Tibeto-Burman
family of languages (Matisoff, 2001). Ethnically, Zeme belongs to the southern
mongoloids group who migrated southwards across the Himalayas in the pre-

historic period to Northeast India and South East-Asia (Budha Kamei, 2017).



1.2.  Geographical and Demographical Distribution:

The speakers of Zeme are mainly found in three states of Northeast India namely
Manipur, Assam and Nagaland. In Manipur, Zeme people are mostly settled in
Tousem sub-division of Tamenglong district and Tadubi sub-division of Senapati
district of Manipur. In Nagaland, they settled in Peren district and in Assam they
are mostly settled in Dima Hasao districts. There are 36 Zeme villages in Manipur
out of the total villages, 23 are in Tamenglong district and remaining 13 are in
Senapati district. The names of 23 Zeme villages in Tousem sub-division are 1.
Aben 2. Pumram 3. Deigie 4. Njukuak 5. Mandu old 6. Mandu new 7. New
Tousem 8. Old Tousem 9. Phoklong 10. Teguram 11. Ketangnam 12. Ketiang new
13. Ketiang Old 14. Zingning 15. New Magulong 16. Old Magulong 17. New
Impa 18. OId Impa 19. Ketang 20. Ketangnbeukam 21. Impa-nkang 22. Impa-
ningdi and 23. Zemeram while the name the of the 13 Zeme villages under
Senapati districts are 1. Zie-Nnui 2. Duize 3. Tampung 4.Bakke 5. Bendramai 6.
Jenamchi 7. Keneloa 8. Makuilongdi 9. Kanem 10. Nsenbekienl1. Jenamyi 12.
Kangzang and 13. Zepaukilwa (Zeme Council North East India, 2012). The total

population of Zeme in India was 34,110 according to 2001 census report of India.



1.3. Genetic Affiliation

Benedict, in his Sino-Tibetan: A Conspectus (1972) classified Zeme under Kuki-
Naga section of Tibeto-Burman language family as shown in the following fig.

no.1.
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Fig.no.1. Genetic classification of Sino-Tibetan groups, from Benedict (1972:6)



According to Bradley (1997), classified Zeme under the Kuki-Chin-Naga branches
of Southern Naga group of Tibeto-Burman branch of Sino-Tibetan language

family as shown in the following fig.no.2.
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Fig.no.2.Genetic classification of Kuki-Chin-Naga group according to Bradley

(1997).



According to Matisoff (2001), Zeme belong to the Kuki-Naga section of the

Kamarupan group of the Baric sub-division of Tibeto-Burman language family.
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Fig. no.3. Classification of Sino-Tibetan Languages by (Matisoftf: 2001)



Recently, Burling (2003), in his classification, Zeme, Liangmai and Rongmel

referred to as (Nruanghmei) and puts under Zeme group, which consists of Puiron,

Khoirao and Maram
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Fig.no.4. Genetic classification of Tibeto-Burman languages according to Burling

(2003).



1.4. Literary and Cultural background

The Zeme adopts patriarchal society in which the father 1s the head of the family
and women have no right to inherit their father’s properties like house, field, land
etc., except the household properties. There are seven Zeme clans namely
Newmei, Pamei, Nkaume, Nriame, Ndaime, Sogame, Hezame, Mpame and
Bouriame. All the clans have their different totems. Marriage between the same
clans 1s strictly prohibited in Zeme Society. There is an institution called youth
dormitory in Zeme society in which the young boys and girls were taught their
traditional education, warfare and arts of fighting by using weapons, music and
dance, customs and tradition and folklore etc. however, there is no dormitory in
various remote Zeme villages and the function has been taken up by the youth
club. Earlier the village chief priest is the head of the village but now there is
Gwangbura representing each clan and village chairman, secretary and members
who are responsible for village development and social activities in the village

(Irang H. Johnny, 2016).

Agriculture is the main occupation of Zeme people. They practiced jhum slashed
and burn shifting cultivation along with terrace shelter cultivation. Rice is the
main staple food of Zeme and if the rice becomes scared millet, maize and cereal
foods were used as their supplement food. They used rice in different forms such

as conventional cook rice, brewing rice and making bread (Zeme Council North



East India in Zeme cultural heritage and customary laws, 2012). Due to
modernization people did not engage only on agriculture rather they are doing
different business to earn their livelthood. Now a day well educated people are

doing jobs in government and non-government organization.

Zeme people celebrate various festivals those evolved during the pagan,
pagandom era thousand years back. Most of the festivals are related with
agricultural operation of the year. Each celebration is marked with ritual, invoking
the blessing of Tingwang/Tinggwong for the protection of crops and thanks giving
for the plentiful harvest. Duration of the festivals varies from 3 to10 days. Some
festivals are celebrated with grand arrangement and some are celebrated simply
without any dancing or singing expects meat dishes and drinks (rice beer). Some
important festivals of Zeme are 1) Hega 2) Nchang 3) Hengi and 4) Heliam/
Kaheliambe. All these festivals are related with belief and faith of pagan state of
religion and reflect more of pantheism in nature. These festivals revolve around

certain deities 1.e., the deity of benevolent, malevolent and pantheon.

Hega is one of the most important festivals of Zeme celebrated mostly in the
month of January or February. It is a post harvest festival celebrated when the
granaries are full with the newly harvest food stuff and is celebrated for ten days.
It also called the festival of the New Year because the festival i1s celebrated after

the end of the preceding year.



Nchang is celebrated in the month of June after the completion of seed sowing. It
is celebrated to invoke the blessing of Rawong/ Ragwong and Siberai the god of

fertility and prosperity. This festival is celebrated for 3 days.

Hengi festival 1s generally celebrated in the month of October after the weeding 1s
completed and the paddy field started blooming. This festival is celebrated for 5

days.

Heliam/ Kaheliambe are celebrated for two days. This festival is mostly of ritual
being performed by male folk of the village somewhat like purification of ritual
ivoking the god of fertility to endow with hunting charm. Heliam are of three

types such as 1) keyuheliam, 2) hetaheliam and 3) hetuiheliam.

1.5. Script

Zeme do not have their own script to write their language. Therefore, they used
Roman script to write their language with some modifications. As in many other
Tibeto-Burman languages, Zeme has tonal distinction however; it is not reflected
in the present writing system. Hence, the preparation of phonemic based
orthography 1s needed for semantic interpretation of the language at
large.However no attempt has been made by any scholar to prepare the same for

Zeme language.



1.6. Education

Though Zeme being one of lesser known languages, the language has not yet been
mtroduced as a medium of instruction or subjects in school or colleges. But they
have been demanding to introduce Zeme as a subject in the schools or colleges
under Government of Manipur. Due to non-availability of the mother tongue
education, they used to educate themselves in Manipuri or English medium. More
specifically, most of the older generation used to educate in Manipuri medium
schools however younger generation preferably used to educate in English

medium regardless of one’s economic condition.

1.7.  Bilingualism/Multilingualism

Zeme people are mostly bilingual or mutilingual. They can speak or understand
Manipuri (Meiteilon) other than their own mother tongue as Manipuri is the lingua
franca of the state. Most of the adult or old age group can speak or understand
their sister language Rongmei and Liangmel. Some educated young people are
multilingual as they can speak English and Hindi in some purposes. Likewise
Zeme in Nagaland can speak their mother tongue and Nagamese and Zeme resides
in Assam also speak their own language as well as Hindi or English for
communicating people of other community. However, it 1s not the case of every

native Zeme speaker that can freely speak the above mentioned language.
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1.8. Attitude of the Speaker

Zeme people speak their mother tongue at their home domain. They preferred to
speak their language in public domain within the community rather than other
language to maintain their language. Zeme people made a great effort to maintain
their language to protect their identity. Besides this, they used their language in
various cultural ethos, ritual practices and oral tradition. This 1s the positive
attitude of Zeme speaker towards their mother tongue and used as a means for

1dentifying themselves as distinct ethnic community.

1.9. Data and Methodology

The date of the present work has been collected from Tousem sub-division of
Tamenglong districts of Manipur. The present work is based on the primary source
of data. The data has been collected through direct interview and observation
methods from different age groups, sexes and professions. The same collected data
has been crossed checked from another speaker of the language and the all the data
has been recorded using digital recorder. The secondary materials like books,

journals, dictionaries, articles etc. are also used through library work.
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