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PREFACE 

I consider it a great privilege to delve into the traditional knowledge of my motherland, more 

particularly the states of North East India which have escaped the focus of attention for long. 

This work is an attempt to throw light on manifold aspects of the hidden land, like 

environment, natural phenomena, flora and fauna, forest and conservation. 

There is a wide difference in the society over the question of cultural practices: the world 

appears to be divided in two schools –one for retaining the age old practices and customs and 

the other favouring a continuous stream of changes in the name of progress. For many 

decades the main-stream people of Indian Society have been trying to “rescue” the tribes of 

North East India from  the shadow of their ethnic culture and “upgrade”  their living standard; 

only time will ultimately tell which is better - the imposed one or the native one.  

I gratefully acknowledge & express my sincere thanks to the MINISTRY OF CULTURE, 

GOVERNMENT OF INDIA for the Senior Fellowship -Scientific and Technological 

Principles of Conservation (New areas)  awarded to me and for approving the project - 

TRADITIONAL CULTURAL & ENVIRONMENTAL   KNOWLEDGE, SUSTAINABLE 

FOREST MANAGEMENT FOR ENVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION IN NORTH 

EAST INDIA - AN ASSESSMENT as well as for providing the necessary guidelines. 

I am also grateful to the officials of Government of States of North East India for their 

gracious help extended to me at every step of my research work, without which the project 

could not have been completed. 

I am thankful to those people whom I have met during the course of my job and who have 

shown a great interest in the project and have rendered their best efforts to facilitate this 

project work.  

I would also like to take this opportunity to thank the librarians and staff of the Library of 

Raja Ram Mohan Library Foundation, Kolkata, the Asiatic Society, Kolkata and the National 

Library, Kolkata.  
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TRADITIONAL CULTURAL & ENVIRONMENTAL   KNOWLEDGE 

SUSTAINABLE FOREST MANAGEMENT FOR ENVIRONMENTAL 

CONSERVATION IN NORTH EAST INDIA-AN ASSESSMENT 

 

Dr. Baisakhi Bandyopadhyay 

Abstract 

 

Traditional knowledge (TK), indigenous knowledge (IK), traditional cultural knowledge , 

Traditional Environmental knowledge and local knowledge generally refer to the long-

standing traditions and practices of certain regional, indigenous, or local communities. 

Traditional knowledge also encompasses the wisdom, knowledge, and teachings of these 

communities. In many cases, traditional knowledge has been orally passed for generations 

from person to person. Some forms of traditional knowledge are expressed through stories, 

legends, folklore, rituals, songs, and even laws. Other forms of traditional knowledge are 

expressed through different means. 

The mission of this research: 
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� to promote understanding, dissemination and respectful use of knowledge in 

ecological research, application and education; 

� to encourage education  

� to stimulate research which incorporates the traditional knowledge and participation 

of indigenous people; 

� to increase participation by indigenous people  

�  

� to foster understanding of indigenous and local knowledge in relationship to place; 

Many traditional societies in North East India, often referred to as indigenous or tribal people, 

have accumulated a whole lot of empirical knowledge on the basis of their experience while 

dealing with Nature and natural resources. This traditional wisdom is based on the intrinsic 

realization that man and Nature form part of an indivisible whole, and therefore should live in 

partnership with each other. This eco-centric view of traditional societies is widely reflected 

in their attitudes towards plants, animals, rivers, and the earth. The methodology and 

guidelines of this project fall under the following headlines: 

1. IMPORTANCE OF TRADITIONAL CULTURAL & ECOLOGICAL 

KNOWLEDGE 

2. SUSTAINABLE FOREST MANAGEMENT; BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION 

BY SACRED GROVES, SACRED LANDSCAPE AND SACRED PLANT 

SPECIES AND TRADITIONAL  CULTURAL & ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE  

3. CROP MANAGEMENT  

4. FARM MANAGEMENT  

5. ANIMAL MANAGEMENT   

        6. THERAPEUTIC ASPECTS OF PLANTS, AYURVEDA   

       7. CONCLUSION AND CURRENT PRACTICES AND ROOTS IN TEK 

Indians take pride in their strong cultural heritage. Religion protects and nurtures nature 

through its customs, taboos and practices. The North-Eastern region of India is home to 

diverse tribal and other ethnic groups. These communities meet a substantial proportion of 

their resource requirements from a relatively small catchment area in which they have been 

living for a long time. They live in complete harmony with nature. For example, the Meetei 

communities in the States of Manipur and Assam. Sacred groves, or Umang Lais, as they are 
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called in the Meetei language, form an integral part of the Manipuri tradition of nature 

worship. Several species of plants are protected in these groves, which also offer protection to 

birds and animals. These include teak, several fruit trees like lemon, plants of medicinal value 

such as ginger, eucalyptus and bamboo. Fishes, waterfowl and other aquatic animals like 

snails and insects are very common items in the diet of the Meetei. However, many of these 

animals are not eaten during certain periods, probably with the motive of sustainable 

harvesting and conservation.Thus, certain religious beliefs and practices help in the 

conservation of nature and its biodiversity. 

 

 

CONTENTS  

 

 

 

1.Context of Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

 

2.Ethnic and Religious categorization of tribes of North East India 

 

3.Traditional Ecological Knowledge system in Practice  

3a   Natural Resource Management & Biodiversity study: 

3a.1. Some aspects of Biodiversity in the Northeastern 

 3a.2.Himalayan region and its conservation 

3a.3.Floristic Heritage of North East India 

3a.4.Medicinal Plant wealth in North East India 

3a.5. Biosphere Reserve study in North East India 

3a.6. Renewable energy and Biodiversity in North Eastern Region of India 

 

4. Traditional ecological practices for  environmental conservation among tribes of North 

East India 
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5. How  the local environmental knowledge develops: cases from north East India 

 

6Making scientific scense of indigenous knowledge 

 

7.Learning from Traditional Ecological knowledge practices 

 

SUMMARY 

Some of the major instruments used are as follows: 

Literature survey 

Interviews with environmental experts and activists in India and neighbouring 

countries (personally or over telephone or emails) 

Field study, which would include; (i) Community data book, (ii) Annual calendar 

format (economic calendar, religious calendar, social calendar and cultural calendar, 

(iii) Identification sheets for flora and fauna (wild and domesticated). 

 

Identification of literature with information relevant for environmental  preservation 

practices of North East India, available in different Centres in India.  

Library work at the Raja Rammohan Roy Library Foundation Kolkata under the 

Ministry of Culture , Government of India and the Asiatic Society, Kolkata and the 

National Library, Kolkata for perusal of relevant books and journals related to the 

project. The articles /papers divided into different sub-fields of my research.  

Library work and research data collection from Indian Council of Agricultural 

Research (ICAR) -Consult, Visit  & Data Collections 

• North Eastern Council (NEC),Shillong 

• North Eastern Development Finance Corporation Ltd.(NEDFi) Guwahati 

• North Eastern Regional Agricultural Marketing Corporation Limited (NERAMAC) 

• Guwahati 
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• North Eastern Handlooms and Handicrafts Development Corporation (NEHHDC) 

• Guwahati 

• North Eastern Regional Community Resource Management Programme for Upland 

Areas (NERCORMP).  Guwahati 

• North East Livelihood Promotion Society, Guwahati  

• Indian Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR) Head office of North East India –

Barapani & other Regional Centres) 

• [ICAR Research Complex for North Eastern Hill Region was established in the year 

1975 by the Indian Council of Agricultural Research to provide an adequate research 

base for supporting agricultural development in the North Eastern Hill region of the 

country. It is the first institute of its kind setup by ICAR which encompasses all the 

disciplines of agriculture, horticulture, animal sciences, agricultural engineering, agro 

forestry and fishery to cater to the research needs of the tribal areas of NEH Region 

including Sikkim. The headquarters of this Institute is located at Barapani 

(Meghalaya) while its regional centers are located at Basar (Arunachal Pradesh), 

Imphal (Manipur), Kolasib (Mizoram), Jharnapani (Nagaland), Lembucherra 

(Tripura) and Gangtok (Sikkim). Besides the Institute has ten Krishi Vigyan Kendras 

(KVKs) attached to different centers for providing on/off campus training to the 

practising farmers, school drop outs and farm women in the field of agriculture and 

allied sectors.] 

 

Identification and perusal of rest of the texts to find out similar information from different 

archives in India. 

Inter-action with environmental activists and historians in India with special interest and 

experience in TEK in North East India through the following means: 

a) personallywhere feasible. 

b) by email, through questionnaires or over phone when personal interaction is not 

possible, 

c) identifying and interviewing people who live in traditional societies or groups with 

close links to nature and whose livelihood is closely linked to conservation of nature 
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(user groups), like farmers, hunters, fishermen and woodcutters of different tribes of 

NE India ( and neighbouring countries if feasible).  

      Visit Universities working on NorthEast e g North Eastern Hill University, Shillong,  

 GB Pant Institute of Himalaya Environment & Development  

 

North East Unit Arunachal Pradesh, 

Examination and analysis of data. 

a) find out similarities and dissimilarities between environmental practices in 

North East India  

b) Identify reasons for dissimilarities in the light of local environmental 

conditions; 

c) Find out areas where the local environmental knowledge can be improved in 

the light of similar knowledge  

d)  final report submission 

 

RELEVANCE,ANTICIPATED OUTCOMES AND PROPAGATED OUTPU TS FROM 

THE RESEARCH 

1 Similarities and dissimilarities between environmental practices in North 

East India and those in neighbouring countries; 

2. Identify reasons for dissimilarities in the light of local environmental 

conditions; 

3. Find out areas where the local environmental knowledge can be improved 

in the light of similar knowledge. 
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Garo (Meghalaya)                               Lepcha (Sikkim) 

 

(Source: Anthropological Survey of India, Kolkata) 
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YOBIN (LISU) TRIBES OF ARUNACHAL PRADESH 
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FOREST COVER OF NORTH EAST INDIA  

 

According to the India State of Forest Report, 2011 the seven NE States, that 
together make up a fourth of the country's forest cover, lost 549 sq.km of forests 
between 2009 (the last State of Forest Report) and 2011. 

 

Bamboo Forest in North East India play important part in lifestyle of Tribes of North East India 
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IMPORTANCE 

North-east region, a vital entity of great Indian land has been in the limelight in spite of being 

geographically in the extreme corner of the country. In the recent times by virtue of being a 

major source of oil, tea, forest product and medicinal herbs, the region has acquired special 

importance for India. Dominantly mountainous, North-east forms natural walls separating 

from adjacent lands.North east region is situated in – between the two great traditions of the 

India Asia and Mongoloid Asia. North east comprises the seven sisters’ states–Arunachal, 

Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura and Sikkim. This region is 

officially recognized as a special category of states. The North East Council (NEC) was 

constituted in 1971 as the nodal agency for the economic and social development of the eight 

states, the North Eastern Development Finance Corporation Ltd (NEDFC) was incorporated 

on August 9, 1995 and the Ministry of Development of North Region (DONER) was set up in 

September 2001. 

North-east India is the easternmost region of India consisting of the contiguous Seven Sister 

States and the state of Sikkim. Seven states commonly known as the ‘Seven Sister’. They are 

Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura. 

 The North-east is a true frontier region. It has over 2000 km of border with Bhutan, 

China, Myanmar and Bangladesh and is connected to the rest of India by a narrow 20 km 

wide corridor of land. One of the most ethnically and linguistically diverse regions in Asia, 

each state has its distinct cultures and traditions. 

 From times immemorial, India’s North East has been the meeting point of many 

communities, faiths and cultures, a place renowned for its magical beauty and bewildering 

diversity. North east India is the home for more than 166 separate tribes speaking a wide 

range of languages. Some groups have migrated over the centuries from places as far as 
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South East. Asia; they retain their cultural traditions and values but are beginning to adapted 

to contemporary lifestyles. Its jungles are dense, its rivers powerful and rain, and 

thunderstorms sweep across the hills, valleys and plains during the annual monsoons. 

 The lushness of its landscape, the range of communities and geographical and 

ecological diversity makes the North-east quite different from other parts of the subcontinent. 

In winters, mist carpets the valleys but swirls around the traveller in hills during summer 

rains, thus creating an enchanting and romantic atmosphere. The region has borders with 

Myanmar. Bhutan and Bangladesh. 

 The festivals and celebrations in the North eastern states of India are a colourful 

reflection of the people and their lives. Throughout the year, different people celebrate 

festival with lot of fanfare in different ways, most of them centring around their modes of 

living and livelihood. 

 Each state is a traveller’s paradise, with picturesque hills and green meadows which 

shelters thousand of species of flora and fauna. In addition, the states provide scope for 

angling, boating, rafting, trekking and hiking. Besides, there are a number of wildlife 

sanctuaries and national parks where rare animals, birds and plants which will surely provide 

fascinating to the visitors. 

 Before Independence this entire area was known as Assam Province Time to time 

seven different states have been separated from the same area. The region is also known as 

the hand of seven sisters. 

 The North-eastern states are very different in many ways from the other parts of India. 

These States have the maximum number of tribes living within. Many tribal languages are 

spoken throughout these seven states. The North-eastern states have the highest percentage of 

Christians. Territory-wise this region is the most sensitive region touching many countries 

like China, Tibet, Bhutan, Myanmar and Bangladesh’ Permits to visit the states of Assam. 

Meghalaya and Tripura are no longer required Permits to other states are to be obtained from 

the local office. 

 The states are famous for their scenic beauty. The states also have many other tourists 

attractions like Kaziranga wildlife sanctuary where one can horned Rhinoceros and the 

famous Tawang Gompa. 

States Capital Area in sq. kms. Languages 
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Assam Dispur 78,438 Assamese, Bengali 

Arunachal Pradesh Itanagar 83,743 Tribal 

Nagaland Kohima 16,579 English 

Manipur Imphal 22,327 Manipuri 

Mizoram Aizwal 21,081 Mizo 

Tripura Agartala 10,492 Bengali, Tribal 

Meghalaya Shillong 22,439 Khasi, Garo 

 Of these, Sikkim became an Indian protectorate in 1947 and a full state in 1975. The 

states border Nepal, Bhutan, China, Myanmer and Bangladesh. However, they share only 21 

km common border with the rest of India via the Chicken’s Neck.Single theme is that India,s 

North east needs development.Presentb North East India was known as Pragyajyotisha and 

Kamaruo in the ancient period  before the Ahome turned it into Assam.  

The advent of the industrial revolution and the subsequent quantum leaps in technology, 

coupled with the cultural imperialism of an arrogant industrialised civilisation have, in many 

parts of the world, posed immense problems for land stewardship, species preservation, and 

environmental conservation. In recent years, there has been a serious rethink about 

sustainable development and increasing attention has been paid to traditional ecological 

knowledge by academics and natural resource managers.  

Indigenous or Traditional Knowledge (I.K. or T.K.) refers to the unique, traditional, local 

knowledge existing within and developed around the specific  condition of women and men 

indigenous to a particular geographic area; Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), 

sometimes referred to as traditional environmental knowledge, is often described as local and 

holistic, integrating the physical and spiritual into a worldview  that has evolved over time 

and emphasizes the practical application of skills and knowledge.. It is based on experience, 

often tested over centuries, adapted to local culture, environment and lifestyles. Rural and 

tribal people  in particular have an intimate knowledge of many aspects of their surroundings 

and their daily life is governed to a great extent by such knowledge. Over centuries, people 

have learnt how to grow food and to survive sometimes in difficult environments. They 

possess knowledge about varieties of crops to cultivate on the same plot considering the 

nature of soil and water retention capacity of such land, appropriate time for sowing and 

weeding the edible plants, tubers and mushroom and those having medicinal value. Ethno-
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medicine or folk-based medicine identifies even the particular parts of the plants having 

medicinal value, follows a specific mode of treatment of diseases and tries to maintain or 

conserve their environment to make it sustainable. 

As biodiversity is now becoming synonymous with sustainable development and human 

survival, TEK has the potential to provide valuable information if not useful models that can 

be adapted for resource management today. Agricultural techniques and products based on 

indigenous knowledge are now being widely marketed: permaculture (mixed cropping and 

agroforestry systems), water harvesting and soil conservation, fire management (controlled 

burns), botanical medicines, heirloom grains and vegetables, handicrafts, etc. 

 

North-East India is the easternmost region of India consisting of the contiguous Seven Sister 

States and the state of Sikkim. The seven states commonly known as the ‘Seven Sisters’ 

comprise of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and 

Tripura. Sikkim was recognized as a part of North-East states in the 1990s. The region shares 

more than 4,500 kilometres of international border (about 90 per cent of its entire border 

area) with China (South Tibet) in the north, Myanmar in the east, Bangladesh in the 

southwest, and Bhutan to the northwest and this region shares only 21 km common border 

with the rest of India via the Chicken’s neck.. Historically the North-east had extensive links 

with the neighbouring region of Tibet, Bhutan, Burma and Indo-China. It formed the southern 

trail of the silk road. One of the most ethnically and linguistically diverse regions in Asia, 

each state has its distinct culture and traditions.  

 

 From times immemorial, India’s North East has been the meeting point of many 

communities, faiths and cultures, North east India is the home for more than 166 separate 

tribes speaking a wide range of languages. Some groups have migrated over the centuries 

from places as far as South East. Asia; they retain their cultural traditions and values but are 

beginning to adapted to contemporary lifestyles. The North-eastern states are very different in 

many ways from the other parts of India. The population of this region comes from several 

racial stocks, mostly the Mongoloids, the Indo-Aryans and the Austric; while the original 

settlers were Mongoloids, the Indo-Aryan and other groups came later, but still there is a 

dominance of the Mongoloid strain in the population. Most of the tribes  are concentrated in 
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the hilly states of Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur and Mizoram near the Myanmar 

border. Though these tribes were different from each other in many respects, they had some 

very broad affinities. Their languages probably belong to the Tibeto-Burman stock. Almost 

all the tribes were divided into clans which were in many cases exogamous. There were also 

class divisions in some tribes which were sometimes rigid. Excepting the Monpas of Tawang, 

their religion was animistic. The Monpas were more or less Buddhists of the Tibetan variety. 

With a few exceptions, these tribes practised shifting cultivation of the slash-and-burn type 

called jhum.  

 The Monpas live in the Tawang area which occupies about 2,000 sq. miles of the north-east 

frontier. It is wedged in between Bhutan in the west and the country of the Akas and Mijis in 

the east. To the south it is bordered by the plaints of Assam, while on the north it is separated 

from Tibet by the Himalayan range averaging 15,000 feet in height which takes its origin in 

the great snow peak called the Gori Chen. In Tibetan Tawang is called Monyul, i.e., the low 

country. Geographically this area is divided into three sections by subsidiary mountain 

ranges. The difference between the two cultures on either side of the Himalaya is all too 

obvious. To the north of the Himalaya Tibetans live in house built of stone and wood, dress 

in elaborate woollen clothes covering the entire body and wear felt hats and boots. To the 

south the tribesmen live in bamboo huts with a life of three or four years at the most, and 

their dress consists of short coats or jackets with loin cloth for men and skirt for women, 

leaving the thighs, legs and feet bare. There are no permanent separate structures for religious 

performances south of the line. Village gates with hanging carcasses of sacrificed dogs or 

fowl, and scaffolds for immolating mithuns (bos frontalis) are the only visible signs of any 

sacred performance. But on the other side the most majestic structures are the Buddhist 

monasteries, and beautifully painted, manes, chortens and kakalings, prayer flags and prayer 

wheels abound all over the land. In the south the priests are not distinguished from the laity. 

In the north they are the most privileged class and are conspicuously distinct in their red or 

yellow robes. The Tibetans are Buddhist while the tribesmen in the south are animists. In the 

north the Tibetan craftsmen excel in the manufacture of wooden articles. The tribesmen in the 

south display great skill in cane and bamboo work.  

THE OBJECTIVES OF THE PROJECT:  

1. To document Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) of the People of North 

East India(8-10 prominent  tribes) for the last 300 years. This includes: 
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a) compilation of all available information including ethnographic accounts, other 

published material on specific subjects depicting TK, archival records, museum 

collections, ethnographic and documentary films, audio material, published folk 

customs and rituals 

b)  conducting fieldwork among tribal and village communities in order to document 

relatively unexplored traditional knowledge. 

2. To conduct research on similar practices of biodiversity conservation among the 

neighbouring countries from which historically the tribes of NE India migrated into 

India. The similarities and dissimilarities of such practices and their evolution in the 

light of local environmental conditions will be examined. This part of the research 

will mostly focus on secondary sources (published materials and information gathered 

from  interviews with environmental activists  

3. To produce literature and other material based on the above for wider dissemination 

 

SYNOPSIS 

Community-based natural resource management in northeast India has a long history. 

Indigenous knowledge and adaptation is the core of such management with improvement 

from generation to generation. The expectation is that under community control, local 

expertise on biodiversity will play a significant role in natural resource management through 

traditional practices. This proposed project aims to study the characteristics and application 

of the traditional ecological knowledge of aboriginal peoples in northeast India and its role 

in natural resource management. Traditional ecological knowledge systems and institutions 

could serve as entry points into the sustainable utilization and management of natural 

resources. This could be achieved through the exploration of the cultural practices of the 

local people and integrating useful aspects into the modern natural resource management 

expertise. Wider application of TEK-derived information remains elusive. In part, this is due 

to continued inertia in favor of established scientific practices and the need to describe TEK 

in Western scientific terms. In part, it is also due to the difficulty of accessing TEK, which is 

rarely written down and must in most cases be documented as a project on its own prior to 

its incorporation into another scientific undertaking. This formidable practical obstacle is 

exacerbated by the need to use social science methods to gather biological data, so that TEK 

research and application becomes a multidisciplinary undertaking.  
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Tribal farmers’ cropping systems are based on rich indigenous ecological knowledge gained 

over the generations. The field preparation, choosing of crop varieties and season of sowing, 

intercultural operations, organic soil nutrient management, soil and water conservation 

techniques, ecological pest and diseases control measures, harvest and storage methods 

showcase their rich traditional knowledge on sustainable agriculture and natural resources 

management techniques. This is evident particularly in the very popular method of jhum 

cultivation among the hill tribes, where cultivation on a number of slopes optimizes the use of 

water resources and land utilization, slash and  burning methods   after harvesting allows the 

regeneration of soil after a fallow period without the use of chemical fertilisers. These 

agricultural practices are evident, for example, among the people of the Adi tribe, a tribal 

community of Siang valley in Eastern Himalayas of North-East India.  Adi tribe’s traditional 

ecological cultivation and management techniques can be seen in  all major cultivated crops 

such as rice and maize, citrus group of fruits, pine apple, etc. Crucial decision on farming, 

water management and fallow period are regulated by strong democratic system called 

“Kebang”, Adi tribe’s traditional village council. The Adi tribes mixed crop orchards and 

traditional homestead agro-forestry demonstrates well developed indigenous systems and 

emphasizes productivity and sustainability. Further, it demonstrates optimum utilization of 

available land and other natural resources. A multitude of crops presenting a multi-tier 

canopy configuration makes balanced utilization of environmental resources. Apart from 

traditional ecological knowledge and local democratic institutions, people’s belief, taboos and 

customs facilitate the sustainable farming and protect the environment. Further, continuing 

traditional food habits of Adi tribe necessitie conservation of large number of wild vegetables. 

The tribal communities of Meghalaya nurture forests in the vicinity of their habitations, near 

water sources, on steep slopes and other ecologically sensitive lands. Their forest 

conservation practices can be seen in sacred groves, village restricted forests, village supply 

forests, clan forests and other traditionally managed forests, which comprise about 90% of 

Meghalaya’s total forest area. These forests are protected and managed by the tribal people 

through institutional arrangements developed to benefit the community as a whole. The 

classification, protection, regeneration and extraction procedures practised for management 

of these forests are among the best examples of traditional ecological knowledge. Often 

including a variety of water bodies, these forests are very rich in aquatic as well as terrestrial 

biodiversity, including innumerable species of medicinal plants, wild foods and other 

economically important plants and animals. 
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Context of Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

TK has the potential to provide valuable information if not useful models that can be 

adapted for resource management today. North-east India is the easternmost region of 

India consisting of the contiguous Seven Sister States and the state of Sikkim. 

Historically the North-east had extensive links with the neighbouring region of Tibet, 

Bhutan, Burma and Indo-China. From times immemorial, India’s North East has been 

the meeting point of many communities, faiths and cultures, The North-eastern states 

are very different in many ways from the other parts of India. The population of this 

region comes from several racial stocks, mostly the Mongoloids, the Indo-Aryans and 

the Austric; while the original settlers were Mongoloids, the Indo-Aryan and other 

groups came later, but still there is a dominance of the Mongoloid strain in the 

population. Interestingly, traditional practices followed by the aboriginal tribes of 

these areas bear a striking resemblance to many of those seen in many provinces of 

the South-western parts of China, Laos, Vietnam and Thailand. The proposed project 

aims to study the influences of traditional practices of these neighbouring countries on 

the TK of NE India. The subthemes of my research study will be restricted to 8-10 

prominent tribes like Adi, Monpas,Garo, Khashi, Bodo, Lepcha etc. of North East 

India for last 300 years, including their habits, habitats, natural resource management 

and the impact of colonial phase on such practices. Community-based natural 

resource management in northeast India has a long history. Indigenous knowledge and 

adaptation is the core of such management with improvement from generation to 

generation. The expectation is that under community control, local expertise on 

biodiversity will play a significant role in natural resource management through 

traditional practices. This proposed project aims to study the characteristics and 

application of the traditional ecological knowledge of aboriginal peoples in northeast 

India and its role in natural resource management. Traditional ecological knowledge 

systems and institutions could serve as entry points into the sustainable utilization and 

management of natural resources. This could be achieved through the exploration of 

the cultural practices of the local people and integrating useful aspects into the 

modern natural resource management expertise. Wider application of TEK-derived 

information remains elusive. In part, this is due to continued inertia in favor of 
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established scientific practices and the need to describe TEK in Western scientific 

terms. In part, it is also due to the difficulty of accessing TEK, which is rarely written 

down and must in most cases be documented as a project on its own prior to its 

incorporation into another scientific undertaking. This formidable practical obstacle is 

exacerbated by the need to use social science methods to gather biological data, so 

that TEK research and application becomes a multidisciplinary undertaking.  

Tribal farmers’ cropping systems are based on rich indigenous ecological knowledge 

gained over the generations. The field preparation, choosing of crop varieties and 

season of sowing, intercultural operations, organic soil nutrient management, soil and 

water conservation techniques, ecological pest and diseases control measures, harvest 

and storage methods showcase their rich traditional knowledge on sustainable 

agriculture and natural resources management techniques. This is evident particularly 

in the very popular method of jhum cultivation among the hill tribes, where 

cultivation on a number of slopes optimizes the use of water resources and land 

utilization, slash and burning methods   after harvesting allows the regeneration of soil 

after a fallow period without the use of chemical fertilisers. These agricultural 

practices are evident, for example, among the people of the Adi tribe, a tribal 

community of Siang valley in Eastern Himalayas of North-East India.  Adi tribe’s 

traditional ecological cultivation and management techniques can be seen in  all major 

cultivated crops such as rice and maize, citrus group of fruits, pine apple, etc. Crucial 

decision on farming, water management and fallow period are regulated by strong 

democratic system called “Kebang”, Adi tribe’s traditional village council. The Adi 

tribes mixed crop orchards and traditional homestead agro-forestry demonstrates well 

developed indigenous systems and emphasizes productivity and sustainability. 

Further, it demonstrates optimum utilization of available land and other natural 

resources. A multitude of crops presenting a multi-tier canopy configuration makes 

balanced utilization of environmental resources. Apart from traditional ecological 

knowledge and local democratic institutions, people’s belief, taboos and customs 

facilitate the sustainable farming and protect the environment. Further, continuing 

traditional food habits of Adi tribe necessitie conservation of large number of wild 

vegetables. 

The tribal communities of Meghalaya nurture forests in the vicinity of their 

habitations, near water sources, on steep slopes and other ecologically sensitive lands. 

Their forest conservation practices can be seen in sacred groves, village restricted 
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forests, village supply forests, clan forests and other traditionally managed forests, 

which comprise about 90% of Meghalaya’s total forest area. These forests are 

protected and managed by the tribal people through institutional arrangements 

developed to benefit the community as a whole. The classification, protection, 

regeneration and extraction procedures practised for management of these forests are 

among the best examples of traditional ecological knowledge. Often including a 

variety of water bodies, these forests are very rich in aquatic as well as terrestrial 

biodiversity, including innumerable species of medicinal plants, wild foods and other 

economically important plants and animals. 

The Northeastern Himalayan region extends from Sikkim East wards and comprises 

Nepal Bhutan and the seven sisters of North East India viz. Arunachal Pradesh, 

Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura along with a 

continuous sector of the Yunnan Province in South West China. The Eastern 

Himalaya display a widely varying topography, a factor that fosters species diversity 

and endemism. In India’s sector of the area, there are roughly 5800 plant species of 

which approximately 2000 are endemic. Hot spots are areas that are extremely rich in 

species, have high endemism, and are under constant threat. Among the 25 hot spots 

of the world, two are found in India. Out of these two, the one in the Indo-Burma 

region (covering the Eastern Himalayas) is particularly rich in floral wealth and 

endemism. not only in flowering plants but also in reptiles, amphibians, butterflies 

and some mammals. The sense of insecurity in respect of their cultural identity is still 

being maneuvered in the North East India that generates a strong sense The tribal 

people in the North east Region classify the electorate and aspiring candidates into 

two categories; the ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’. Role of ethnicity in the political 

mobilization is very much apparent among the tribes of North East India. A number 

of hill states like Nagaland, Mizorum , Meghalaya have been curved out of as Assam 

as a result of various political movements primarily based on the issue of ethnicity .A 

few other  developments like the demand for Bodoland by the Bodo populations, 

Udayachal by the Ahom of upper Assam in North East India are also based on the 

issue of ethnicity . 

Natural gas and petroleum are two major natural resources  of North east India. 

Besides these , minerals like coal, limestone, iron ore etc. are also found in this 

region. The entire track is by and large undulating hilly area. Many of these areas 
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have rich forest resources though quite a significant part have undergone 

deforestation.  

 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), its boundaries and Contents 

Traditional knowledge systems or indigenous knowledge systems are a body of knowledge 

which is very ancient and deep rooted. They have their origin in their remote past. Their 

systemization and canonisation gave rise to the elite (the greater tradition) science. We all 

realise the importance of this ancient knowledge & technology which incorporate the wisdom 

distilled through millennia of experimentation 7 trial & error.  

Traditional knowledge (TK), indigenous knowledge (IK), traditional environmental 

knowledge (TEK) and local knowledge generally refer to the long-standing traditions and 

practices of certain regional, indigenous, or local communities. Traditional knowledge also 

encompasses the wisdom, knowledge, and teachings of these communities. In many cases, 

traditional knowledge has been orally passed for generations from person to person. Some 

forms of traditional knowledge are expressed through stories, legends, folklore, rituals, songs, 

and even laws. Other forms of traditional knowledge are expressed through different 

means.Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) may also be defined as an adaptive 

ecological  

knowledge developed through an intimate reciprocal relationship between a group of 

people and a particular place over time.There is no universally accepted definition of 

traditional ecological knowledge. The term is, by necessity, ambiguous since the words 

traditional and ecological knowledge are themselves ambiguous. In the dictionary sense, 

traditional usually refers to cultural continuity transmitted in the form of social attitudes, 

beliefs, principles, and conventions of behavior and practice derived from historical 

experience.  

The mission of research on TEK is: 

� to promote understanding, dissemination and respectful use of traditional ecological 

knowledge in ecological research, application and education; 

� to encourage education in traditional ecological knowledge; 

� to stimulate research which incorporates the traditional knowledge and participation 

of indigenous people; 
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� to increase participation by indigenous people  

� to foster understanding of indigenous and local knowledge in relationship to place; 

Many traditional societies, often referred to as indigenous or tribal people, have accumulated 

a whole lot of empirical knowledge on the basis of their experience while dealing with Nature 

and natural resources. This traditional wisdom is based on the intrinsic realization that man 

and Nature form part of an indivisible whole, and therefore should live in partnership with 

each other. This eco-centric view of traditional societies is widely reflected in their attitudes 

towards plants, animals, rivers, and the earth. With biodiversity concerns having been pushed 

upfront, in more recent times, in the context of global change, traditional ecological 

knowledge (TEK), encompassing all issues linked to ecology and natural resources 

management has assumed greater significance. 

The benefits accruing from this knowledge are of three kinds:  

(i) Economic – traditional crop varieties and lesser known plants and animals of food 

value, medicinal plants, etc. harvested from the wild;  

(ii)  Ecological/Social – manipulation of biodiversity for coping with uncertainties in 

the environment and global change, for controlling soil water regimes and 

hydrology, for efficient organic residue management, soil fertility management 

through modified soil biological processes, etc;  

(iii)  Ethical – cultural, spiritual and religious belief systems centred around the 

concept of the sacred species, sacred groves and sacred landscapes. 

These research studies cover the importance of indigenous & traditional knowledge in 

meeting the basic needs of people & politics about indigenous traditional knowledge. 

In 1992,the UN conference in Environmental management & development because of 

their knowledge & traditional practices. State should recognize & duly support their 

identity, cultural & interests & enable their effective participation in the achievement of 

sustainable development.  

 North East India is the only region in the country where development is directly done 

under the aegies of central government. The region has long been neglected and been away 

from the eyes of rest of India. In the recent past a special emphasis has been made by the 

government to bridge the gap in development of this region both industrially as well as 

economically. The Asian car rally was one such event which drew the attention of the 
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country. This has now been considered as the gateway to South East Asia in consonance with 

the India’s ‘Look East Policy’. 

 As envisaged by External Ministry, North East region is not only the periphery but the 

centre of the thriving economic link between India and the East Asia. However, considering 

the security situation in the region and the government’s non existent long term policy to deal 

with the deteriorating situation, the region has not shown any signs of improvement. 

 North-East India was one political entity named Assam before the rest of the states 

were carved out of it. The entire North-East India has been a pot of amalgamation of different 

cultures and ethnic groups coming and settling here. Earliest mention of this region was by 

the Chinese explorer, Chang Kien, in 100 B.C. The Australoids or the pre-Dravidians were 

the earliest inhabitants of this state. Huen Tsang, the great Chinese traveler, visited this 

region in the 7th century. Assam was a founding state of the Union of India in 1947. At that 

time, the state comprised the whole of the North-East region. Subsequently, a number of 

other north eastern states were carved out of Assam, starting with Nagaland in 1963. 

 North-East of India is the land of Blue Mountains, Green Valleys and Red River. 

Nestled in the Eastern Himalayas this region is abundant in Natural Beauty, Wild life, Flora 

& Fauna and its Colorful people. A blend of all these makes it the most beautiful Eco-

Tourism destination in South Asia. 

 From times immemorial, India’s North East has been the meeting point of many 

communities, faiths and cultures. A place renowned for its magical beauty and bewildering 

diversity, North East India is the home for more than 166 separate tribes speaking a wide 

range of languages. Some groups have migrated over the centuries from places as far as 

South East Asia; they retain their cultural traditions and values but are beginning to adapt to 

contemporary lifestyles. Its jungles are dense, its rivers powerful and rain, and thunderstorms 

sweep across the hills, valleys and plains during the annual monsoons. 

 The lushness of its landscape, the range of communities and geographical and 

ecological diversity makes the North East quite different from other parts of the subcontinent. 

In winters, mist carpets the valleys but swirls around the traveller in hills during summer, 

rains, thus creating an enchanting and romantic atmosphere. The region has borders with 

Myanmar, Bhutan and Bangladesh. 

 The festivals and celebrations in the North-eastern states of India are a colourful 

reflection of the people and their lives. Throughout the year, different people celebrate 
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festivals with lot of fanfare in different ways, most of them centering their modes of living 

and livelihood. 

 Guwahati, the seat of ancient state of Kamrup, capital of contemporary Assam state 

and gate way of North East India is well connected by air, rail and road. Its importance as a 

business centre is further enhanced with introduction of industries specifically tea and oil. 

When one lands or arrives by train at Guwahati he cannot remain unimpressed with mighty 

Brahmaputra flowing ferociously and lush green landscape with little islets standing amidst 

the turbulent waters of this river which originates in Arunachal Himalayas. Nine kilometers 

away towards the south after leaving Dispur, headquarters of the capital, one finds a temple 

of Ganeshji where drivers of bus, truck, car and taxi offer coins to ensure a safe journey on 

zigzag hilly road and hair pin turns which they have to encounter ahead. The confusion, 

commotion, and rush of Guwahati town fades away as one approaches to Byrnihat, from 

where one enters in the enchanted Meghalaya state and proceeds towards its capital Shillong 

a drive of about 103 kilometers criss crossing hill, deep gorges and thick tropical green forest. 

A brief stopover at Nongpoh, to rest the warmed up motor engine and to stretch one’s legs, is 

more rewarding when one finds himself amongst beautiful men and women selling 

pineapples, bananas, papaya, green vegetables. The fresh look, sparking eyes, smooth skin 

and unique attire attract the attention of commuters. Men in baggy trousers, moulded shoes, 

jeans, tops adorning a hat and guitar hanging through a string around their neck singing song 

on a western tune, heralds the scene of a Khasi tribal market. Women drape themselves in 

their traditional attire including a shawl of red and black check pattern are busy in selling 

their produce brought from field. A sling bag is indispensable item of their attire. Both men 

and women chew betelnut and leaf continuously. After the brief stop over and tasting the red 

tea (tea liquor without milk) and jadoh (a local preparation of rice and meat) one is awed by 

the picturesque landscape of plateau, ravines, brooks, rivulets, lakes and waterfalls, besides 

the magnificent gorges exceeding 600 meters in depth towards the southern part of the 

landmass. 

 The name Meghalaya meaning abode of clouds for a conglomeration of three districts 

viz: Khasi & Jaintia Hills and Garo Hills before reorganisation of Assam, was suggested as 

late as 1936 by S.P. Chatterjee in his treatise Meghalaya: Garo and Khasi: Jaintia. This state 

is situated between latitude 25°02′ and 26°06′ North and longitudes 89°50′ and 92°50′ East. 

The state has a total geographical area of 22.5 thousand square kilometers. Its boundary is 

demarcated by Goalpara and Kamrup districts of Assam in the North, the south western part 
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of the district of Goalpara and a part of Rangpur district of Bangladesh in the west, 

Mymensingh and Sylhet districts of Bangladesh in the south and the north Cacher and Karbi 

Anglong tribal districts of Assam in the East. It receives heavy rainfall during summer 

months and has the distinction of containing the highest rainfall area in the world. The forest 

covers are mainly tropical wet evergreen, moist deciduous and sub-tropical pine forest. The 

search for a sanatorium for European invalids of the government and a military cantonment 

led to the establishment of the headquarters of the Chief Commissioner’s province of Assam 

over a wide area of the Shillong plateau. This was the emergence of a settlement amidst the 

Khasi Hills dominated by the Khasi tribes, of people from far distant land. Here it may be 

recalled that about half of the district including the hinterland around capital Shillong was 

outside the limits of British India. This hinterland consisted of small tribal states which, as 

per treaty with the then government of India, enjoyed almost complete autonomy in the 

management of their local affairs. This situation remained unchanged till 1829 when during a 

confrontation with survey party, engaged in laying out a road to connect Sylhet with Gauhati, 

some lives were lost. This led to a general confederacy of most of the chiefs to resist the 

British and a long and harassing struggle started which was brought to a close in 1833 when 

Cherrapunji became the headquarters of the military whose commandant was placed in 

political charge of the district including the former independent states in the hills and in 1835 

the Jaintia Hills were also confiscated by the British expeditioners. 

 Khasi Hills are well known for their vegetation. There are about twenty types of 

indigenous palm trees. The cultivated betelnut raises its graceful stem and feathery crown like 

an arrow shot down from heaven in luxuriance and beauty above the verdant slopes. Figs 

abound in the hot gulleys. Oaks, oranges, gamboge, diospyros, jackfruits, plaintains and 

screwpines are more frequent along with vines and peppers. Palms both climber with 

pinnated shining leaves and erect ones with similar foliage, the broader leafed wild betelnut 

and beautiful caryota or wine-palm whose immense leaves are tweleve feet long can be seen. 

Laurels and wild nutmeg are frequent in the forest with the usual prevalence of parasites, 

mistletoe, epiphytical orchids, ferns, mosses and lycopodium and on the ground grow ferns, 

beautiful balsams, herbaceous and shrubby nettles. Bamboos of many kinds are abundant. 

 The highest summer temperature recorded in Khasi Hills has been 25° celsius and 

mean temperature during winter falls down below 9° celsius with periodic deviations to as 

lower as freezing point marked by appearance of ground frost at night and morning. The rains 

at Cherrapunjee in the neighbourhood of Shillong have scarcely any parallel in any spot on 
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the globe. The clouds and bursting of mist rising from hills and spreading over valley even 

stills the voices of insects and birds. The natural resources of land include coal, iron, 

limestone, sillimanite and clay. Kyllang rock situated at a distance of about ten kilometres 

from Mairang village is a breathtaking geological phenomenon. It is a steep dome of red 

granite rising to a height of 5,400 above sea level which is highly crystalline and does not 

scale or flake nor its surface is polished. This steep dome is encumbered with enormous 

detached blocks in south while its north is clothed with dense forest containing red tree-

rhododendrons and oaks. On its skirts grow a white bushy rhododendron which is not found 

elsewhere. The hard granite of the top is covered with matted mosses, lichens, lycopodiums 

and ferns along with curious and beautiful air plants. One can have a glimpse of magnificent 

panorama of Himalayas from top of this rock during the autumn. The description of 

Meghalaya would not be complete without the mention of numerous and rare species of 

orchids found in abundance in the mixed evergreen forests of the state which is considered 

second to none in Asia. Sir Hooker the celebrated botanist who explored the Khasi flora 

commented in his journals that both in number and extent of plants the Khasi flora was the 

richest in India and probably in all Asia. He observed that species and genera appeared at 

5000 to 6000 feet on the moor like uplands, naked and exposed but the same species and 

genera could not be found under 10,000 feet in Sikkim Himalayas. Mention may be made of 

species and genera such as Thalictrum, Anemone, Primrose. Cowslip. Tofieldia, Yew, Pine 

Saxifrage, Delphinium and Pedicularis. Nearly 250 kinds of orchids grow here chiefly on 

trees and rocks but many are terrestrial, inhabiting damp woods and grassy slopes. Sir Hooker 

commented on the presence of such a large number of orchids and stated that he doubted 

whether in other parts of the globe the species of orchids outnumber those of any other 

natural order or form so large a proportion of flora as found in Meghalaya. 

 The retention of rich flora is ascribed to ‘Sacred Groves’ which has been a remarkable 

feature in Khasi culture. This concept of Sacred Groves to a large extent is responsible for 

protection of forests from destructive hands of wood cutter. These sacred groves contain 

beautiful timber trees of various kinds, rare orchids, rhododendrons and wild cinnamon. The 

fauna of Khasi, Jaintia and Garo Hills is characterized by presence of Hoolock or the tailless 

monkey in India, golden cat, leopard cat, jungle cat, large Indian civet, bear cat, barking deer 

and pangolin. Birds, although few, could still be seen in the forested jungles of Nongpoh-

Lailad area in Khasi Hills. Some of the more common birds include Burmese roller, blue 

throated barbet, red vented bulbul, Himalayan black bulbul, Himalayan whistling thrush, 
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large racket- tailed drango, spotted forktail, etc. Among reptiles many poisonous snakes and 

lizards such as Indian cobra, king cobra, coral snake, vipers, etc. are found. Insects of the 

region present an equally interesting assemblage many of which have been described as new 

to science from Shillong-Barapani areas as also from Mawphlang area. Special mention 

should be made about the beautiful butterfly fauna of various colours and texture which 

include hundreds of species. Mention may be made of the blue peacock, the karserhed, the 

orange oak leaf, the dipper, the Bhutan Glery, etc. 

 Till the introduction of first motor service in 1906 between Guwahati and Shillong, 

journeys were undertaken either on foot or being carried on back of a porter in a special 

contraption called thaba. Today Shillong the capital of Meghalaya, situated at an altitude of 

1496 metres above sea level is connected with Guwahati, the nearest railhead at a distance of 

104 kms. by a broad all weather motorable road. Shillong is also connected by air from 

Calcutta through Vayudoot services. An airbus whisks a traveller from Calcutta or Delhi to 

Guwahati in less than an hour. The road connecting Guwahati to Shillong (National Highway 

37) runs through awe inspiring scenery with cliffs on the right and gorges on the left together 

with murmuring rivulets swift flowing streams and gurgling waterfalls. This journey is a most 

exciting and refreshing experience, specially as one approaches Umiam lake – a massive 

expanse of captive water nestled, among pine-clad hills. The rail links between Sylhet and 

foot hills was completely destroyed in the great earthquake of 12th June 1897 whose 

epicenter was said to be located in the neighbourhood of Shillong but the shock was also felt 

in far away Calcutta. Even today shaking of earth’s surface is a regular experience for 

inhabitants of Shillong. Another striking feature of Khasi Hills is the presence of curious 

monolithic stone structures which are found everywhere. These monumental structures dot 

the landscape and mark the sky line whenever one travels in the hills. People believe that 

these are memorial stones raised in the honour of dead. 

 After the inception of Assam, carved out during 1874. British officials and clergymen 

made Khasi and Jaintia Hills as their home and Shillong gradually transformed into a town 

and headquarters of Assam state. The people from far distant land not only gave a western 

look to the town but more significantly they were catalytic agents for settlement of a large 

number of plainsmen in this area. The Bengalees came as writers. Nepalese as personnel of 

the Assam Rifles and the Assamese as bureaucrats. Thus it can be envisaged that the once 

difficult terrain which invaders could not penetrate, was made accessible to the plainsmen by 
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the intervention of British colonials. This resulted into emergence of Khasi Hills as nerve 

centre of administration and political power for the entire North-East India. 

 The Garo Hills, abode of the matrilineal Garo tribe, occupy a commanding position at 

the entrance of Assam. These undulating hills of varying heights form a remarkable range 

which stand as guard from frontiers of neighbouring Burma and separates the Assam valley 

from the plains of Mymensing and Sylhet districts of neighbouring Bangladesh. 

Topographically the Garo Hills, strongly protected by the close curve of the rivers and the 

back hills of the ranges which faces the broad sweep of the plaints and the main enterance to 

the valley. Its position can be compared with a natural fortress with the great river as its moat. 

The Garo living in these hills seldom descended to repel any intruding columns from plains. 

As far as knowledge goes only once during 1671 A.D. the Garo came to assist the Ahom 

rulers of Assam valley to expel some Muslim marching columns. According to one legend 

centuries before the Christian era a king called Shanka, who was Garo, founded the city of 

Gaur which remained the capital of Gaurdesh later referred to as Bengal. Regarding their 

migration from East to the present Garo Hills we have been told that while afghan 

adventurers were advancing towards Bengal the highlanders of Mongolian and Burmese 

stock, forced their way down and confronted the mighty army of Afghan invaders. During 

these conflicts the groups were driven back to hills for safe shelter due to dark, untrodden 

jungle and inaccessible recesses of mountain, crag and gorge. The Garo was one such group 

which drifted to their present abode. Since then the Garo remained a mystery and the stories 

of their fiercest passions, gruesome superstitions wrapped them in an atmosphere of ghostly 

fear created by people of Bengal. 

 

 

 

 

Ethnic and Religious categorization of tribes of North East India 

HIERARCHY AND ETHNIC IDENTITY IN A FRONTIER AREA 

Manipur is situated in the north eastern frontier of India. Imphal, the administrative 

headquarters and the principle town of the State is situated towards the northern part of the 

central valley. 
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Meiteis in frontier region of two civilization, the Indian and the South East Asian, 

have been absorbed into the fold of Hinduism by adopting Vaishnavism. This led to some 

modification in the social structure primarily through the inculcation of a notion of hierarchy 

analogous to the Hindu system of caste. The dominant position of the Meiteis as well as the 

fact that they ruled the valley gave them a sense of superior identity fostered by Vaishnavism. 

But when the Meiteis tried to project this identity to the outsiders (that is to the plain people) 

they realized that their practice of Vaishnavism is not paying very much. With 

democratization of their there is a newer urge to find the uniqueness of the Meiteis as a 

whole. hence, the revival of the Meitei religion and readoption of old Manipuri alphabet etc. 

Field work was carried out in different phases during 1972 to 1974. Intensive field 

work was carried out in a Meitei village. Lairenkabi, 18 km. west of Imphal and in a 

Municipal are of Wangkhei Thangiam Leikei. I also carried out field work in a Bishnupriya 

village, Nachou, a Loi/Chakpa village, Phayeng and a Yaithibi village, Thoubal Khunou. For 

necessary information I also visited some other villages. I learnt the local dialect. It helped 

me immensely not only coming in close contact with them but also in participating in their 

way of life. 

Ethnic groups and hierarchy 

The ethnic groups are recognized by some diacritical marks and the hierarchy is 

understood through some attributes and is expressed in their attitude towards others. 

The Meiteis 

The Meiteis are considered indigenous people of Manipur. They use Singh as their 

title and lineage name as their forename. They have an elaborate system of showing respect 

to their seniors both in language and in behavior. They are very neat and clean. The 

Vaishnavite Meiteis are known as the Gouriya Meiteis. They observe both the Vaishnava 

rituals and festivals and the Meitei rituals and festivals (indigenous religion). They take the 

service of the Brahmans in case of Vaishnava practices and the service of Maiba (local priest) 

and Maibi (i.e. local priestess) in case of indigenous practices. They employ Brahman cooks 

in their communal feast. Some Meiteis gave up Vaishnavism and have reverted to the Meitei 

religion, i.e., their own indigenous religion. They never take the service of the Brahman. 

There are three minor status divisions, namely, the noble section, the common Meiteis 

and the degraded section of the Meiteis cutting across the religious divisions within the 

Meiteis. The noble section of the Meiteis is composed of the royal lineages, Meiteis nobility 
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who were shown special favour by the Meitei king and the lineages formed by the inter-

marriages between the common and the royal lineages. The common Meiteis are formed of 

those Meitei lineages who do not belong to any royal stock and who have marriage alliances 

with some non- Meitei lineages. They are composed of Mitaya Ariwa (i.e., old Meiteis), 

Nongpok Haram (i.e., the people coming from the east) and the Nongchup Haram (i.e., the 

people coming from the west). These last two groups are “foreigners” who were gradually 

absorbed into the Meitei fold through adoption of lineages, behavior, etc. The last section of 

the Meiteis are degraded on the sense that during native rule they were forced by the king 

either to accept some occupation or to settle down to the lower or southern section in the 

middle part of the valley. Though they are often called “Loi” to denote their low status they 

differ from the Loi/Chakpas in not having derogatory occupation traditionally associated with 

them. Some of them, however, later accepted derogatory occupation. 

The Brahmans 

 They are outsiders, their title is Sharma. Following the Meitei they also adopted 

different lineages and they use their lineage name as their forename. Priesthood is their 

assigned occupation. Some of the Brahmans also act as cooks in the communal feasts of the 

Meiteis and the Bishnupriyas. They are Vaishnavas. To get the indigenous status they are 

trying to follow the Meiteis, e.g., they are keeping Imunglai (i.e., household deity), 

worshipping Lamlai (i.e., God of the countryside) and Umanglai (i.e., village deity). 

 There are two minor status groups among the Brahmans, namely, the pure Brahman 

and the impure Brahman. The pure Brahmans are those who accurately perform their priestly 

duties and adhere to all the ritual and social restrictions. The impure Brahman are those who 

neither perform their duties perfectly nor adhere to all the ritual and social restrictions. They 

are debarred from the occupation of priesthood. 

The Bishnupriyas 

 They are considered outsiders and thus, are also known as the Mayangs (i.e., 

outsiders). Though they themselves advocate that they had settled in the valley before the 

Meiteis came down from the hills, as a group, it is a fact that they were not allowed by the 

Meitei king to settle in the northern part of the middle valley. Like the Meiteis they use Singh 

as their title and lineage name as their forename. They are concentrated in 8 villages only. 

They are Vaishnavas. They accept Brahmans’ services. Like the Meiteis they observe the 
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Vaishnava rituals and festivals as well as the Meitei rituals and festivals. It is said that, during 

native rule, they were forced by the king to supply forage for the royal stable. 

The Loi/Chakpas 

 They are indigenous people of the area. Like the Meiteis they use Singh as their title 

and the lineage name as their forename. They are concentrated in 8 villages only. They have 

derogatory occupation such as distillation, sericulture, poultry farming, swine rearing and 

earthen pot making. During native rule, they were not allowed to settle in villages anywhere 

they liked. They do not have elaborate system of showing regard to their seniors in language 

and in other behaviours as the Meiteis have. 

The Yaithibis 

 They are indigenous people and are thought to be composed of ostracized people. 

Like the Meiteis they also use Singh as their title and lineage name as their forename. It is 

generally believed that, during native rule, they worked as scavengers in the palace. It is a 

fact that they were treated as untouchables and their movement was restricted. They 

concentrate only in three villages. Some of them follow Vaishnavism. A few follow Meitei 

dharma and others are Christians. 

 The following attributes not only help in classifying the six ethnic groups but also 

create in congruence, the hierarchical status for the groups: 

1. Indigenousness 

2. Elaborate system of showing regard to their seniors. 

3. Perfection of the language. 

4. Preferential treatment received from the king. 

5. Forced acceptance of certain occupation, residence and forced subjugation, 

isolation, imprisonment and exilement. 

6. Assigned and derogatory occupation. 

7. Early acceptance of Vaishnavism. 

The attributes from No. 1 to No. 6 are used by all and the attribute No. 7 is only used 

by the Vaishnavites only. 
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The people’s judgement on these actual behaviour presents a placement of different 

groups at different positions in the hierarchic scale. The ethinic groups are thus classified 

under three categories viz. (1) high, (2) middle and (3) low. High status is assigned to those 

indigenous/outsiders who have elaborate system of showing regard to their seniors and 

perfection in language and also were favoured by the king by offering honourable posts in the 

royal court in legislative, judicial, administrative and military services, offering daughters in 

marriage or allowing to occupy northern part of the middle valley, the most fertile area. The  

Vaishnavites are of the opinion that the high status people had accepted Vaishnavism earlier. 

The middle status is given to those insiders/outsiders who at least, try to practice elaborate 

system of showing regard to their senior by using perfect form of speech but are not favoured 

by the king and was formally punished by the king, have assigned occupation but not 

derogatory occupation. The Vaishnavites add that the people of the middle rung accepted 

Vaishnavism at a later date. Low status is given to those insiders who do not practice 

elaborate system of showing regard to their seniors and do not use perfect for of speech and 

are punished by the king in any way and have assigned derogatory occupation. The 

Vaishnavites add that the low status people did not accept Vaishnavism. Above all the 

insiders in every status group consider themselves higher than the outsiders. 

According to the Vaishnavites the hight position is given to the Meiteis including the 

noble section and the commoners and the pure Brahmans; the middle position is given to the 

degraded section of the Meiteis, the impure Brahmans and the Bishnupriyas; and the low 

status is given to the Loi/Chakpas and the Yaithibis. The non-Vaishnavites also agree to this 

system of hierarchy with the exception that they place the Brahmans in the middle position. 

 

 

Inter-ethnic relationship 

There is no specialization amongst the different ethnic groups on the basis of which 

interaction can take place. There are the Khutnaibas i.e., the artisans who trade with their 

products for cash money and exchange is done through market. Similarly, there are the pot 

makers who sell their products in the market for cash money. Only that the Brahmans are the 

priests of the Bishnupriyas and the Gouriya Meiteis. 

The Vaishnavites accept the ritual superiority of the Brahmans. They consider the 

Brahmans as their spiritual guide and prostrate before them. They address them with a 
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respectful word “Agya”. In other secular context the Meiteis do not consider the Brahmans 

superior to them. Their argument is that the Brahmans who work as cooks in exchange of 

remuneration can not be higher than the Meiteis, their master. According to them those who 

practice agriculture and plough the land have higher status and those who serve others in 

exchange of remuneration have lower status. So the Brahmans who do not plough the land 

serve the Meiteis in exchange of remuneration have lower status than the Meiteis. Non-

Vaishnavites not only consider the Brahmans as outsider, but also suspect their antecedents. 

All the groups living in the valley accept the high position of the Rajkumars (i.e., 

royal lineage) by addressing them with the respectful word “Snakhwa”. 

The Meiteis treat the Loi/Chakpas as uncivilized illiterate people who do not know 

the manners of behaviour with the seniors. Their language is not sophisticated. They are not 

neat and clean in their habit and their village site, dress, food habit etc., are unclean. The 

Loi/Chakpas intend to say that the origin of the Loi/Chakpas and the Meiteis are same. The 

Loi/Chakpas still retain the original behaviour and the Meiteis are separated from them by 

adopting a “foreign” religion. Vaishnavism. 

The Meiteis do not intend to allow the Bishnupriyas to have equal status with them 

because they not only consider them outsider but also consider them as the servants of the 

former kings. 

The Meiteis have a sneering attitude towards the Thoubal Khunous whom they refer 

as the Yaithibis i.e., untouchables. They identify them as members of a community having 

illicit origin and of immoral habits. 

All other groups are conscious of this attitude of the Meiteis towards them and are of 

opinion that the Meiteis forget the present situation and goes back to the past and try to re-

establish a kind of social distance that was maintained by the kings. 

All the ethnic groups are endogamous, but this rule is violated in case of elopement. 

The Brahmansdo not take food cooked by any other groups. But all the Vaishnavites 

take food cooked by the Brahmans. The non-Vaishnavites, however, do not take food cooked 

by the Brahmans. The Meiteis do not take food cooked by the Loi/Chakpas and the Thoubal 

Khunous, (i.e., Yaithibis). It is stated that during the rule of the Vaishanava king they did not 

even receive water from the Loi/Chakpas and the Yaithibis. The Meiteis and the 

Bishnupriyas, however, do not follow any rigid rule regarding the acceptance of food from 
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each order. In secular contexts e.g., in picnic, in hotels, in restaurants etc., the rules of 

commensality is, however, not maintained in any case. 

Upward mobility in the process of Meiteisation has long been observed. It has been 

reported that during the rule of Vaishnava kings the low status people offered money to the 

then king to accept Vaishnavism and thereby many low status people passed away and the 

Meiteis started a movement for reverting back to their indigenous religion. This has been 

followed by the low status people to be equal in status with the Meiteis. The people in the 

middle status position have become successful to a great extent in this context. 

Lineage and hierarchy 

The Meitei society is divided into seven Yek-Salai divisions, i.e., clan, namely, 

Mangang (Ningthouja), Luwang, Khuman, Angom, Moirang, Khaba-Nganba and Chenglei. 

The Loi/Chakpas are said to be the members of two original clans, named, Hourok Konthou 

and Urok Usha. Each Yek-Salai is divided into a number of genealogical units termed 

Yumnak, i.e., maximal lineage which is again divided into a number of Sagei, i.e., major 

lineage. 

People believe that every clan originated at a particular time and place. Similarly, they 

believe that lineages were also created at a particular time. In this way lineages has particular 

time depth according to their time of creation. Thus before the establishment of kingship the 

Ninghou, i.e., the Chief of the clan was at the top of this structure and the Chief’s close 

connections were at the first structural distance from the Chief. The second structural distance 

from the Chief was occupied by the other lineages excepting the Khutnaiba (artisan) lineages 

who were at the third structural distance. There developed an incipient hierarchy with the 

Chief at the top. The social distance was correlated with the structural distance. There also 

developed a sort of service relationship with the Chief according to the social position of the 

lineage groups. The lineages which were at a far social distance from the Chief, performed 

heavier duties and more free services for the Chief than those lineages which were at close 

social distance from the Chief. These things were more developed and became more 

structured during the period of kingship. 

There were continuous feuds amongst the clans in occupying more lands and in 

getting girls in marriage. The legend of the Loi/Chakpas say that sometimes their Chief 

became the king. But they were defeated and were driven out to the foothills. Sometimes the 

Chief of Moirang became the king. At last the Chief of Ningthouja clan subdued all other 
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groups and became the king. The Ninghoujas styled themselves as the Meiteis and the name 

Meitei was given to all other units excepts the Loi/Chakpas who had to live in fringe areas. 

The king and hierarchy 

With the introduction of kingship in the region the Chief centered hierarchy was 

replaced by the king centered hierarchy. The king was at the top of this hierarchy. The people 

who helped the king the legislative, judicial, administrative and military services formed the 

noble section. They were specially favoured by the king and were at a close social distance 

from the king. Others who performed Lalup (i.e., free service given to the king for ten days in 

every forty days) were favoured by the king to enjoy the most fertile land of the upper or 

northern portion of the valley. They were at further below the noble section. They were 

designated as the common Meiteis. The rest who performed Loipotkaba (i.e., to pay tribute to 

the king) were under pressure in many ways, e.g., subjugation, to settle in less fertile areas, to 

perform hard work by force etc. They were at the farthest social distance from the king. They 

all designated as “Loi”. They consist of the degraded Meiteis and the Loi/Chakpas. During 

this period of native rule a group of untouchables was formed by the ostracised people called 

the Yaithibi. It is said that they had to perform the most disliked job, i.e., scavenging in the 

palace and thereby they were at a far social distance than those who performed Loipatkaba. 

Another group named Bishnupriya was added to this hierarchy. As they performed 

Loipatkaba they were associated to the same social distance as the Loipatkaba enjoyed. 

During this native rule the king accepted Vaishnavism not to create a status for him 

but to strengthen his own status and the status of his favoured group. Vaishnavism added a 

sense of purity and pollution to this existing hierarchy. The king and his favoured group who 

accepted Vaishnavism were treated as pure and those who did accept Vaishnavism were 

treated as impure. A group of people of ritual purity, namely, Brahman was then added to this 

hierarchy. They were placed close to the king. 

Ethnic identity 

  Once the Meiteis accepted Vaishnavism to fulfill the desire of the king. The underlying 

principle was to make themselves distinct. But the century old adherence to Vaishnavism and 

the consequent reforms in the way of life of the valley that had taken place, began to be 

reassessed after independence when people in greater number started to come in contact with 

the outside world. The need for reassessment arose even more because people felt that the 

effective power in the valley was controlled by the outsiders. Thus with the attainment of 



46 
Ph ton eBooks 

independence the process of changes which started three hundred years ago, is now showing 

a tendency of reversal towards the assumed original state. The agony of the Meiteis has been 

heightened when, in course of their interaction with the people of other of India, they found 

that their practice of Vaishnavism could not command intended respect from other Indians, 

especially those from the plain. Thus the value and faith that they bestowed on Vaishnava 

practices are now being doubled. 

The ordinary villagers, however, do not have clearest idea about the criteria by which 

they can be distinguished from others (non-Meitei). That they also rely on the codified 

interpretation of traditional religion is evident because they advised me to seek the help of the 

Pandit in order to know the Meitei cultural parameters. The Pandits identify the Meiteis on 

the basis of their dialect and religion. They pointed out that under the influence of 

Vaishnavism their identity as the Meitei has become slightly obscure. 

While collecting data from the Pandits, I have observed that there are two sharply 

distinctive models of presenting the Meitei way of life – one in favour of the Gouriya (i.e., 

Vaishnavite) way of life and the other in favour of Sanamahi (i.e., non-Vaishnavite) way of 

life. the Pandits are also divided into two factions. Those who are in favour of the Gouriya 

Meiteis evaluate their culture by maintaining full regards for Vaishnavism and at the same 

time by keeping the importance of the main tenets of the Meitei religion. But those who are 

for the Sanamahi way are emphasizing Meitei religion in full leaving aside Vaishnava 

religion. But their evaluation unconsciously bears the mark of the impact of Vaishnavism. 

The Pandits, in fact, are influenced by the elites of these two sections. All the old elites 

(whose families had taken important role in the king’s period) are in proponents of the theme 

of the Gouriyas. They are mostly learned, have wealthy family background and for 

generations hold high position in the society. Most of them live in Imphal. The Gouriyas 

being the more prosperous group, want to get the upperhand in local power structure maintain 

contact with the leaders of other parts of India. The new elites (who are taking part mainly 

after independence) are the spokesmen of the theme of the Sanamahis. They live both in rural 

and urban areas. Some are living at Imphal, some a Khurai, Thoubal and such other places. 

They are mostly less educated, come of middle income group and are not highly placed either 

in the office or in the society. They want more autonomy. The educated unemployed youths 

are also joining the Sanamahis in large number and are becoming the mouthpiece of the 

Sanamahi ideas. 
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The Mongoloid physical features of the Meitei people and the peripheral position of 

the Manipur State with reference to the socalled mainstream of Indian population had made 

the question of the Meitei identity all the more confusing. To their dismay the Meitei students 

or pilgrims, who in course of their travels in different parts of India found that merely saying 

they were the Meitei/Manipuri or the Vaishnava could not serve much purpose in assuring an 

identity. One Meitei student who went to Patna, said, “I went to Patna for my study. There 

the people asked me what place I came from. I told them that I came from Manipur.Most of 

them there ignorant about the location of Manipur. I explained the exact situation of Manipur. 

Then I was identified to be a tribal. I answered them in negative. I told them that I was a 

Manipuri. But the trouble arose in explaining the category, Manipuri. As last they 

conceptualised my identity as a Hindu Manipuri stylizing myself as a Meitei”. Another 

Meitei pointed out that at Nabadwipdham though they were Vaishnava they had to face some 

amount of redicule and harassment from the fellow pilgrims from other parts of India. People 

even went so far as to question their conception about the basic tenets of Vaishnavism. All 

these led them to believe that their almost fanatical adherence to Vaishnavism did not raise 

their position as Vaishnava in the pan Indian context. Within the valley the Meiteis found that 

most of the officials are the Mayangs (i.e. people of other parts of India specially of the west 

of Manipur such as Bengali, Bihari, Marwari, Panjabi and so on) who look down upon them. 

One informant said, “The Mayang officers think us to be inferior to them in the sense that we 

can not handle the offices so skillfully as they do. But the fact is just the reverse. As the 

Mayangs lack the knowledge of the Meitei society and culture as well as the Meitei language 

they can not handle the offices as effectively as a Meitei can do specially when dealing with 

the public. The Mayangs with feeble knowledge about the Meitei create so many trouble for 

us. History says that we, the Meitei, successfully managed our affairs during the reign of the 

kings. Moreover, the Mayangs undermind one of our traditional norm of not disregarding 

ordinary Meitei such as menial worker in an office”. 

Various episodes of the encounter of the Manipuris with the people of other parts of 

India were later used in gossips to stress the obvious distinctions of the Meiteis from the rest 

of the Indians. Some of the people pointed out that though the Manipuris are Vaishnava they 

received scant respect from others. Needless to say the complaints came mainly from people 

belonging to the Sanamahi sect. they pointed out that the Meitei could not have to suffer 

much humiliation if the people had remained faithful to their ‘original religion’. By 

remaining faithful to the Meitei religion they could have also been able to successfully 
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encounter the Hindus. The Pandits belonging both to the Sanamahi and the Gouriya sect 

admit that some sort of reform is necessary to change the humiliating situation. But they 

differ on the method and the extent of change that should be brought about. 

The Meitei pointed out that there was a time when the old dialect and the religious 

ideas were in force but later on they were destroyed due to the preaching of the Vaishnava 

preacher Santidas. They are highly critical of the Brahmans. They said, “The Bamons compel 

us to do anything they like. They want not only money but also many articles in the name of 

the God. We have our own priests. So we do not want the Bamons to propagate Gour dharma 

and thereby to forget our Meitei dharma”. They have left Vaishnavism and have gone back to 

a consciously formulated “old Meitei religion”. They say that some of Pnuiya are secretly 

and sacredly preserved by the Pandits. The Pandits can know the correct Meitei religion and 

Meitei behaviour from Pnuiya, i.e., old religious texts. 

Some of the common people have left Vaishnavism and follow the Sanamahi ideas. 

They employ Meitei Pandits or Maibas for conducting the rituals and other festivals instead 

of  Brahman priest. Their annual cycle is marked by the features of “old Meitei religion”. 

Inspite of their conscious effort to cultivate the Sanamahi dharma, many traits of 

Vaishnavism still persist among the Sanamahis. As for example we may mention the 

presence of Tulsi bong (metal or unmetalled altar with the basil plant) was noticed in their 

homes. It was rationalized that their father or grandfather had planted it. Therefore, they can 

not throw these away.  

Though many Gouriya Meitei enjoy high position they feel that their power is very 

limited to develop their own State according to their own ideas. More than two decades of 

independence and participation in national politics have convinced them that by accepting 

Vaishnavism alone they have not gained much status, so far fellow Hindus of other region of 

India are concerned. They are now feeling that the main source of status would be through 

developing the base of political power. So now that reintroduction of some Sanamahi element 

in their social life would bring about solidarity within the Meitei community and would 

establish a clear identity as the Meiteis to the outside people. they also pointed out that the 

various elements of Hinduism as well as some mythical characters of the Hindu classical 

literature are already there in their traditional folklore. This ambivalent attitude of the 

Gouriya Meiteis is re-inforced by the social situation. It has been pointed out earlier that one 

criteria by which the distance between different ethnic groups is ascertained, is the degree of 

elaboration in the practice of Vaishnavism. Under such circumstances, the Gouriya Meiteis 
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are reluctant to forgo the high status they have attained within the valley by elaborate and 

strict adherence to Vaishnavism.Another logic, though unstated, is that by identifying 

themselves with Vaishnavic ideas etc., they stand in advantageous position in having a 

special means of communication with the people of other parts of India. They think that by 

being Vaishnava they will be able to successfully evoke interest and sympathy among the 

Mayang officials who manage the purse of the State. They feel that this will also enable them 

to have a grip of the political power of the State. 

Both the groups successfully run various cultural and religious organisations (e.g. 

Cultural Forum, Manipuri Sahitya Parisad, Naharol Sahitya Premi Samiti, Atombapu 

Research Centre etc., of the Gouriyas; the Meitei Marup, Kanglei Meitei, Inat Marup, 

Apokpa Marup etc., of the Sanamahis) and publish various journals, books, pamphlets to 

publicize their respective viewpoints among the masses. Needless to say that this is in 

accordance with their respective ideas of the Meiteis religion, language etc. The Sanamahi 

Meiteis propagate the old dialect and script as well as give new interpretation to the existing 

cultural traits through drama, seminars etc. The Gouriyas too are performing dramas, holding 

seminars and are giving interpretation of their ideas through publications. They are 

translating the Hindu religious books into Manipuri language and are giving interpretation in 

terms of Meitei religion. 

From the foregoing discussion it is apparent that because of the frontier position of the 

Manipuri society vis-à-vis the mainstream of Indian society the absorption of Hindu traits, 

i.e., caste hierarchy has occurred in different way than has been the case of the other parts of 

the country. The dominant group, that is the Meiteis, is also more conscious about their 

Meitei identity. Basically the Meitei society was composed of a lineage based segmentary 

system. This segmentary lineage system was transformed to a ranked order of statuses with 

differential prestige accorded to each rank on the basis of their nearness to the king and 

certain assigned work bestowed on them. With the supreme position of Vaishnavism to this 

ranked order was added the value of purity and pollution. The Vaishnavism and its attendant 

features did not percolate into the fabric of the Meitei society through the gradual process of 

acculturation. It was imposed on the people was totally different from that of the process 

witnessed in the other parts regarding the Hindu method of tribal absorption. The Meitei also 

acted as a barrier to the spreading of Vaishnavism over many other ethnic groups living in the 

valley as well as on the hills. 
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The Meiteis had a dominant role in every sphere such as social, cultural, economic, 

political etc., within Manipur. This was fostered by the acceptance of Vaishnavism. But when 

the Meiteis tried to project this identify to the outsiders (i.e. to the plains people) they realized 

that their practice of Vaishnavism is not paying very much. They admit that the practice of 

Vaishnavism has not given them adequate prestige in the eye of the Hindus of other parts of 

India. So they are trying to revive a conscious model of their religion which they hope would 

add a new perspective to their identity within the valley as well as provide them with new 

prestige in wider context. The group called Sanamahi Meitei who are less favourably 

disposed to Vaishnavism are stressing the theme of greater autonomy and greater solidarity. 

They are in favour of reverting to their old traditional practices which they hope would give 

them adequate leverage in the power game by sharply accentuating the theme of indigenous 

vis-à-vis the outsiders. The Gouriya Meitei are more favourably disposed towards the 

integration with the mainstream of Indian polity. So they trying to re-examine various 

elements of Vaishnavism and treat them as not much different from the traditional core of the 

Manipuri cultural life. 

 

Ethno-History 

 The first acquaintance with the Garo has been recorded as early as 1788-89 A.D. 

when Lord Cornwallis, the then Governor General in Council drafted Mr. John Elliot, the 

then Commissioner of Dacca to the Garo frontier on an inspection tour necessitated by the 

prevalence of disturbances. He submitted his report to government on 6th August, 1789 A.D. 

According to his impressions, the Garo are generally stout, well shaped, hardy with flat nose 

and oblique eyes which are very dark, mostly brown and bright as beads. The men wore a 

strip of coloured cloth which passed between the legs, the end of which hung loose. The 

chiefs and people of eminence were distinguished by an addition of a silk turban, a sling bag 

at the girdle for keeping money betelnut and a pouch for tobacco. The dress of a warrior 

included a blue cloth covering a part of the back and tied across the chest. This is called 

phana. His weapons included a shield made of bamboo or wood and his sword called melam, 

a long and narrow blade with a slight curve, double edges with a blunt point. Dalton was 

struck with pretty figures, the merry voices and good humored countenances of the Garo 

women. Their dress was a reddish cloth striped with blue or white, about sixteen inches long, 
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tied at the upper corners on the left side. Their necks adorned with strings of bead necklaces 

and brass rings hanging from the ear. 

 The policy of non-interference introduced by Moghul rulers was pursued by British 

Colonials in the early part of their rule. During 1807 A.D. raids for plundering, arson and 

head hunting by the Garo on villages in the valley started pouring in along with internecine 

feuds within them for attaining supremacy over one another. David Scott in one of his reports 

stated that the Garo on demand collected pigs, goats, etc. from peasants who to safeguard 

their lives mata-ruksha (lateralling meaning to protect the head) not only acceded to offer the 

things demanded by Garo but also abstained from reporting such raids to police authorities. 

Such strange tales were prevalent about the Garo which percolated a sense of fear and the 

name of Garo was spoken with bated breath. 

 In order to curtail the raids of plains villages the Moghul rulers lured some people to 

establish villages near the foot hills by allowing them to have large rent free, land holding in 

addition to conferring military ranks. These settlers called Chaudhuri established markets for 

the Garo cotton to enhance their own revenue. These frontier hat (market) were near the pass 

into the hills and peasants from neighbouring districts made their clothing, thread and quilts 

from the cotton grown in Garo Hills. The Chaudhuri levied duties on peasants and the Garo 

visited these markets to sell and buy their produce. It used to take three to four days of walk 

for the Garo to reach to these markets. The cotton was generally packed in long, tubular 

baskets of braided bamboo measuring four to eight feet high, carried on the back. Besides 

good cotton, other articles such as gum, rubber, aromatic herbs and lac were also sold by the 

Garo. These articles fetched good prices in markets of Assam and Bengal. 

 The policy of non-interference was pursued till 1866 A.D. and for military expedition 

of Hills and to ‘tame the Garo’ Lieutenant Williamson was appointed as Deputy 

Commissioner who within a short period could persuade the chiefs to pay tribute to the 

government and by 1872-73 A.D. subjugation of Garo Hills was completed. Later the 

Christian missionaries were invited since it was opined by the colonial administrators that it 

was not practicable for the army to constantly watch and ward against the sporadic raids by 

Hillmen and therefore missionary with persuasive tacticts may not only spread the message 

of Gospel but also education. This would help in inculcating a sense of being a subject of 

British Crown among the Garo. 
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 However due to prevalence of malaria in endemic form in Garo Hills the problem to 

administer the tribal people and missionary work remained unresolved inspite of growth of 

British Colonial power in Assam. The concerted efforts to rule over Garo Hills culminated in 

1867 A.D. when permanent headquarters were established at Tura. The present Garo Hills 

district in Meghalaya corresponds closely with the topography that is, the district ends exactly 

where the hills end. The Garo occupy an area of about 70 miles long from east to west and 

fifty miles from north to south forming an irregular rectangle. The western end of Shillong 

plateau lies in the bend of the mighty Brahmaputra river, after flowing almost due west 

through lower Assam, it turns south to join the Ganga and to merge into the Bay of Bengal. 

Here are the Hills—the abode of the Garo tribe. The district’s boundary also approximates 

the ethnic boundary between the Garo and other tribal groups. The district was administered 

by a Deputy Commissioner who was also the judge to settle disputes in the court of appeals. 

Arunachal Pradesh is bounded by Bhutan on the West, Tibet and China on the North. On its 

South-East lies Burma whereas Assam stands on the southern boundary. Arunachal lies 

between 26°28′ N and 29°30′ N latitude and the longitude 91°30′ E and 97°30′ E. It covers an 

area of roughly 83,578 sq.kms. In 1961, its total population was 2,97,573. It 1971, 1981 and 

1991 it was 4.68 lacs, 6.32 lacs and 8.65 lacs respectively.1 It consists approximately of 26 

major tribes and 110 sub-tribes and about 100 dialects (roughly).2 

Historical Background – A Brief Outline 

 Before the British annexation of Assam in 1826, the Ahom rules had followed a 

policy of appeasement to prevent the tribesmen from raiding the village in the plains. The 

ahom rulers arranged some sort of subsidy called Posa to paid by some peasant families in 

cash or kind or both to the tribesmen. And if this policy failed to conciliate them punitive 

expeditions to punish the guilty hillmen were sent by the Ahom rulers.3 

 The British continued with the Ahom policy to frontier tribes with certain 

modifications in the payment of Posa. During Ahom rule the tribesmen collected their 

subsidies directly from the village while the British officials made an agreement with the 

different tribes to collect Posa directly from the government. British also continued the policy 

of using military power in case of failure of the policy of conciliation.4 

 By the end of 1860’s the British had evolved this policy towards he frontier tribes of 

the North-East India which was essentially a policy of non-interference.5 The introduction of 

Inner-line in the Lakhimpur and Darrang in September 1875 and March 1876 was basically 
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an extension of the policy of non-interference.6 However, as a result of developments in 

Lhasa in August, 1910, Chinese activities on the frontier and murder of Williamson, Assistant 

political officer, Sadiya in March 1911 at the hands of Abors, the British policy of non-

interference was “replaced by a policy of loose political control.”7 According to D. P. 

Choudhury: 

The new policy had two distinct but inseparable aspects. On the hand, the tribes were 

to be properly controlled, while on the other, the frontier was to be protected from any 

Chinese penetration or invasion. One without the other was impossible.8 

 The most important step in this regard was ‘definition of Indo-Tibetan boundary.’ 

And therefore, the Indo-Tibetan boundary took a final shape in 1914. It is known as Mac 

Mohan Line.9 

 In 1921, the Governor-General, acting under the Provisions of the Government of 

India Act of 1919, designated all the tribal areas of Assam as ‘backward tracts.’10 This 

regulation, “in effect, barred both the central Indian legislature and the Legislative Council of 

Assam from enacting legislation for the tribal areas without the express consent of the 

Governor-General or the Provincial Governor.”11 Thus while the north-east frontier tribal 

areas “were constitutionally a part of Assam, the Government of Assam was denied a direct 

voice in the administration and governance of the area.”12 The Government of India Act of 

1935, based on the recommendations of the Simon Commission, had done away with the 

terminology of Backward Tract and rechristened these areas as “Excluded Areas’ and 

‘Partially excluded Areas.”13 The Balipara, Sadiya and Lakhimpur-Frontier tracts of NEFA 

were all designated as ‘excluded areas.’14 These were to be administered by the Government 

of Assam under the general control of the Governor-General and with the assistance of an 

Adviser of Tribal areas and states.15 

 The question whether the Governor of Assam should be “allowed to retain his 

discretionary powers with regard to the tribal areas of the north-east India continued to be 

hotly debated in the Constituent Assembly which formulated and approved the Constitution 

of Independently India.”16 The Constituent Assembly of India had set up an Advisory 

committee on Fundamental rights, Minorities, Tribal and Excluded Areas under the 

chairmanship of Sardar Ballavbhai Patel.17 For the North-East Frontier Tribal Areas and 

Assam Excluded and Partially Excluded Areas a sub-committee with five members was set 

up under the chairmanship of Gopinath Bordoloi, the then Chief Minister of Assam. (called 



54 
Ph ton eBooks 

Premiers at that time).18 This sub-committee had submitted its report on July 28, 1947. Since 

the drafting of the constitution had already begun, the recommendations of the sub-committee 

were directly incorporated in the Draft Constitution.19 Its recommendations were: 

We recommended that when the Central Government which now administers, these 

areas (and which we consider it should continue to do with the Government of Assam 

as its agent) is of the view that the administration has been satisfactorily established 

over a sufficiently wide area, the Government of Assam should take over that area by 

the strength of a notification.20 

 The recommendation thus had two parts, namely: (1) Immediate replacement of the 

‘Governor’ of Assam by the ‘Government’ of Assam as Agent to the Central Government’; 

(2) Full merger of the Frontier Tracts with Assam at a future date after administration had 

been fully installed over the whole area.21 The first was realised by the India Provisional 

Constitution order of 1947, and remained effective until the position was reversed.22 The 

second part was “never to come about as the political fortune and circumstances rapidly 

changed in the post-independently period.”23 

 The 1950 Constitution virtually re-enacted the provisions of the Government of India 

Act 1935 as they applied to the excluded areas.24 The other most important factor which 

possibly influenced the decision against direct extension of the Government of Assam to the 

Frontier Tracts was the emergence of Communist Government in China in 1949.25 India’s 

recognition of Tibet as an autonomous region of China had greatly changed the geo-political 

perspective of the international border in the north of the region.26 The authority of the 

Governor of Assam acting in his discretion over the North-East Frontier Tracts as Agent to 

the Central Government was restored under the Constitution. A new and significant 

development was appointment of the external Affairs Ministry to act as the administrative 

agency for the President, and was, therefore, granted ultimate responsibility for the 

administration of this sensitive area.27 On January 26, 1950, the adviser to the Governor of 

Assam assumed direct charge of the administration of the North-East Frontier Tracts, though 

his Secretariat was not separated from the Secretariat of the Tribal Affairs Department of the 

Government of Assam until June 1950.28 After the separation, the civil servants of the Assam 

cadre were gradually replaced.29 
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 The promulgation of the North-East Frontier (Administration) regulation, 1954, 

inaugurated a full-scale and integrated administration for the entire area under the designation 

of the North-East Frontier Agency-NEFA for short – for the first time.30 

 The constitutional separation of NEFA from Assam was finally brought about by the 

North-Eastern Areas (Reorganisation) Act of 1971 which converted it into a Union Territory 

under a Chief Commissioner.31 Early in 1971,” the Agency Council recommended a change 

of name in favour of ‘Arunachal Pradesh’ for NEFA against minor opposition from a section 

of NEFA students.”32 So NEFA came to be known as Arunachal Pradesh now-on-wards. It 

was declared a State in 1987.33
 

Cultural Zones of Arunachal Pradesh 

 Verrier Elwin divided the NEFA into three main cultural areas:34 (a) People of 

western Kameng, namely Monpas and Sherdukpans who are inspired by Buddhist ideas.35 

They are to a “great extent under the influence of lamasery of Tawang.”36 Both these tribes 

“combine in their religion and mythology traditional tribal ideas with the Buddhist 

theology.”37 In fairly close “geographical proximity live the Buguns (Khowas), Hrussos 

(Akas) and Dhammais (Mijis) who, although not Buddhists, share some aspects of their 

neighbours’ cultures.”38 The Membas and other tribes living along the northern frontier may 

be conveniently grouped with them and so may be the Buddhist Khamptis and 

Singhphos.39(b) The central area is populated by a large number of tribal groups: Nishing 

(Daflas), Tagins, Hill Miris, Apa Tanis, Adis (Abors), Mishmis (Idu, Digaru and Miju). (c) 

The third group inhabiting the eastern Arunachal Pradesh is comprised of: Wanchos, Noctes 

and Tangsas. Noctes have “adopted a very elementary form of Vaishnavism.”40 

 However, Parul Dutta and Syed Ishteaque Ahmed, the editors of volume XIV 

Arunachal Pradesh of the People of India Project have divided the cultural fabric of 

Arunachal Pradesh broadly into five zones. These are: “(a) The Mon cultural zone, which 

covers the Tawang and Sherdukpens. The Akas, Mijis and Khowas also belong to this zone. 

(b) To the east of the first zone lies the Nishi cultural zone encompassing the Bangnis of the 

East Kameng district, the Nishis of the Lower and Upper Subansiri districts and two unique 

communities-the Sulungs and Apatanis. Other groups living in the zone include the Nas, 

Tagins, Mikirs and Hill Miris. (c) The Adi cultural zone extends from the eastern part of the 

Upper Subansiri district to the western boundary of the Dibang Valley district, covering all 

the Adi sub-groups as well as the Khamas, Membas and Mishings/Miris. (d)  The Mishmi 



56 
Ph ton eBooks 

cultural zone, covering the districts of the Dibang Valley and Lohit, is predominated by the 

three groups of the Mishmi community, and among them lives a small community-the 

Zakhrings/ Meyors. Other communities in this zone are the Khamptis, Khamiyangs, Deories, 

Chakmas and Tibetans who are settled in the plains bordering Assam. In the past, the 

Khamptis and Khamiyangs have functioned as liaison between the Mishmis and people of 

Assam. (e) The nocte-Tangsa cultural zone is spread over the Tirap and Changlang district. 

The major communities of this zone are the Noctes’ Wanchos and Tangsas, with the 

Singhpos, Sonowal Kacharis, Lisus and Nepalis being the small groups inhabiting the area.”41  

 Why is this difference between the two approaches, that is between Elwin and the 

editors of People of India series? Firstly, the two works were written during different periods, 

the former in 1958 and the later one in 1995. The Na tribe mentioned in the second cultural 

zone by the editions of people of India series was discovered in recent times. The Chakmas 

were settled in Arunachal Pradesh in 1964 and are given the status of refugees till today, so is 

true of Tibetans. The Nepalis were settled after Indo-China war and they are the descendants 

of the ex-soldiers and are not considered as the indigenous group. The Lisus have not been 

recognized as the tribe by the Arunachal State Assembly. The Mikirs, Sonowal Kocharis and 

Deories are regarded as the tribes of Assam. Secondly, Verrier Elwin divided NEFA into 

three broader cultural areas on the basis of indigenous beliefs and practices while the editors 

of the People of India series have not taken this into consideration and that seems to me the 

basis of discrepancy between the two authors. 

The Adis 

 The tribes belonging to the central areas of Arunachal Pradesh: The Nishis, Tagins, 

Hill-Miris, Apatanis, Adis and Mishings (also in Assam) are grouped into Tani group of 

tribes. All of these tribes claim themselves as the direct descendants of their great legendary 

Human Father, called ABO TANI. The people of these tribes” are the ardent believers of a 

faith, called Donyi-Polo. By Donyi, they literally mean the Sun and Polo stands for the 

Moon. The conjugation of DONYI and the POLO becomes a strong channel of socio-cultural 

aspiration of the Tanis.”42 

 The Adis, the subject of this study, constitute one of the major tribes of Arunachal 

Pradesh. They are found in the three Siang districts, i.e. East Siang, West Siang and Upper 

Siang, the eastern fringe of the Upper Subansiri and the South-western part of the Dibang 

valley districts. These areas lie, roughly spaking, between the subansiri river on the west and 
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the Dibang valley on the east, Tibet on the north and parts of the districts of Lakhimpur and 

Dibrugarh of Assam in the South.43 The Census of India, 1971 puts the number of Adis at 

93,496 out of the total population of 4,69,511 of Arunachal Pradesh and thus they formed 

about 20% of the total population of the State. 

On the civilizations of ancient world, India alone has lived through the ravages of time and 

preserved well as propagated her cultural heritage. Our cultural heritage is not merely 

comprised of pieces of fine arts but of all those finer values which are transmitted to us by  

our ancestors in various forms. Characteristics such as spirituality, sense of synthesis, flow of 

Dharma, adaptability along with scientific outlook turned Bharatiya society into value based 

society. These values have been retained by each generation by a subtle process of 

reinterpretation, reintegration and adaptation. They have helped to maintain the unbroken 

continuity of our culture. The distinguished indologist, Dr. A.L. Basham has said that “every 

generation in India, forever 4000 year, has bequeathed something, if only a very little to 

posterity.” Recently inclination of Indian youth from all part of country be it north east or 

south in a blind manner towards Western culture has posed a threat to our cultural heritage. 

Need of the hour is to revive values of our culture in the contemporary society, present them 

in a manner to make our young generation realize that our above 8,000 year old culture has 

built many golden bridges of achievement on the river of time which are far more valuable 

than those of any other civilization. 

What is Culture? 

Culture may be defined as the way an individual and especially a group of people live, 

think, feel and organize themselves, celebrate and share life.” In every culture there are 

underlying systems of values, meanings and views or perspectives of the whole world of 

reality, which are expressed visibly in language, gestures, symbols, rituals, life style and 

relations.” (Kunnunkal, 2000). In other words, Culture manifests itself a three levels. At the 

most superficial and external or visible level, culture manifests itself through rituals, symbols, 

festivals, food, dress, celebrations etc. These give the group a common identity. At deeper 

level, it is culture that produces the kind of literature, music, dance, architecture and various 

other art forms as well as the many organizations and structures that make the functioning of 

the society smooth and well-ordered. At the deepest level, culture carries a whole set of 

values, perspectives and world-views on all of reality – reality about God, about one’s own 

destiny and one’s relationship with others, including the environment. So, “it is obvious that 
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culture is a very inclusive element that governs the life, the thinking and actions of people” 

(Kunnunkal, 2000). 

Over the period time culture and traditions undergo a change as per the prevailing 

trend in the contemporary society. Culture in India has also been changed through the process 

of reintegration, reinterpretation and adaptation. “Gandiji said that thoughts from all cultures 

should prevail among us. We should know them and even accept the ones’ that suit our ethos, 

but we shall have to save ourselves from the cultural tornadoes that that threaten to sweep our 

feet off the ground”. (Joshi, 2000). 

India is a vast country and is a subcontinent in itself with a wide variety of physical 

features, languages, communities and tribes. This variety takes away the monotony and adds 

of rainbow colours to Bharatiya culture. India has always been an integral geographical unity, 

and the magic spell of her natural unity in the midst of diversity has welded these diversities 

into a noble synthesis. Our objective is to excavate the elements which have substantially 

contributed to the cultural unity of India in different regions, communities, contexts of India. 

People of North – East in India have been the victim of miscegenation. In ancient 

times, this region was actively involved in the development of Bharatiya culture. Many tribes 

in North-East tend to trade their line of descent from certain mythological heros of India. The 

kacharis of Nagaland claim their descent from the marriage of Bhim with Hirimba as 

described in Mahabharata (Sengupta, 1994) Later on due to its relative geographical isolation 

from rest of the country, this part of India could easily be taken up by the foreign 

missionaries as a zone of their religious influence. Religion is enterwined with culture and is 

interrelated with social institutions and maintains the social relationship that prevails in 

society. The religion is ‘a system of belief as well as a system of relationship and action 

…which is directed towards entities the existence of which is not open to observation’(Mair, 

1972) . Conversion to a Western religion preached by Western people touched all aspects of 

tribal peoples’ life…. (Saikia, 1980). As a result, the process of discarding their own culture 

started. In the light of such circumstances, it is apparent that the people of North Eastern 

region are under the impact of Western culture. It is unfortunate that the people who had 

contributed liberally to the cultural heritage of India are disassociating themselves from their 

own roots. 

Mizoram is a state in North Eastern region of our country. As an important part of this 

region, it has influenced the culture of the region to a great extent. With onslaught of Western 
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culture in this region it is being felt that due to the influence of Western culture, elements of 

Mizo culture are under threat. There is a need to study the aspects of existing cultural pattern 

which have been influenced greatly by Western culture and also` those aspects of the Mizo 

culture which have withstood the storm of Western culture. This would help us to design the 

curricular inputs to be integrated into the existing curricula of school education so that the 

feeling of isolation from Bharatiya culture among these people is eroded and they start 

feeling them proud of their rich cultural heritage. A study was therefore conducted to 

determine the impact of Western Culture on Mizo Culture. Specific objectives of the study 

were delineated and are given in the following para. 

OVERVIEW OF SOME MORE SELECTED NORTH EASTERN TRIBES  OF INDIA 

According to 1991 census, the total population of north east region of India is around 31.4 

million who are scattered in the area of around 2.6 lakh sq. km. 

 An overview of North eastern tribes. North- east India, comprising of seven sister 

states of Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura, 

is the homeland of a bewildering variety of tribal life. the land is considered by many 

scholars as a cultural corridor between India and South East Asia and has a tremendous 

strategical importance, not only because of its geography but also because of its history, 

demography and culture (R. K. Kar). There is a rich combination of tribal cultures and 

communities in this expanse of the eastern Himalayas. More than 130 major tribal groups 

have their home in this region. In other words one third of listed tribes of India are living in 

this region.   

Their ethnicity, culture and folklore form a rich mosaic of India’s primitive life. 

Ethnically the tribes of North-East belong to the Indo-Monogoloid racial stock. The tribal 

people of this region speak languages of different divisions and subdivisions of the Sino-

Tibetan linguistic family. However, a few speak Mon-Khmer (Austro-Asiatic) languages. 

Majority of the tribes are patriarchal while, matriarchal tribal societies also exist in few 

pockets. Some are in transitional stage. Simple family system is the basic norm although 

extended family system is also followed by some. Cross cousin marriage is almost a common 

factor. Certain tribal groups have stratified society. Chieftainship is prevalent among some, 

while others prefer to be ruled by a village Council. 

The tribal groups of North east India may be divided in the following groups: The 

‘Indid’ the ‘Mongoloid’ and the Australoid. Indid group mostly comprises of the Hindu 
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castes which may be considered as Caucasic in origin, where as the Mongoloid group 

includes both hill and plains tribes. As per R.K. Kar, prior to these two ethnic groups, 

representatives of another ethnic group called the Australoid also came to this region. Perhaps 

the Mongoloid groups have completely absorbed this conjecturable autochonous population 

of this region. 

The physical features of Mongoloids are specific by their yellow brown skin and 

wavy and coarse hair. The colours of their eyes are black or dark brown. One of the special 

features of the Mongoloids is that their eye-slit is oblique. Their face is broad and they have 

scanty growth of facial and body hairs. 

On the basis of linguistic, cultural and territorial affinity the tribal population in north 

east India may be grouped under these categories. 

(i) Arunachal Tribes. 

(ii)  Bodos 

(iii)  Khasis 

(iv) Lushai-Kukis 

(v) Nagas 

(vi) Others 

Arunachal Pradesh is the shelter of Mongoloid tribes in large number. In the central 

part of Arunachal, Kameng, Subansiri, Siang and Lohit districts form one ethnic group. These 

are Aka, Nishi, Tagin, Hill Miri, Apatani, Adi and Mishmi. The Monpa and Sherdukpen of 

western Arunachal Pradesh resemble Tibetan and Bhutanese whereas as Nocte and Wancho 

of eastern Arunachal are similar to Nagas. 

As per linguistic affinity the Khasi with their sub-division are different from other 

tribes of North-East India, because they speak Mon-Khmer dialect which belongs to Austro-

Asiatic languages family. It is rather surprising that they are surrounded by Tibeto-Burma 

speaking tribes. Play Fair (1909) has described the migratory routes of the Garo from their 

ancestral home land Tibet to their present habitat Garo hills. Thus, the traditional stories 

prevalent among the Garo and the Rabha point to Tibet or eastern sub-Himalayan region, as 

their ancestral home. Play Fair analysed certain cultural elements found among the Garo 

which confirm traditional link between the Garo and their ancestors in the Tibetan region. 

Bodo groups of Assam may be divided into two divisions: northern and southern. In 

the eastern Assam some sections of the kachari like Sonowal, Jharua and Thengal are settled 
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who were brought there by the eastward expansion of the Kachari. Some of the Kachari, 

Rabha, Mech and Koch etc. were left behind. These groups at present occupy different 

regions of the northern bank of Brahmaputra. 

In the southern Manipur and Mizoram Lushai-Kuki tribes, are closer to Chin and 

Burma. The Meithei of Manipur valley show intermediate characteristic between the Nagas 

and the Lushai-Kuki. They are however, the dominating people of Manipur. Some Kuki-Chin 

tribes like the Aimol, Hamar, paite, Thado and Vaipheis and also Naga tribe like the Kabul, 

besides other small populations live in the State of Manipur. 

The Naga is a group of tribes living in Nagaland, northern Manipur and bordering 

districts of Assam and Arunachal Pradesh. The various Naga groups include Ao, Angami, 

Sema, Konyak, Lotha, Phom, Chang, Rengma and others. The heterogeneity among Nagas 

may be due to prolonged inbreeding and lack of intermixture within the group of tribes which 

belong to Nagas. 

The most numerically dominant original inhabitants of Tripura are the Tippera. Saigal 

(1978-93) observes that the Tripuris can be subdivided into five section, namely Old Tripuris, 

Deshi Tripuris Riangs, Jamatias and Noatias, the Deshi Tripuris have almost completely 

submerged their identity with the Bengalis. 

It may be noted that in the process of time there were movements of different tribal 

groups from one area to another area in the northeast region of the country. In some cases 

they expanded over larger areas, while in other cases they remained confined to a 

circumscribed region of their own. Thus, fusion and diffusion in both at micro and macro 

levels, have changed the present tribal population at racial as well as cultural fronts. 

 

TRIBES OF MIZORAM 

The Mizo belong to Mongolian race. It is believed that they migrated into their present 

habitat between the 17th and 18th century from upper Burma (Myanmar). The word Mizo is 

generic term and is used to mean hillmen or highlanders. They came under the influence of 

the Christian missionaries in the 19th century, and most of the Mizo became Christians. The 

Mizo language has no script of its own. The missionaries introduced the Roman script for the 

Mizo language and formal education. The Mizo comprise several clans like Lushai, Mara, 

Pawi, Ranglong, Riang, Chakma, etc. Basic features of the clans i.e. family structure, 
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marriage, customs, religious ceremonies, traditions are highlighted in the following 

paragraphs:- 

LUSHAI  

The Lushai belong to one of the sub-tribes of Mizo and are the dominant inhabitant of 

Mizoram. Their inhabited are lies between 21 degree and 25 degree North latitude and 

longitude 92 degree and 94 degree East border by Cachar of Assam and Manipur on the 

North, Myanmar in the east and south, Bangaldesh and Tripura in the west. The area covers 

21.081 Sq.km. The largest concentration of Lushai is in the capital District of Aizawl, the 

second is in Lunglei District and the third Chhimtuipui District where Pawi, Lakher and 

Chakma dominate. 

Family Structure:- 

 Family, the oldest and smallest institution in human society exist in the form of 

Patriachal society among the Lushai. A father heads the family and exercises power. The 

lineage is traced through the male line and right to inheritance is reserved for paternal 

descent. In spite of being burdened with heavy load of household affairs and of jhum work, a 

wife has little or no power to exercise in the family. There is no strict inhibition as to the 

mixing of boys and girls. 

Marriage Customs:- 

 It is the custom of the Lushai society, that the boys goes to the girl’s house for 

courting. In most cases, the boy selects a girl of his choice as life-partner. However, marriage 

is solemnized only after having agreed terms through negotiation between the parents of the 

boy and the girl. Payment of a bridge price is done at night before the wedding day in the 

bride’s residence. In olden days, bride price was paid in the form of mithun. The price of a 

Sailo girl was ten mithun while the price of a girl belonging to other clan was seven mithun. 

Now payment of a bride price is made in cash and all the performances of a marriage 

ceremony are made according to the Christian customs. The Lushai practise both exogamous 

and endogamous marriage. Previously, members of the Sailo clan desired and searched a wife 

from within their own clan members. But now the trend of endogamy is no longer in vogue 

among them. Since some years back marriage outside the kin members has been desired by 

the parents. 

 Among the Lushai, Kinship plays an important role and as such kinship bond is 

maintained among the same clan members. On certain occasions, such as times of misfortune, 
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such as death it is regarded a must for the kin members to attend to the bereaved family as 

well as to the dead body. 

Religion:- 

 Before the influence of Christianity, the social life of the Lushai was to a great extent 

dominated by their religious belief. Owing to lack of written records, it is not possible to 

highlight here the origin of their religion. However, the oral traditions and folk songs help us 

to have an idea on the Lushais preme being called ‘Pathian’ who is omnipotent and 

omnipresent, they performed various sacrifices to appears evil spirits who caused harm very 

often. They it appears that there are some elements of polytheism in their religious belief. The 

religious life of the Lushai was also connected with taboos and superstitions. 

Religious ceremonies:- 

 The Lushai had various forms of ceremonies and sacrifices. The greatest of all the 

ceremony was called Khuangchawi in which grand feast was prepared and a good number of 

animals were killed. In addition to this, the other main religious ceremonies and sacrifices 

were, dawino chhu: Sadewi, Sekhunag, Mitthi rawp lam, Zaudawh and Ngawn chawn. In 

every ceremony and sacrifice, they killed a number of domesticated animals and very often 

enjoyed food with liquor. The frequent organisation of ceremonies causing heavy expenses is 

one of the main causes of their economic backwardness. Unless they performed these 

scarifies, they didn’t feel secure from evil spirits. When the British annexed Mizoram, 

Christianity influenced Lushai people. the first Christian missionaries to land on the soil of 

Mizoram was J.H. Lorrain and F.W. Savidge who came on the 11th of January 1894. Since 

then Christianity spread far and wide over the whole of Mizoram. Within a few years the 

Lushai abandoned their old religion and embraced Christianity. All their primitive forms of 

religious and sacrificial functions were stopped and replaced by Christian festivals and 

ceremonies. 

Traditions:- 

 Since the social life, traditional and customs are always deeply connected with the 

religion of a tribe, Christianity also brought tremendous changes in different spheres of life of 

the Lushai. 

 The Lushai live mainly on jhum cultivation, a slash and burnt method. The processes 

of jhuming cultivation have a deep connection with their customary and traditional prctices. 

For instance, their greatest festival called ‘Chapchar Kut’ has to be observed when the first 
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and most hectic task of jhuming process that is, cutting of the thick jungle is over. 

Observance of this festival is organized on a grand scale in the Capital town of Aizawl every 

year in February to March till today. The other festivals are Mimkut which is however 

observed for the dead and ‘Pawl Kut’ which is festival of harvest. 

MARA 

The Lakher, who call themselves Mara are one of the sub-tribal groups of Mizo. The Lakher 

as a whole can be divided into six groups namely, Tlongasai, Hawthai, Zeuhnang, Sabeu, 

Lialai and Heima. These groups are further classified into there layers by social structure; the 

highest being royal clans, next comes noble or Phansang clans and the bottom, common 

people’s clans called Machhi. In general, the village is very important unit rather than the 

clan for all public purposes. 

Marriage Custom:- 

 Formerly, the exogamous type of marriage prevailed among the Lakher although 

endogamous marriage was not in vague. As there was a sharp division between the higher 

and the lower classes, the Chief or the noble clans preferred their wife from other villages so 

that, they acquire influence in another villages and improve their position indirectly. And 

every Lakher aimed to marry a girl old higher clans than his own so that he gained better 

protection and influential through his wife and also raised his status in their society. 

 In general a boy selects a girl for his wife courting is done in the same way the Lushai 

boy does. Though not very common now-a-days, child-marriage was in the past, practiced 

among the Lakher which must be due to the great aim to marry a higher clan from the lower 

one. Courting is done in such a way, that a boy goes to the girl’s house and always had ample 

time for chitchatting with the girl. When the boy knew the girl’s reciprocation positive, he 

promptly proceeds further and at the end solemnized marriage. Among the Lakher there is no 

bar whatever for a widow to remarry. Divorce is not uncommon among them and is easy to 

do so for husband or wife. 

 A Lakher’s marriage price is a most complicated affair, and consists of several parts, 

each part in turn having a number of subsidiary prices attached to it. The main price is called 

the angkia, and the rate of the angkia governs the rate of all the other prices. 

Death Ceremonies:- 
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 Lakher’s don’t believe in a second life for the dead after a dead man’s spirit has been 

a very long time in Athikhi it dies again. Burials always take place in the evening. The grave 

is dug by the young men of the village, whether they belong to the deceased’s clan or not, in 

front of the deceased’s house or in the village street. The young men lift the corpose into the 

grave and fill in the grave. Latter on Jay a flat stone along the top of it, on which to place a 

small portion of all the component parts of the morning meal, which is done every day until 

the memorial stone has been erected. 

Religion:- 

 Before the introduction of Christianity Lakher’s were animyist. They believed that it 

was in the power of the spirits to give them good or bad crops, it was not surprising to find 

that each phase of agricultural operations is marked by its appropriate sacrifice intended to 

placate the spirits of the hills and the fields. The first of these surfaces is called Rialongchhi. 

The object of the sacrifice was to prevent the edges of daos and axes getting chipped and 

blunted, and to prevent people from cutting themselves by accident when cutting the jhums. 

 Among the Lakher the first Christian missionary pioneer was Faxall, who with ‘his 

wife, started missionary work in the year 1907 and made Serkawar as their headquarter. In 

comparison with the Lushai, the Lekher were slow to accept Christianity and reluctant to go 

for School Education. However, within half a century Christianity spread to every nook and 

corner of their area. Lakher’s could not retain their primitive forms of life. Various sacrificial 

performances were no longer needed. 

Dresses: Women’s Dress:- 

 The women wear far more clothes than the men, and, and when going to bed at night 

keep on the clothes they wear by day. Unaffected by the modern fashions of the west, they 

cover their nether limbs with a dark blue cotton petticoat called Cheunalhnang, the lower part 

of which is embroidered in silk. Over this is worn a skirt, which is shorter than the petticoat, 

so as to display the embroidered end of the latter. Ladies belonging to a royal house have a 

special cloth for ceremonial occasions called Sisai a Hnang, ornamented with cowries and 

different kinds of beads. 

 Ordinary skits and petticoats are wide enough to go once round the body only. They 

are held up by metal belts worn round the waist and over the buttocks. These belts are called 

hrakhaw and chaiphiapha, the former being of brass and the latter of bell metal. Numerous 
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belts are worn, and the number of belts is an indication of the wealth of the weather. The 

women take great pride in having wellpolished belts. 

 The upper part of a Lakher woman’s body is clothed in a small sleeveless jacket 

called Kohrei, open or very loosely tied in front, which barely hides the breasts, while a 

considerable gap remains between the bottom of the jacket and the top of the shirt. 

 A woman’s hair is worn at the back in a knot held in place by a heavy brass hairpin 

called Hrokei which keeps the hair well down on the neck. 

Man’s Dress:- 

 The most important article of a Lakher man’s dress is the dua or loin-cloth. There are 

two kinds of loin-cloth: the dua kalapa for everyday wear, and the dua ah of more ceremonial 

occasions. 

 In rainy weather both men and women wear hats called lakhu, made of dried leaves 

and bamboo and also leaf raincoats called chahnang. On ordinary occasions the women wear 

no head covering at all, but young girls at a dance wear a head-dress called lakhang. 

PAWI 

 Traditional says that the Pawi came from the East and it is certain that they all came 

to their present habitat from different places in Haka (Halkha) and Klangklang (Thlantlang) 

sub division of the Chin Hills (Myanmar). The claim of being a ‘Lai’ tribe of Chins has some 

historical evidence. However, Pawi appears to be the name given by the kindred tribe of 

Lusei when but till came into contact. Ethnically they are Lai but till this day they are called 

Pawi in the official use. 

 Social relations between the sexes are easy and natural, men and women meeting 

freely on an equal basis. The women are very far from being a mere household drudged. A 

married woman has clearly defined position and inside the house she is supreme. The high 

marriage prices in force strengthens a wife’s position. 

 As regard to inheritance the Pawi descent is patrilineal and heir is his eldest son. The 

eldest son take all the property and must pay up whatever dues his father had left behind. 

Women do not inherit, and if a man dies without a son his brothers inherit his father’s 

properties. The personal belongings of a mother passed on to the youngest daughter. In 

practice the one who looks after his aged parents till they die generally inherits the property. 
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 There is no bar to marrying within one’s clan. They can marry within or outside the 

clan. In actual practice marriage within the same clan seem less frequent. An exogamous 

system is in vogue. Chiefs and wealthy nobles prefer to take their wives from villages other 

than their own so that matrimonial alliance is extended. 

Religion – Beliefs, Rites & Festivals:- 

 The Pawi believes that there is one unknown supreme being whom they called 

‘Khawzing Pathian’. While ‘Khawzing Pathian’ is the supreme God, every person is believed 

to have a sort of tutelary deityh or guardian angel, known as ‘Zai leh Vai’. To propitiate this 

deity they performed a sacrifice. 

 They have two annual festivals called ‘Tho Kut’ and ‘Hukhla Kut’ similar to the 

Lusei ‘Mim Kut’. These are not the occasions for joy but connected with the deceased 

persons in the villages. It takes the shape of a condolence meeting resorting to a small feast 

along with drinks where the spirits of the deceased are supposed to share it. 

 

 

RANGLONG 

 A small group of tribe, called Ranglong the tribe call themselves Langlong, have been 

setting in a mall pocket of North West corner of Mizoram. The Ranglong society is purely a 

patriarchal society and they practice only monogamous type of marriage. Any form of 

polygamy was unknown to them. 

Marriage Custom:- 

 There are mainly two systems of marriage, one is by paying a bride price which may 

amount to Rupees Seventy only. The other is instead of paying a bride price, the groom stays 

in the house of the girl’s parent for a period upto five years. In both case of marriage the 

parents of both the body and girl have to have settlement through negotiation. In general, the 

Ranglong preofer exogamous type of marriage. Endogamous is not unknown among them. 

The property of the father is also inherited by the sons and the youngest shares major part of 

the property. The youngest son is therefore, responsible to look after his parents till their 

death. 

Disposal of Thidead 
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 The Ranglong believe that all human beings have soul. When a person dies, they 

believe his or her soul to remain around the dead. And the soul follows the dead body upto 

the funeral place whereupon it goes and follows the smoke of the burning pyre. Dead body is 

burnt to ashes, while the Ranglong Christians bury their dead bodies. 

Dresses 

 The dresses of men and women are simple. The men wear shift made of coarse cutton 

woven by their women. Below the shirt is worn a fine thin cloth purchased from the market 

their head is tied with Kamsa. Women wear short shirt which hardly cover their chest. The 

neck of the shirt is usually long enough to fold or roll. A dark cloth with striped design at the 

ridge is used to cover the breast. The Ranglong women are very fond of metal ornaments. 

Even in a single year, three or four pieces of decorative ornaments including flower are used. 

The neck of a women has five kinds of coin necklaces such as Awlkhit, Rakapui, 

Mahawrmala, Dangkari, Chawndawrhalri. They also use copper or silver bracelet. The men 

rarely use metal ornaments except ear ring. 

 

 

RIANG 

 It is accepted by all that the Riang moved from Bangladesh to Tripura sometime in 

the past and settled there for many years. Up till now majority of the Riang tribes are found to 

be settling permanently in Tripura. 

Marriage Customs:- 

 The Riang are an endogamous tribal community although there is no strong objection 

to marriage outside their tribe. In the earliest days, they were in favour of clan endogamy or 

marriages within the members of near relatives. Now with the changes of time their 

population also increase and many changes takes place in various social life. marriage is also 

not limited within the members of near relative or clan members. Many Riang boys or girls 

got married with members belonging to other tribes like Chamka, Mizos etc. Parallel cousin 

or cross marriage which were prevailing in the past have also gradually declined. 

 The marriage system of the Riang is more or less similar with that of the Tripuris. In 

general, the Riang have two types of marriage. These are:- 

1. Moiseng : It is a system of marriage by giving a bride price. 
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2. Chamarui : It is system of probationary marriage in which the groom stays among the 

bride’s family for a fixed period. When a boy attains a marriageable age, his parents look 

for a suitable girl and when one is located, a person so engaged for the purpose called 

‘Andra’ means go-between person. In most cases, the boy’s father or brother do this task. 

 In the chamarui system of marriage, the boy does not pay a bride price, but he has to 

pay all the expenses incurred for the ceremony. After the marriage ceremony is over he has to 

stay in the bride’s house as one of the family members for a period ranging three to seven 

years. Generally, five years time is demanded and if the girl is very beautiful, a longer period 

say, seven years stay may be demanded by the bride’s parents. During the period of his stay 

in his in-laws house, the groom has to work very hard to the satisfaction of the bride’s family. 

The couple live together as a husband and wife and may procreate children. When the term of 

his stay is over, the groom goes out and starts to live in a separate house with his wife and 

children. 

 In the case of marriage by a system of moiseng the groom does not have to stay in the 

bride’s house but has to pay bride price. The bridge price in the Riang society should be fixed 

at Rs. 40/- or Rs. 60/- or 80/- and so on. It should not be fixed at Rs. 30/- or Rs. 50/- or Rs. 

70/-. This type of marriage has not been favoured by many parents since a long time before 

and as such they prefer chamarui system of marriage. 

 Among the Riang monogamy has been considered the only desirable form of 

marriage. The Riang are although patriarchal in mature but the system of marriage by 

chamarui that has been adopted by most of them, is more or less a form of matriarchal. 

Divorce is very common, however, a divorcee is allowed to remarry. A woman, who has 

been divorced twice is never given a bride price at the third marriage. In case of the death of a 

husband, his wife cannot marry another man unless and until the disposal of the bones of her 

deceased husband is completed. A widower is also not allowed to remarry before completion 

of ritual ceremony on behalf of his deceased wife. Any one violating this customs can be 

punished in terms of monetary fine. Among the Riang child marriage is unkown. 

Disposal of the Dead:- 

 The dead body is cremated by the Riang. When death occurs to a person a long 

process of rites is performed till disposal of the uncaloined bones. 

Free mixing of boys and girls 
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 In earlier days, Riang boys and girls rarely indulged in free mixing. The parents as 

well as the society strongly disliked and felt obnoxious to find a boy and a girl to have 

courting in the absence of any other persons. A girl who was found courted by a boy always 

suffered a server scold by her parents. 

 Among the Riang when a boy and a girl fall in love with each other, they use to have 

a go-be-tween which the Riang call ‘Andra’ who conveys and does the talking about 

clandestine beloved affairs between them. If a boy really loves and wants to marry his lover, 

he would present her ‘Nawkhai’ (a comb) as a token of genuine beloved. In some cases when 

the parents find them really in love with each other they prepared them to match for a 

husband and wife, they allow free mixing of the two who go together to river or any place of 

their choice. There, they discuss and settle all about their marriage. After this, ‘Andra’ go to 

the girl’s parents to initiate arrangement of marriage. 

Customary Laws:- 

 All their internal affairs and disputes are settled according to their own customary 

laws. The enforcing agencies of their laws are the Choudhury or Kharbaries with the Council 

of elders in their administrative unit i.e. in each village. Amongst the Riang the most common 

cases are adultery and disputes between a husband and a wife. In case of adultery committed 

by a husband with a girl, at the time of trial he is asked to make decision whether he will 

marry the girl or continue to have his wife. According to his decision, the amount of fine may 

vary. A widow or widower is also treated as committing adultery if he or she remarry before 

completion of funeral process of the deceased’s spouse. 

Inheritance:- 

 Since the Riang belong to the Patriarchal society, inheritance of properties is also 

reckoned exclusively through the male line. Generally, the youngest of the brothers share 

more properties than the other brothers. The youngest son says in the house of his parents and 

looks after them. When the parents die the youngest son automatically become the head of 

the family and all the properties left by the parents go to his share. In case a father has no son 

and all his issues are daughters his properties are shared equally by all his daughters. If the 

couple has no issue, after death, their properties are inherited by the husband’s brother or 

father or the nearest male relative from the husband’s side. 

 The Riang are simple and kind hearted. They have immense hospitality to their guest. 
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 The traditional dresses of the Riang are simple, unlike the other tribes in their 

meighbouring areas, they are not accustomed shirt, coat and trousers till recently. 

Food and Drink:- 

 The cereai staple food of the Riang is rice. For cooking purpose, they use an 

aluminum pot and rice is cooked in one pot while vegetables and meat are cook in separate 

pot. Bamboo tubes are also commonly used for cooking.  

Dance and Music:- 

 Dances and music are an integral part of the Riang. They are very fond of dance and 

have various kinds of dances. Jovial and emotional people as they are, they can easily dance 

any moment either for amusement or for a  joke. Even when there is bereavement some of 

them perform dances but not for amusement nor for making merriment, it is rather to console 

the grief and distress of the deceased’s family.  Dances during this period are therefore, 

performed solemnly. 

 Like any other tribes, the Riang are also lovers of music. Without music they can 

hardly dance as some of the dances require the beat or a tune of music. 

Festival:- 

The Riang do not have festival of their own origin except ‘Buisn’. This is believed to 

have originated from Bengalee people as the festival comes on the Hindu new year day. The 

possible reason why the Riang have less occasions of festival is that they have too many 

ceremonies and sacrifices. It appears therefore, that festivals have no place in their society. 

However, performance of some ceremonies and sacrifices are more or less the same with that 

of observance of festivals. 

CHAKMA 

(Commented by S.P.Talukdar in his book, “The Chakma, Life and struggle’), is about 

5000 B.C. Tibeto-Burman group and other Mongolian race like M.onkhmer and Tai Chinese 

people fled from Central Asia and moved westward and settled down in Burma. 

The Chakma as a tribe has two main branches known as Tungtungia and Anukia. 

Ceremonies and Social Customs 

They are very hospitable and would entertain guest even by borrowing. 

Their ceremonies are usually of two types. 
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(i) religious ceremonies and 

(ii)  ceremonies based on social customs, 

(iii)  believe in ghosts and spirits. 

They believe in ghosts and spirits. They worship evil spirits and perform various pujas 

for being blessed with wealth, prosperity and happiness in their family. It is known as 

Burpara signifying various purposes. There are other Pujas (ceremonies) known as Ohys. 

Thanamana, Gangmana which are mainly performed with a view to shielding the family or 

village against any unforeseen evils. Witchcraft is also very common in the society which is 

usually made by a spell known as Chalan. Usually if persons become disagreeable then 

casting of spell to one another by chalan or Ang would follow. Among the different forms of 

chalan the following are the most common: 

1. Bhut Chalan 

2. Puri Chalan 

3. Jadu Chalan 

These chalans and Angs are used for both good and bad purposes.  For example, if a 

married man takes fancy of another women, then the husband is to be treated with Eg-Garani 

Chalan, as a result of which the man would dislike his new lover and remain faithful to his 

wife along. 

The Chakma also observe some ceremonies in the form of festival such as Biju, 

Gonga Phuzua, Lokhi Pujua which are believed to be copied by them pour the 

contemporaneous Hindu people, which are however connected with religion. 

Marriage Customs:- 

There are mainly two systems of marriage in the chakma society. 

1. Religious system of marriage and  

2. Social and customary system of marriage 

The religious system of marriage is usually followed among the advanced section of 

the society. It is performed by the Buddhist monks (Bhikshu) as per the tenets of the religion. 

The other form of marriage is very popular in the village to this day. The usual 

marriage system is as followed: 

On a young man’s attaining a marriageable age (say 20-22 years) his parents look 

about for a suitable match. On finding a suitable young girl of their choice, a male relative of 

the family of the groom will be sent to the house of the young girl. If the discussions are 
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favourable then they will fix a day for a meeting of the parents of both the parties. The 

bridegroom’s parents should proceed to the would be brides house taking with them a bottle 

of wine. Eventually they will sleep in the would be bride’s house. 

After a couple of days, the bridegroom’s parents will pay a second visit to the 

intended bride’s house, with a bottle of wine and rice cakes. 

Again, after some days, they would pay the third visit and this time with lots of wine, 

rice cakes and other eatables. On this occasion they will fix the date of marriage. On the day 

preceding the marriage, the bridegroom’s party takes with them presents, clothes and 

jewellery and march to the bride’s house. Then the bride is adorned with new clothes and 

jewellery and throughout the night there would be a festive mood in the bride’s house and in 

the evening the actual ceremony takes place. The bride and bridegroom are made to sit 

together, and two of their relatives – a man and a women will, with the consent of all present, 

bind the couple together with a white cloth. The bride has then to place cooked rice and 

prepared pan in the mouth of the bridegroom and he has to repeat the same act to her. As 

soon as the cloth is loosened they are declared newly married. 

Polygamy i.e. the system of keeping more than one wife is also prevalent in the 

society. The marriage ceremony is known as Chumulong. The groom is to pay the  price for 

the bride which usually includes paddy, domestic animals in addition to cash amount. 

Death Ceremonies:- 

The Chakmas cremate dead bodies. If death occurs during economically hard days 

then they usually bury the dead body for the time being till harvest time. When they are 

finally better off then they disinter the dead body which was buried earlier, for cremation and 

then perform the last rites which is usually followed by a communal feast. The head of the 

dead person in the case of man is set in the east direction while placing inside the grave. In 

the case of women it is set in the reverse direction. During the prime season of the year when 

the close relatives get together, they take out the dead body from the grave and cremate it by 

the river bank where the river usually flows into a curve. 

Religion:- 

Sir H.H.Railey, ICS in census of India (1901), has noted that the Chittagong hill tract 

is a professedly Buddhist district, and the inhabitants seem to have adhered to Buddhism 

from very ancient times. 
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The Buddhism as practiced by the chamkas belong to the southern school of 

Buddhism mixed with Tantrik Buddhism. 

Sankrit is the vehicle of the former and Pali of the latter. The countries belonging to 

Mahayana or Northern school of Buddhism are Nepal, China and Japan, whereas Hinayana 

southern Buddhism is practiced in Sri Lanka Burma, Thailand and India. 

It can be learnt that Buddhism is very deeply rooted in Chakmas and 99% of them 

profess Buddhism. Among the various forms of rituals and worships the following are the 

most prominent: 

1. Burpara : This is performed every year to achieve wealth, happiness and prosperity. 

2. Chmulong: This is performed every year by the married couple to renew their 

marriage commitments. 

3. Gang/Ganga Mana: This is performed in order to shield the family against any 

unforeseen evils. 

Many of their rituals are no more in vague like Thanmana etc. as it requires 

participation of all the people in the village involving a lot of expenditure. 

Chakmas bear distinct marks of old traditions of Buddhism. Every well-to-do family 

shall invariably construct a worshipping place (a small temple for Lord Buddha) in front of 

their houses. This is a religious place. They make generous offerings to bhikshus, the 

Buddhist monks who perform all their religious ceremonies. 

Although the chakmas are said to be purely Buddhist in religion, there are some 

elements of Hinduism in their belief regarding the creation of universe, inclusion of the 

names of Sita, Rama, Hanuman in their mythology which still mentioned in the chanting at 

the performance of sacrifices and ceremonies. 

Art and Music:  

Chakmas have not attained much proficiency in the field of art and music except for 

popular songs. Their old traditional musical instruments like Singha, Dhuluk, Khengarang 

have been replaced by modern Harmonium, Dhole and Table. Some of their old romantic 

songs known as Ubageet are still popular among them. The last remnants of their glorious 

historical past have been praised in their songs known as Gengkhuli Geet, Radhamon 

Dhanpati Pala, Raja Sadeng Giri Pala and so on. 

Literature:- 
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The scripts which has been handed down to the chakmas from their forefathers bear 

distinctive similarity with the Arakanese script. The cursive style of the 13th century scripts of 

ancient Tamil has a great similarity with chakma scripts. 

 

SOCIAL STRUCTURE OF MIZOS 

The fabric of Social life in the Mizo society has undergone tremendous change over the 

years. Before the British moved into the hills, for all practical purposes the village and the 

clan formed units of Mizo society. Mizo are closed knit society with no class distinction and 

no discrimination on ground of sex or social status. Ninety per cent of them are cultivators 

and the village exists like a big family. The Mizo code of ethics moves round 

“Tlawmngaihna” an untranslatable term meaning: on the part of everyone, one is to be 

hospitable, kind, unselfish, and helpful to others. “Tlawmngaihna” to a Mizo stands for that 

compelling moral force which finds expression in self-sacrifice for the service of others. It is 

the core of their philosophy of life. In war or peace in dealing with individuals or in the midst 

of a crowd it was this spirit of “Tlawmngaihna” which guided their thoughts and actions. 

Certain practical principles have been evolved in Mizo society involving among other 

voluntary works called “Hnatlang” under this hnatlang system the villagers are expected to 

contribute labour for the welfare of the community and each family is under obligation to 

contribute their mite. The same spirit of’Hnatlang’ punctuated with “Tlawmngaihna” 

enjoined the villager to particulate and render all possible helps whenever there is an occasion 

of death or marriage or community feast in the village. 

Marriage: 

Marriage in the Mizo society is arranged through negotiators called ‘Palai’ and brides 

price (Man) is paid according to the customary law. The marriage ceremony is performed 

according to the combine Christian practices and Mizo customary law. Marriageable ages are 

18 to 20 for girls and 21 to 31 years for boys. 

Marriage among the mizo is endogamous as regards the clan and exogamous as 

regard the family.  A boy or girl can marry any woman or man even outside  his family and 

his/her marriage is not strictly confined to any particular clan or family. Marriage is generally 

perfumed after agreement between boy and girl and is also arranged through the parents of 

both the families. First, the boy’s parents contract the girl’s parents through the negotiators, 
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‘Palai’ with marriage proposal. If the girl’s parents agree to it, the boy’s parents are so 

informed. On behalf of the boy’s party, the negotiators again visit the girl’s parents. On this 

day proposal for marriage or an engagement between the boy and girl takes place and a day is 

fixed on which the marriage will be performed. The bride price is also usually fixed at this 

time. Soon after this a notice will be put on the local Church notice board, indicating date of 

marriage, names of the boy and the girl with their respective parent’s names. Generally a 

notice should be given at least 14 days in advance or within duration of two Sundays. On the 

evening of a wedding day relative and friends are invited at the house of bride. On this very 

night payment of bride price (man) is given to the girl’s parents which is again distributed to 

the friends and near relatives who are called ‘Man attitude’. 

On the appointed day and time bride and groom along with their parents assemble in 

the Church where the Pastor solemnizes the marriage.  At this ceremony bride and the groom 

will be in their best dress. The Pastor unites the bride and the groom in holy-matrimony and 

conducts a brief service followed by singing of hymns and prayers. After receiving the 

blessings, the two are declared as wife and husband. A betrothal ring made of silver or gold is 

presented to the bride by the groom as a mark of confirmation of their marriage. After this 

ceremony all the invitees composed of relatives and friends are entertained with tea or feast 

as the case may be. People who can afford usually arrange this kind of feast. 

As it is customary in the Mizo society, the eldest son after marriage should set up his 

own house and for this purpose the bride grooms’ parents render considerable assistance. On 

the other hand, the youngest son has legal right to inherit his father’s properties and is 

supposed to look after his parents till their death. 

The marriage prices are counted in terms of domesticated mithans. The daughter of a 

well to do family will fetch ten mithans while ordinary girls will price 7 mithans. One mithan 

is valued at Rs. 30/-. Besides the main price there are subsidiary prices and engagement fees. 

Widow remarriage is allowed. A widow usually remains in her husband’s house. 

However, no member of the family can put any bar in the way of her remarry at aimild 

marriage is preva – Cyngh ent. Lentg. Dowry is seldom given. If a girl has any property, 

which is very rare, she takes it with her when she marries. It makes no difference to her price 

whether she has any property or not. 

Death:- 
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The death of person is made known to the villagers/community by the ringing of 

church bells with a long interval for some minutes. As soon as people hear the tolling of 

church bell, they enquire and contact their neighbours and close relatives. To inform the 

death of a person to his relatives or friends in outside the village a runner is usually used. 

People assemble at the house of the bereaved family. If death took place before noon the 

burial may take place the same day. If it happened after noon the burial is done on the next 

day. On this very night people remain awake for the whole night (which is known as ‘Mitthi 

lumen’) singing hymns and prayers from the verses of Holy Bible to console the bereaved 

family. It is a customary practice that whenever a person dies, young girls come out 

voluntarily to help the bereaved family by collecting and offering firewood, rice etc from 

each family of the village. 

Young men assemble at the cemetery to dig the grave while the aged people prepared 

the coffin at home. All these services are rendered voluntarily. Young boys and girls prepare 

and serve tea to those who dig grave and assemble at the bereaved family house. Some close 

relatives and friends offer cloths or other essentials like tea, sugar etc. for use of the bereaved 

family during the morning period. They accept death as the will of God as such they try to 

understand as much as they can. 

Before the burial ceremony takes place prayers and service are conducted by the 

pastor or church elder (Kohhran Upa). In between the service relatives or members of the 

bereaved family may be called upon to declare the cause of death and to say few words about 

the life story of the dead person which is done in the presence of people who have come to 

give their last respect and to console the bereaved family. If the dead person is a church elder 

or Pastor in the church congregation, people bring the coffin inside the church to have the last 

service. The coffin is now carried in procession to the graveyard where the last funeral 

service is done at cemetery either by the pastor or church elders whichever is convenient. At 

the cemetery, a brief service is performed finally. The coffin is lowered to the grave and some 

friends or relative drop little soil on the coffin. The grave is then filled with earth and small 

platform is raised over the grave to fix a temporary wooden cross engraving the name of the 

deceased the dates of birth and death. Some flowers are also laid over the grave. For some 

days the young men would sleep in the house of the bereaved family to give them company 

and help them overcome their grief. The practice of erecting memorial stone or “Lungphun” 

is usually done after expiry of three years. On the Lungphun day relatives and friends are 

entertained with either tea or grand feasts depending upon the economic situation of the 
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family. The Mizo custom of erecting memorial stone or ‘Lungphun’ clears the band to 

remarry by the bereaved spouse. 

As regard to the voluntary organisation, there are four most popular voluntary 

organisation which are Young Mizo Association (Y.M.A.), Village Defence party (V.D.P.), 

Mizoram Hmeichhe Insuihkhawm Pawl(MHIP) and Mizoram Upa Pawl (M.U.P.). All 

individuals are member of one association or the other. These associations play an important 

role in the social structure of the society and the workers of these association occupy 

important positions in the community. The petty cases are settled by the V.D.P. or are 

sometimes referred to the village council court. But legal punishment cannot be inflicted by 

Y.M.A. or V.D.P. Begger and serious cases which require legal steps are referred to the 

Police Department. The anti-social activities are punished with advice, fine or beating by 

these associations. 

Dress and Ornaments:- 

Regarding Dress and Ornaments, Modern fashion or Western dress is fast gaining 

popularity among the Mizo. A typical Mizo dress is no longer used by men and women. But a 

purely western dress is also not used. The most popular and common dress among the people 

is the westernized Mizo dress. Men’s dress generally consists of shirt, trousers and shoes. 

Men rarely use any kind of ornament. There is no special dress for men. On special occasions 

they wear a suit. Necktie is also popular. Some of the Mizo have a working dress. Most of 

them use their ordinary dress as their working dress whenever it gets old and worn-out. As far 

as women folk are concerned in dress they are most traditional than men. Women’s dress 

consists of a blouse, Mizo cloth (Puan, specially made by hand) frock and shoes some 

younger girls sometimes want to wear pure western dress like mini-skirts, trousers etc. 

Women are more decorative than men. Many of them put on finger rings, ear rings, necklace 

and bracelets. Some like to polish their nails. Some girls love to use different kinds of 

cosmetics like face powder, cream, lipstick, eyebrow, eye shadow etc. Like men folk, women 

folk do not have special dress. When they are working they wear the old dresses. Women 

wear coat, sweater and shawl during cold season. 

Festivals:- 

     ‘Kut’ is mizo word for ‘Festival’. Since mizo are agriculturists in occupation practicing 

‘Jhum Cultivation’ or ‘Slash and Burn’ system of cultivation, all these festivals are closely 

associated with such agricultural activities. Mizo have three major festivals Chapchar kut, 
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Pawl kut, and Mim kut. Chapchar kut is a spring festival, held between the cutting and the 

burning of jhums; Pawl kut a festival of harvest and Mim kut a festival dedicated to the 

honour of the departed souls. Mim kut is usually held in the month of September, when the 

corn is ready for plucking. Mim kut is also sometimes called Mithi kut (Festival of the Dead). 

However, Christianity has brought about great transformation in the Mizo way of life. They 

are fast giving up their old customs and adopting new mode of life which is greatly 

influenced by the western culture. They have almost even stopped celebrating their festivals. 

Recently though, Chapohar kut has been revived with utmost enthusiasm, joy and 

cheerfulness. This festival, perhaps the gayest of Miszo festivals is held sometime in 

February or early March and is celebrated throughout the State with great fanfare and 

merriment. 

Dances:- 

1. Cheraw: Misakenly known as ‘Bamboo Dance’ for bamboo are used in this dance, 

‘Ceraw’ is a dance of signification and redemption performed with great care, 

precision and elegance. The dancers move by stepping alternatively in an out from 

between and across a pair of horizontal bamboos held against the ground by people 

sitting face to at either sides. They tap the bamboos open and close in rhythmic beats. 

Cheraw is performed on all festive occasions. 

2. Khuallam: Khuallam literally means ‘Dance of the Guest’. It is usually performed in 

the Khuangchawi ceremony which is the final rite of the public feast to be performed 

in order to attain the coveted title ‘Thanghhuah’. To have a place in Paradise or 

Pialral, as they called it, one has to prove one’s mettle either in war or in hunting or 

by being a man of distinction in society. To claim a distinguished place in society one 

has to perform various ceremonies which included offering feast and dances. These 

ceremonies, taken together, are known as’Khuangchawi’ dancing Khuallam. The 

dress  used by the dancers is Puandum (Traditional Mizo clothes with red and green 

or block stripes to the accompaniment of a set of gongs known as ‘Darbu’). 

3. Chheihlam:Chheihlam is a dance that embodies the spirit of joy and exhilaration. It is 

performed to the accompaniment of song called ‘Chheihhla’. While singing the song 

accompanied by sound produced by beating of the drum or clapping of hands, an 

expert dancer performs his dance chanting the song with various movements of body 

with the knees bent stooping low with limbs close to the body and to crouch low to 

the ground. As the excitement increases, people squatting on the floor leave their seats 



80 
Ph ton eBooks 

and join him. Chheihlam is performed on any occasion, normally in the evening when 

the day’s work is over. 

4. Chai lam: This is a popular group dance performed on the occasion of ‘Chapchar Kut’ 

one of the most important festivals of Mizo. It is a dance with men and women 

standing in a circle holding each other on the shoulder and the nape. Musical 

instruments like drum or horns of Mithun are used for making beasts. The festival 

continues for a week or more. In olden days, the Chai dancers used to drink rice beer 

continuously while dancing and singing. 

5. Sarlamkai (Solakia): This is an impressive dance originated from Pawi and Mara 

communities in the Southern part of Mizoram. It is a warrior dance performed to 

celebrate a victory in war. No song is sung; only gongs or cymbals or drums are used 

for making beats. This dance is now popular among the Scholl children all over the 

country. 

6. Chawnglaizawn: This is a popular fold dance of Pawi community. However, the 

dance performed by the Zahau Pawi is slightly different from that of Halkha Pawi. 

Zahau Pawi performed this dance in time of funeral whereas the Halkha Pawi 

performed it for celebration of the trophies brought home by the hunters. 

7. Khelkhawn: This is a hiphitting dance of the Pawi Community which is generally 

performed on the festive occasions and other ceremonies. Musical instruments like 

gongs, horns of Mithun and drum are used and the dancers sing the particular song 

meant for this dance. 

8. Tlanglam: Tanglam is performed though out the length and breadth of the country. 

Using the music of Puma Zai, there have been several variation of the dance. This 

dance is one of the most popular dances performed these days by our cultural troupe 

in various places. Both the sexes take part in this dance. 

9. Zangtalam: Zangtalam is a popular Paihte dance, performed by men and women. 

While dancing, responsive song is sung by the dancers. Leader of the dancing party is 

drummer who is the controller of the dance as choreographer. The duration of the 

dance depends on the drummer. 

10. Par lam: The land of enchanting hills has yet another dance to its credit – Par lam. 

Girls attired in colorful dresses, with flowers tucked in their hair, dance to the tune of 

songs sung by themselves. The principal movements in the dance involves the waving 

of hands. A coupe of boys lend musical accompaniment by playing guitars. This is a 

comparatively new dance. Nevertheless, it has become part of the Mizo culture. The 
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most popular song sung for the dance is: Far from the mountain the gay little stream, 

rippling along, rippling along. 

As stated earlier, the life of Mizo, throughout the whole of Mizoram, is similar on the 

grounds of social, cultural and religious life. But, there may be a slightly differences 

regarding social and cultural life in the interior villages of Mizoram. 

Status of Woman :- 

In earliest days Mizo woman had a great deal of hard work to reform. On the whole, 

however, the house hold labours, whether in the fields or in the home, were very fairly 

divided between men and women. Social relations between the Sexes were easy and natural, 

men and women treating each other meeting frequently on equal basis. The women were far 

from being mere household drudges. A married woman had a clearly defined position and 

inside the house she was supreme. Colenel Lewin has remarked with surprise on the courtesy 

with which a Mizo Chief treated the women who accompanied him on a visit to formers 

comp, and how he refused to drink any liquor offered to him until the ladies of his parties had 

been served first people who treated their wives brutally were looked down upon. The high 

bridal price in force strengthened a wife’s position. A wife took part in the sacrifices 

performed by her husband. 

     Among Mizo tribes women there no false shame. They did not consider 

themselves as inferior beings, and take part in all matters in which the family was interested. 

She had the freedom to express her views without any reluctance and resistance. Widows 

acted as guardians to their young sons and looked after their interests very efficiently. 

Adultery was far from common. Girls before marriage were fairly free of their favours. 

Woman could not inherit prosperity and if a man died without son to his brother’s. However, 

if a man dies leaving minor children his wife is entitled to the custody of his estate on behalf 

of his rightful heir. 

 

CULTURAL LINKAGE WITH REST OF INDIA 

In recent times the outside forces have been trying to separate the people of northeast from 

rest of India. Their argument is that geographically and culturally they have nothing in 

common with Indians. It is wrong assumption and based on a biased opinion. Here I would 

like to quote Rabindra Nath Tagore. 
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 Rabindra Nath Tagore, in one of his great poem Bharat-tirtha (‘The Sacred Waters of 

India’) has sung of India as the Ocean where Humanity in all its diversity has merged and 

united. The poem goes as: 

 Keha nahi jane, kar ahwane, kato manusher dhara durvara store elo kotha ha’te 

samundre ha’ lo hara hethay Aryya, hetha Anaryya, hethay Dravida, Chin Saka-huna-dal 

Pathan-Mogal ek dehe ha’ lolin paschim aji Khuliyacha dwar, setha ha’ le sabe ane upahar 

dib ear nibe, milabe milibe, jabe naphire ei Bharater maha-manve sagara-tire. 

 In the poem he says, “No one knows at whose call so many streams of men flowed in 

resistless tides from places unknown and were lost in one sea; here the Aryan and non-Aryan, 

the Dravidian, Chinese, the bands of the Sakas and Hunas, and the Pathan and Mughal have 

become combined in one body. The door to the West has also been opened, and they bring 

presents from there: they will give and they will take, they will unite and be united, and will 

never go away, -in this shore of the Great Humanity of Bharata or India”. 

 The poem, in noble poetic language sums up the main trend of India’s history in the 

past and of India’s destiny in the future-how there has been synthesis of races and cultures in 

the past leading to the creation and characterization of a composite Indian people and a 

composite Indian civilization diverse in its origin but united in its ideals and aspirations-

ideals and aspirations which are acceptable to all mankind; and how India looks forward to a 

still greater unification of all mankind, both within her shores and outside (Chatterji, 1974:1) 

 Indian is the habitat of different races and languages. It is land like a garden where the 

flowers of different colour and treat live together. Northeast India is no exception to this fact. 

If we look deeply into ancient literature of Bharat, the tribes of north-east India have been 

mentioned about. But in different words they were referred Nisadas, Sabaras, Pulindas (for 

the Australoids) and Kiratas (for the Mongoloids). ---- in this context, it may be noted that 

many of the groups in North East India tend to trace their line of descent from certain 

mythological heroes of the Hindus. Thus, the Kacharis claim ther descent from the marriage 

of Bhim with Hirimba as described in Mahabharata. This suggests an early contact of some of 

the north-eastern population with Caucasoid people. (R.K. Kar, The Tribes of North-East 

India: An Overview). 

 While visiting the northeast region specially Mizoram the researcher came face to 

face with following cultural linkage between the people of north-east region and restof India. 
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- In Bharat the social structure is patriarchal. Man is the head of the family and his 

decisions are obeyed by the women of the house. In northeast region women works 

harder than man in commercial and agricultural activities and household chores, still the 

social system is patriarchal expect few tribes like Khasi where matriarchal family system 

is prevailing. 

- In Bharat community spirit is very strong. In every part of the country individuals are the 

part of communities which are very close knit. In Mizoram specially at the time of death 

everything is arranged by the community which arranges for the rituals when the 

members of the family of dead person are mourning. Even the festivals are celebrated as 

the community affair. 

- It is only Bharat where the old people are the responsibility of the sons, in old age the 

sons of the family take care of old parents. 

- India is the agriculturist country. Most of the festivals of India are associated with harvest 

seasons. In northeast India also it is related to harvest season. For example chapchar kut 

(spring festival), pawl kut (harvest festival) are similar to Basant Panchmi of north and 

Baishaki of Punjab. 

 In short the culture of northeast is similar to rest of the country in some aspects and 

different from other parts of the country in other aspects. But India is a country where the 

diversities of different parts have an underlying unity in it. This is what the beauty of 

Bharatiya culture is. 

 

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRITATION OF DATA  

Data needed for the study was collected by administrating questionnaire and interviewing 

persons from various professions, occupations etc. these persons were from different sections 

of Mizo society and were in different occupations and professions such as doctors, engineers, 

employees in the secretariat, teachers. Besides students and house wives were also 

administered the questionnaire, these persons also interviewed individually as well as in 

groups. The data collected through questionnaire as well as interview schedule was analysed 

and interpret.  The same is presents below under different headings:- 

Customs 
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 Hundred per cent of the respondents expressed that it is a social customs for youngest 

son in a family to look after the parents their old age. This is a very significant value which 

has been retained in Mizo society despite the influence of Western culture. This manifests 

that old people in Mizo society are respected and looked after by their sons particular in 

youngest son. 

Inheritance 

 In Mizo, society even today the youngest son in the family inherits the property. Such 

a response was given by no less than 95 per cent. In the respondents over the years there has 

been a little modification in the customs of inheritance that larges portion of inheritance goes 

to the youngest son and rest is divided among other sons. Daughters do not get any share in 

an heritance. 

Social Structure 

 All the respondents (100 per Cent) pointed out that Mizo society is a patriarchal one. 

The element of Indian Culture that a child carries father’s name has been retained by Mizos 

where as some tribes in North – East region have matriarchal society. For example Khassi 

tribes in Meghalaya has a matriarchal society. 

Close knit society 

Mizo is a close knit society. In the hour of grief such as demise in the family, 

community plays an important role. In such occasions, the community shares the 

responsibility from last voyage of the deceased to the community feast arranged after burial 

of the dead. Even the celebration of festivals is a community affair. The whole of the 

community celebrates together with great enthusiasm. 

From above mentioned customs of Mizo tribe it is apparent that Indian value – 

respect for elders has been retained by Mizos. In India patriarchal social system bestows the 

man with the privilege of supremacy in the family. Like rest of the Indians, in Mizo tribe, 

father has the ultimate authority to take decision regarding all the affairs related to the family. 

A sense of belonging to the community is another feature of Indian ness which has been kept 

alive in Mizo tribe. In fact the principle of Vasudaiv Kutumbakam is just an extension of the 

sense of belonging which is the spirit of Indian Culture. 

Festivals 
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 Since Mizos have been agriculturist since ancient times. There festivals are closely 

associated with the agricultural activities. Most of the respondents (%) talked about the 

discarding of old tribal festivals after adaptation of Christianity. But of late, the Mizo society 

felt the need of reviving their tribal festivals. As a result Chapchar kut (spring festival), Pawl 

kut (harvest festival) are being celebrated by the Mizos throughout the state with great fanfare 

and merriment. 

 Festivals are the manifestation of the joy and happiness in Indian society. India is an 

agricultural country. So most of the festivals in India are celebrated after the harvest season. 

These festivals strengthen the feeling of brotherhood. We, Indians express the gratitude to All 

Almighty by making offerings of new corp. In this way, festivals of Mizo carry the same 

meaning as they do in other parts of India. 

Dress and Ornaments 

Regarding dress and ornaments, more than sixty per cent of the respondents were of 

the view that Western dress is fast gaining popularity among the Mizos. The most popular 

and common dress among the women is Westernized Mizo dress. Women adore themselves 

much better than men. Many of them put on finger rings, necklace, bracelets etc. 

Religion 

The conversation of Christianity is the main factor causing the change in all the vital 

aspects of socio-economic, religious and cultural life. It touches even further, i.e., their 

political life. As per 1901 Census, 96% of the total population was animistic and followed 

their own traditional religion. But within a period of 70 years a vital change of religion from 

their traditional animistic one to a new western oriented Christian religion has taken place. 

Conversion to a western religion preached by Western people has touched all aspects of life, 

which is discussed here briefly. 

 Majority of the converts regularly celebrate the Christian festivals, like Easter, 

Christmas, etc. It reveals that the converted Mizos have accepted the new faith whole 

heartedly. From this, we can definitely assess that considerable cultural change has taken 

place in the religious outlook of the respondents. However, these respondents also celebrate 

tribal traditional festivals. The celebration rate in these traditional festivals differs from rural 

to urban settings. It is more in case of the former than in the latter setting. It is due to the 

reason that in the rural settings traditional norms, values and beliefs are more conservatively 

observed than in the urban areas. Moreover, ruralities are close knit with their kin group and 
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have ties with their religious beliefs which cannot be eroded even with conversion to 

Christianity. Ruralities in fact are more attached to their native and indigenous religious 

practices and therefore, find it difficult to the completely cut themselves off from it. Change 

in religion does not prevent them from participation in their “traditional way of life’, “ pattern 

of living”, customs, belief which are well knotted in their day-to-day life.  Collectivism, 

cohesiveness are the basic characteristics in the rural areas-even though they have given up 

some of the religious aspects of animism due to their conversion, which is only “in part” and 

not “wholly”. On the other hand in urban areas due to perceptual awakening caused by 

change in ideas, education and urban life in general, the converted Mizos are prone to change 

easily. 

Impact of religion on Marriage 

 With conversion to Christianity, the traditional marriage pattern has totally changed. 

After negotiating the marriage, when the date is fixed for wedding, both the parties go to the 

church, adorned in Western wedding dresses in most of the cases for solemnization. After 

this, wedding cake is cut by the couple therefore the party-lunch or dinner, begins. 

Sometimes the couple invites the priest to their home also. 

Impact of Socio-economic Life 

Religious activities are related to socio-economic life. Agro-economic and nature 

based and pattern of worship, offering, which Mizos were participating; in Christianity they 

are not accepted. Now-a-days only tradition bound processes conducting the festivals like 

eating, feasting, singing, merry-making only are made by leaving apart the ‘puja’ part related 

to religion. A totally alien westernized religion has not only converted but influenced all the 

institutions like family and marriage. 

 Religion is entwined with culture and is interrelated with social institutions and 

maintains the social relationships that prevails in society. Religion contributes towards social 

integration and group solidarity and strengthens social control. Society for its existence 

depends on the certain system of sentiments by which the conduct of the individual is 

regulated with the society’s need and demand. Here, the sentiments are regulated by peoples’ 

intellectual, emotional and practical life. These are given colour by the religion one professes. 

Moreover, personal, family and community life in general are dominated by religion that 

moulds person’s behaviours, actions and faiths for conducting social norms and ethics. 

Around religion, people take food, provide decision-making, organize institution, exercise 
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socio-economic life internal and external changes are motivated by religion to different 

organizations of society. 

The conversion to Christianity was observed in this study this is evident when one 

observer the celebration of Christian festivals. We find that great number of the Christiana 

abstain from the ritualistic activities of the indigenous animistic religion. The whole hearted 

acceptance of the Christianity clearly reflects change in attitude and values of the people. 

 

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Promotion of Bharatiya Culture and Heritage in north-east region of the country needs 

to be included as an objective of education at all the stages of school education. It needs to be 

treated as an important concern of education as a whole. Therefore, curricular treatment to 

Bharatiya Culture and Heritage should cut across different subjects. Further its treatment 

should increase in depth as one moves from one lelvel of education to another. Education 

must become a instrument to create in the individual mind a sense of pride for and belonging 

to our ethnically diverse and culturally rich society. To realize this objective, the following 

inputs need to be integrated suitably into learning material:- 

Appreciation for traditional dances of the North. East needs to be promoted through 

curricular and co-curricular activities. 

- Local languages need to be promoted. 

- Supplementary material in the form of stories, parables, plays etc need to be developed 

for children of different age levels with a view to developing among them pride for their 

own culture and heritage. 

- Existing learning material for different stages of school Education needs to be reviewed 

intensively with a view to deleting the content prejudicial to the development of 

Bharatiya Culture and Heritage. 

- Values such as brotherhood, love for motherland need to be integrated suitably into the 

learning material for learners studying at different stages of school education. 

Recommendation 

 Education, in its true sense, is the link between the past and the future while catering 

to the present. A comprehensive understanding of the problems of the present can be 

accomplished and new interpretations arrived at only in the light of the wisdom of the past. 
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New experiences can become meaningful and useful only in the background of the cultural 

heritage of the nation. Education must become an instrument for the integration of our new 

experiences with our ancient wisdom. In so doing it should create in the individual’s heart a 

sense of pride for and belonging to our ethnically diverse and culturally rich society. 

 With this broad perspective in view the following recommendations are made. 

- Dharma refers in the constitution the foundation on duty-based social order as different 

from the right-based one. The system of education must help students imbibe a proper 

understanding of the concept of Dharma. 

- Learners should be provided a basic knowledge of the philosophy and values of life as 

reflected in our great epics and philosophical texts and also the relations between the 

regions as described in our epics. For example Uddapi the wife of Arjuna was from north 

eastern region of Bharat. 

- We should Provide the learners a proper understanding of the country through a 

foundation course in Indian history, geography and demography. 

- The student must be enlightened about the great achievements in the different fields of 

knowledge made in this country since ancient times so that he will able to develop a sense 

of pride and belongingness to this country. 

- School and college curricula must be redesigned to address the real needs of the society in 

the economic, social and technological fields. 

 

 

 

ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS COMPOSITION 

 Except for Assam, where the major language, Assamese, is the easternmost of the 

Indo-European languages, the region has a predominantly tribal population that speak 

numerous Tibeto-Burman and Austro-Asiatic languages. Hinduism is the predominant 

religion in this region. The proliferation of Christianity among the Seven Sister States sets it 

apart from the rest of Indian. The work of Christian missionaries in the area has led to large 

scale conversion of the tribal population. Christians now comprise the majority of the 

population in Nagaland, Mizoram and Meghalaya and sizable in Manipur and Arunachal 
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Pradesh. The bigger states of Assam and Tripura, however, brave remained predominantly 

Hindu, with a sizeable Muslim minority in Assam. 

NATURAL RESOURCES 

 Main industries in the region are tea-based, crude oil and natural gas, silk, bamboo 

and handicrafts. The states are heavily forested and have plentiful rainfall. There are beautiful 

wildlife sanctuaries, tea-estates and mighty rivers like Brahmaputra. The region is home to 

one-horned rhinoceros, elephants, and other endangered wildlife. For security reasons, 

including inter-tensions, widespread insurgencies, and disputed borders with neighbouring 

China, there are restrictions on foreigners visiting the area, hampering the development of the 

potentially profitable tourism industry. 

INTERDEPENDENCE 

 The landlocked North-eastern region of the country comprises eight separate states 

whose geographical and practical needs of development underscore then need to thrive and 

work together. A compact geographical unit, the North-east is isolated from the rest of except 

through a slender and vulnerable corridor, flanked by alien territories. Assam is the gateway 

through which the sister states are connected to the mainland. Tripura, a virtual enclave 

almost surrounded by Bangladesh, wholly depends on Assam even for bare existence. 

Nagaland, Meghalaya and Arunachal depend on Assam for their internal communications. 

Manipur and Mizoram’s contracts with the main body of India are through Assam’s Barak 

Valley. Raw material requirements also make the states mutually dependent. All rivers in 

Assam’s plains originate in Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland and western Meghalaya. Manipur’s 

rivers have their sources in Nagaland and Mizoram the hills also have rich mineral and forest 

resources. Petroleum is found in the plains. 

 The plains depend on the hills also on vital questions like flood control. A correct 

strategy to control floods in the plains calls for soil conservation and afforestation in the hills. 

The hills depend on the plains for markets for their produce. They depend on the plains even 

for food grains because of limited cultivable land in the hills. 

 North-east region, a vital entity of great Indian land has been in the limelight in spite 

of being geographically in the extreme corner of the country. In the recent times by virtue of 

being a major source of oil, tea, forest product and medicinal herbs, the region has acquired 

special importance for India. Dominantly mountainous, North-east forms natural walls 

separating from adjacent lands.Northeast India is the eastern-most region of India connected 
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to East India via a narrow corridor squeezed between Nepal and Bangladesh. It comprises the 

contiguous Seven Sister States—Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, 

Nagaland and Tripura—and the Himalayan state of Sikkim. These states are grouped under 

the MDONER ministry of the Government of India. Except for the Goalpara region of 

Assam, the rest were late entrants to political India—the Brahmaputra valley of Assam 

became a part of British India 1824, and the hilly regions even later. Sikkim was recognised 

as a part of North-East states in the 1990s.The Siliguri Corridor in West Bengal, with an 

average width of 21 to 40 kilometres  connects the North Eastern region with the mainland 

Indian sub-continent. The region shares more than 4,500 kilometres of international border 

(about 90 per cent of its entire border area) with China (South Tibet) in the north, Myanmar 

in the east, Bangladesh in the southwest, and Bhutan to the northwest. The states are 

officially recognised under the North Eastern Council (NEC),[2] constituted in 1971 as the 

acting agency for the development of the eight states. The North Eastern Development 

Finance Corporation Ltd (NEDFi)[3] was incorporated on 9 August 1995 and the Ministry of 

Development of North Eastern Region (DoNER)[4] was set up in September 2001.Indigenous 

knowledge is local and culture-specific; it is orally transmitted through imitation and 

demonstration; it is the consequence of practical engagement in everyday life and is 

constantly reinforced by experience, trial and error and deliberate experiment; it tends to be 

empirical and empirico-hypothetical rather than theoretical in the strict sense; it is ‘people’s 

sicnece’ and is asymmetrically distributed in a population; the organization of indigenous 

knowledge is essentially functional, denotative ‘know-how’ geared to practical response and 

performance; and it is holistic, integrative and situated within broader cultural 

traditions.Traditional knowledge and indigenous knowledge are often used as synonyms. 

However, indigenous knowledge is more confined to a group or locality, while traditional 

knowledge can be indigenous or non-indigenous for the practicing community. Hence, we 

would prefer the term Traditional Knowledge, the knowledge which is collectively held, 

which grows from experience and which is transmitted inter-generationally. It is expressed 

through environmental knowledge in the form of :a. Knowledge on the natural 

environment,b. Knowledge on human modified environment.Knowledge on social 

environment includes knowledge on self and others including knowledge about social 

organization and conflict management (legal knowledge), agricultural knowledge, knowledge 

on health and hygiene, traditional technical knowledge (TTK) and knowledge about rituals 

relating to environment, cultural interpretations of landscape. Some of this knowledge 

remains secret to  their custodians, while many other forms of knowledge are expressed in 



91 
Ph ton eBooks 

public domain and shared within and beyond the boundary of the community. Thus 

traditional knowledge is holistic, comprehensive, context sensitive, culturally compatible, 

environmentally viable and located within broader cultural traditions of the practicing 

communities. It is generally transmitted orally and through body centric performances and 

conservation ethics are often part of traditional knowledge.Indigenous or Traditional 

Knowledge (I.K. or T.K.) refers to the unique, traditional, local knowledge existing within 

and developed around the specific  condition of women and men indigenous to a particular 

geographic area. The Development of TK/IK system, covering all aspects of life, including 

management of natural resources have been a matter of survival to the people who have 

generated these systems and continued with those. It is based on experience, often tested over 

centuries, adapted to local culture, environment and lifeways. Other names for TK/IK are 

local knowledge, folk knowledge, indigenous technical knowledge and traditional ecological 

knowledge.Rural people and tribals in particular have an intimate knowledge of many aspects 

of their surroundings and their daily life is governed to a great extent by such knowledge. 

Over centuries, people have learnt how to grow food and to survive sometimes in difficult 

environments. They possess knowledge about varieties of crops to cultivate on the same plot 

considering the nature of soil and water retention capacity of such land, appropriate time for 

sowing and weeding the edible plants, tubers and mushroom and those having medicinal 

value. Ethnomedicine or folk-based medicine identifies even the particular parts of the plants 

having medicinal value, follows a specific mode of treatment of diseases and tries to maintain 

or conserve their environment to make it sustainable.The term “indigenous” has been defined 

as systems that are generated by internal initiatives within a local community itself. 

Indigenous knowledge is often considered to be informal knowledge that exists in local 

societies, as against formal knowledge developed by the universities and research institutions 

of modern society. Indigenous knowledge of a human group cover a wide range of its 

members perceptions of universal phenomena occurring in their immediate environment as 

well as the social, economic and cultural practices of the people. Indigenous scientific 

knowledge systems are the product of centuries of experience acquired and developed into a 

spectrum of information, skills and technology.The recent world bank aided studies on 

economic growth, “growth with equity”, appropriate technology, “participatory 

development”, and “sustainable development”, reveal that indigenous knowledge is an 

important natural resource thatcan facilitate the development process in cost effective, 

participatory and sustainable ways. Indigenous knowledge is local knowledge and it is unique 

to a given culture and society. Indigenous knowledge contrasts with the international 
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knowledge system, generated by universities, research institutions and corporates. It is the 

basis for local level decision making in agriculture, health care, food preparation, education, 

natural resource management, and a host for other activities of rural communities. Such 

knowledge is passed down from generation to generation, orally. Indigenous knowledge has 

value not only for the culture which it involves, but also for scientists and planners striving to 

improve living conditions in rural localities.In the past the tribal and rural folk have used their 

own local knowledge to conserve natural resources and maintain natural imbalance. In course 

of time, over-exploitation of natural resources with the advanced or modern technologies 

resulted in creation of natural balance in tribal and rural areas of our country.Since 1990s 

most of the scholars have been focusing their attention on ediscovery of indigenous science 

and technology in the fields of soil conservation, water harvesting, resource management, 

handicrafts, medicine etc, which definitely contribute to the strengthening of tribal and rural 

folk.  

DEVELOPMENT IN NORTH EAST 

North East Council 

 This region is officially recognized as a special category of states. The North East 

Council (NEC) was constituted in 1971 as the nodal agency for the economic and social 

development of the eight states, the North Eastern Development Finance Corporation Ltd 

(NEDFI) was incorporated on August 9, 1995 and the Ministry of Development of 

Northeastern Region (DONER) was set up in September 2001. 

 To provide a forum for collaboration towards common objectives, the Indian 

government established the North Eastern Council in 1971. Each state is represented by its 

Governor and Chief Minister. The Council has enabled the Seven Sister States to work 

together on numerous matters, including the provision of education facilities and electric 

supplies to the region. 

 The North Eastern Council was constituted in 1971 by an Act of Parliament. The 

constitution of the Council has marked the beginning of a new chapter of concerted and 

planned endeavor for the rapid development of the Region. Over the last thirty five years, 

NEC has been instrumental in setting in motion a new economic endeavor aimed at removing 

the basic handicaps that stood in the way of normal development of the region and has 

ushered in an era of new hope in this backward area full of great potentialities. 
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Genesis 

 The States in the North-eastern region of India comprising Arunachal Pradesh, 

Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura are endowed with rich natural 

resources such as oil, natural gas, limestone, coal, other minerals and nearly one-third of the 

country’s hydro power potential (84,000 MV. 

 The Region, however, is yet to experience industrial development on a scale achieved 

by other regions of the country. Reasons are not far to seek. Large infrastructure deficiency, 

basic, service backlog, high educated unemployment and fluid law and order situation has 

crippled economic development initiatives in the region. 

 For historical reasons and also for the reasons mentioned above, the North-East region 

has lacked entrepreneurial success stories in the past. But in the recent years, a new breed of 

entrepreneurial class is emerging, who are well educated and well informed and who want to 

do something on their own. 

 Hence, the need for a regional development financial institution having grass root 

knowledge of the region was felt so that financial assistance as well as professional guidance 

can be provided to the local entrepreneurs. It was also felt that a special financial institution 

would go a long way in solving some of the problems mentioned above, if not all. 

 The Borthakur Committee Report in 1994 conceptualized the formation of a North-

Eastern Development Bank to cater to the needs of the North-Eastern Region and to mitigate 

some of the problems of the region as discussed above. 

 

ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES OR CONTINUING STAGNATION 

 The North-eastern region or India has often been visualized as the remote landlocked 

backward region of a dynamic economy on the march. The difference between the potential 

and actual economic performance is most starting for the region that has large international 

borders with several neighbours like Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, and Myanmer and is close 

to Nepal and Indo-China. It has the potential to serve as the entrepot for the entire Indian 

hinterland. Yet, the reality is vastly disappointing. 

 Is this gap between potential and achievement due to the backward nature of the 

economy of the North-eastern region or does it has anything to do with the process of 

incorporation of the region into Indian Union? Did India’s economic and foreign policy 
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impose costs on the region that were significantly different from those borne by the rest of the 

country? 

 In the recent decade, India has opened its economy to international trade and has 

launched initiative to forge closer trade and economic ties with immediate neighbours. We 

looks at the economic opportunities for the states of the North-east in India’s emerging trade 

strategy in the region, especially its ‘Look East’ policy and the spate of preferential trading 

arrangements (PTA) and the free trade arrangements (PTA) with neighbouring countries like 

Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Myanmer and Thailand if isolation was the cause of economic 

backwardness, will not these treaties benefit the North-east? Or are there constraints or 

policies due to which North-east will once again be left in the lurch. 

 Historically the North-east had extensive links with the neighbouring region of Tibet, 

Bhutan, Burma and Indo-China. It formed the southern trail of the silk road. However, as 

Indian became an important colony for Greet Britain, barriers were erected between Bhutan 

and Assam, while traditional links with other countries acquired a strategic hue. Soon Burma 

and Tibet became the Empire’s buffer against the French in Indo-China and Russia in the 

north, disrupting economic ties. 

 Despite this legacy, prior to 1947, the region comprising the North-east had 

substantial economic and social intercourse with the neighbouring countries. East Bengal 

(later called East Pakistan and ultimately Bangladesh) was well integrated with the North-

east. There is evidence that trade and migration into territories today comprising Tibet, 

Myanmar, Yunnan province of China, Nepal, Bhutan and Sikkim were important to the 

economy of the region. 

 However, partition and independence ended whatever remained of this intercourse. 

The partition transformed the region at the crossroad of emerging Asia, into a landlocked 

outpost of a large continental economy. The huge landmass comprising the seven states 

(Assam, Arunachal, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura), approximately 

225,000 sq. km., was now cut off from its hinterland by the creation of East Pakistan. Linked 

by 37 km. wide Siliguri corridor with the rest of India, it soon lost its natural advantage as its 

integration with the economy in the south and the west was disrupted by trade and industrial 

policies pursued by independent India. 

 The partition of the country and the slow decay of rail, road and river links with the 

territories of East Pakistan, due to increasing hostilities, further disrupted trade and economic 
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activity in the North-east. This isolation was accentuated during the mid-1960s as war on 

Kashmir, communal violence in East Pakistan led to tearing of rail lines and closure of bus 

routes. 

 In the first two decades of planned development, the region was transformed from 

being a potential outpost for trade with neighbouring countries emerging from colonial rule 

and war, into a small captive market for the produce of the Indian hinterland. Its exports of 

tea and forest produce, though an important source of export earnings initially for India, soon 

lost their importance as Indian exports diversified towards manufactures. Its petroleum, 

whether in crude form or processed, ultimately found its way to the major markets in the 

north and western states of India. 

 Though there is little research on the link between the effect of isolation and trade 

disruption on the extent of poverty in the North-east, there is little doubt that the impact on 

the region was highly regressive. 

 Today, the region also has very high levels of absolute poverty, measured as number 

of persons with income below US$ one per day. The eastern region of India has poverty 

levels ranging between 41% for West Bengal to 58% for Bihar while the North-east states fall 

in between this range. In other words, the eastern region has absolute poverty ranging 

between 42-58% making this one of the most backward regions in India. Its per capita 

income too is far below the national average, with Assam having a per capita income of Rs. 

10,000 in 2001-02, compared to Rs. 18,000 for India. 

 The structure of the economy in the region resembles the economy of the developed 

parts of the globe, with the primary sector accounting for 55-60% of the income, and 

underdeveloped secondary and tertiary sectors. The secondary sector constitutes only a 

meager 11-16% of the total income, making it India’s industrially most backward region. 

  The fact that North-east is today the most backward region in the country is 

fairly known. That this backwardness is the direct result of policies pursued by the Central 

Government is inadequately appreciated. The impact of the development strategy followed by 

independent India was highly regressive to the region India’s industrialization strategy during 

the period of 1956-1991 was based on import substitution and was biased against exports. 

During this period India erected high tariff walls and quotas were put in place under the 

import licensing regime to foster industrial growth. 
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 The border conflict with China in 1962 and the deterioration in India’s relations with 

Pakistan led to a disruption of rail, road and river links between the North-east and other 

eastern states and the neighbouring countries. Here was the North-east region with a 37 km. 

link with India, but with 4500 km. of border with the newly emerging nations of Asia, 

comprising, of China, Burma (Myanmar), East Pakistan, Bhutan, and Nepal. Yet the trade 

and industrial policies failed to use these links and potential access to its advantage. 

 The policies promoting import substituting industrialisation and high tariff walls and 

regime of strict import licensing not only shut out so-called non-essential imports from 

western countries, but also barred simple consumer goods from traditional neighbours. 

India’s economic ties with the smaller neighbours like Nepal, Bangladesh, Burma and Tibet 

dwindled significantly, with regressive impact on economic agents engaged in such trade. 

The impact on states of the North-east varied, but all were affected negatively. 

 In other words, the government of India’s policies on trade and industry and its 

inward looking economic strategy deprived the northeastern states of their natural markets 

and access to products produced in the neighbouring countries just across the border. All 

products consumed in North-east came to be imported from distant manufacturing regions in 

India. The cement came from Orissa and Madhya Pradesh while chemicals came from 

Gujarat and Maharashtra, adding substantially to the landed cost. A World Bank study 

estimated that costs of logistics and damages added 60% to the cost of a bag of cement and 

14% to general cargo, moved from Calcutta to the North-east. 

 The Central Government has tried to compensate for this high transport and logistics 

costs by providing some transport subsidy. Thus the railways were asked to carry goods at a 

marginally concessional rate while products produced in the North-east were offered similar 

transport subsidy. These subsidies have, however, failed to offset the disadvantage of the 

region. The northeastern states could easily procure many of these goods from across the 

border at a fraction of the cost goods transported from distant Indian sources. But the policy 

induced isolation that barred access to the neighbouring sources of commodities and markets 

for its produce subjected the region to very high economic cost. 

 The Indian government also offered backward area subsidies and concessions for 

location new industries in the states comprising the North-east region. Given the fact that the 

neighbouring markets were cut off, all produce (e.g. refined petroleum products from 

refineries at Digboi, Guwahati and Numaligarh) had to be shipped at high cost and delays to 
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the markets in the Indian hinterland. In the presence of free trade and open borders, the 

North-east would have attached industry to cater to the emerging markets in Bangladesh, 

south-west China, and Indo-China. With closed borders, there would be little economic 

justification for locating industry in this remote corner as local markets were small and 

consumer spending too low to provide economics of scale. 

 It is hardly surprising that though India has made rapid industrial progress, the entire 

northeastern region has remained largely an agrarian economy. The only industries that came 

up were set up by the public sector. The North-East’s ties with the Indian hinterland have 

been expensive and regressive. 

 However, even more significant is the social and political tension nurtured by 

isolation and lack of economic opportunities amongst the youth. The North East was soon 

transformed into a troublesome region, with fissiparous trends that needed to be curbed with 

the armed might of an emerging Indian state; a region whose future did not fit into the vision 

India had set for itself. Economic engagements with the neighbouring countries came to be 

based on the strategic and military posture of the governments in New Delhi, rather than a 

development paradigm. 

 The successive regimes in Delhi have been unable to appreciate the consequences of 

their isolationist polices as they curtailed social and economic links of the North-east region 

with its neighbours. To disinterested regimes consolidating power in the remote centre of 

Delhi and with grand designs of independent industrialization, the North East was best left to 

army and police to manage, while the only development objective seemed to be to build 

infrastructure to military secure its frontiers. 

 As mentioned above, from 1991 the Indian state made a radical shift in its economic 

policies. Trade barriers have been dismantled, import licensing abolished and foreign 

investment welcomed in most sectors of the economy. In addition, India has tried to promote 

Preferential Trade Arranigements (PTAs) with the neighbouring countries, even by going 

outside the SAPTA/SAARC framework and entering into bilateral trade agreements. India is 

also committed to regional trade through initiatives like South Asia Growth Quadrangle 

(SAGQ), South Asian Subregion for Economic Cooperation (SASEC), Bangladesh-India-

Myanmar-Srilanka-Thailand-Economic. Cooperation (BIMSTEC), etc. India is trying to link 

up with the Greater Mekong Subregion Of which China is a partner along with Myanmar, 

Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam, and has renewed its trade ties with Myanmar. 
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 Will these initiatives open up a new chapter for the North-east? Or, will these 

initiatives once again result in economic trends that will bypass the North-east? To answer 

these questions we need to review India’s recent experience with regional trade initiatives 

and the result this has had on India’s trade with its neighbouring countries and the impact of 

this trade on the backward region of eastern and north-eastern India. 

 During the 1990s, India offered Preferential Trade Arrangements (PTA) to all the 

member countries of SAARC/SAPTA. Under this the SAPTA members were required to pay 

only 50 per cent of the custom duty levied on imports. However, given the high tariffs and 

numerous non-tariff barriers there was little increase in exports to India under the PTA. There 

were also a large number of non-trade barriers and transit restrictions that aborted 

possibilities of rapid expansions of trade. The most significant of the non-tariff barriers was 

the restrictions on transit, visas and custom regulations. Local content requirements 

(stipulation that at least 30 per cent value addition in domestic market and quarantine 

regulations on agriculture commodities meant that the so-called PTA was a smoke screen 

behind which India protected its market from even its weak neighbours. 

 However, from the mid-1990s, the government led by I.K.Gujral made a serious 

attempt to promote regional trade. India offered unilateral trade concessions to its neighbours 

and encouraged them to export to India. Indian firms were encouraged to invest and source 

from these countries. Nepali goods were granted duty free access to the Indian market in 

1996 and Sri Lanka in 2000. Other members of SAARC were offered lower tariffs and 

possibilities of FTA if they signed bilateral treaties with India. 

 In 1995, India made attempts to improve its political and economic ties with the 

military regime in Myanmar. The Indo-Myanmar border trade was inaugurated in April, 1995 

with the opening of the border trader along the Tamu (Myanmar) – moreh (Manipur) sector. 

Recently, more trading routes, especially at Langwa, Rih and Pangsau Pass, have been 

opened. 

 A developed trade across indo-Myanmar border will be of advantage mainly in 

reduced costs while accessing the market of South East and even East Asian countries.  

Despite this potential, the trade through the Manipur-Myanmar route has remained small and 

insignificant, amounting to a few crores per year and with little impact on the regional 

economy. 
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 For the first time, India has initiated FTA with Thailand and is in the process of 

negotiating similar agreements with Singapore and Malaysia. In other words, India is keen to 

expand its free trade initiative to countries outside the SAARC region. FTA with Thailand is 

likely to facilitate Indian access to the Indo-China region and become a partner in the Greater 

Mekong Subregion initiative as well as the rapidly growing ASEAN region. 

 The PTAs, on the other hand, have failed to foster trade as shown by the Indo-

Bangladesh and Indo-Myanmar experience. The slow progress in economic ties with these 

countries is due to the military and security establishment playing a major role in shaping 

India’s foreign policy to these two countries. Trade with both these countries has been 

stagnant and there seem to be differences with Bangladesh over transit arrangements that 

India seeks for its links to the North-east, about the existence of training camps for insurgents 

in their territory. Similarly, trade with Tibet and Yunnan provinces of China have been totally 

absent, though India and China have agreed to initiate border trade through the Himalayan 

pass between Tibet and Sikkim. It needs to be noted that trade routes between Arunachal 

Pradesh and Tibet are still closed in the absence of a border agreement and links to Yunnan 

through Manipur, Mizoram or via Myanmar is not on the horizon. 

 This dramatic expansion of India’s trade and economic ties with Nepal and Sri Lanka, 

where with FTA trade has expended several fold, points to the potential gains from trade that 

were undermined by restrictive policies. It also points to the gains that North-east states can 

reap if they too are encouraged to tap neighbouring markets across the border rather than 

manufacture for the distant Indian consumer. 

 It is clear that in the days to come India is willing to pursue closer trade and economic 

ties with its eastern neighbours and there are possibilities for the entire north-eastern region to 

seize its place as India’s eastern entrepot. 

 We have argued above that the closure of the borders between the North-east and the 

neighbouring countries to the north, east and south (Tibet/China, Myanmar and Bangladesh) 

has been regressive on the economy and society in the North-east. The question to ask is: 

Will the North-east gain from India’s opening to the neighbouring countries in the east? In 

other words, will India’s ‘Look East’ policy usher in a new era of economic growth and 

increasing trade and commerce in the region? 

 The accompanying table provides data on India’s direction of trade during the last 15 

years. It needs to be emphasized that with outward looking policies, India’s foreign trade, 
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which was below $ 40 billion in the early nineties, has risen dramatically to US$ 140 bn by 

2003. Foreign trade as a ratio of Indian GDP has risen from 12% in early ‘90s to more than 

23 per cent by 2003, pointing to increasing openness of the economy. 

 There has also been substantial progress in India’s trade with other developing 

countries and with Asia, thanks to the ‘Look East’ policy. The share of developing countries 

has doubled to about 30 per cent of India’s trade, while Asia’s share has doubled to 24.2 per 

cent. In other words, about a quarter of India foreign trade now comes from its Asian 

neighbours. 

 India’s immediate neighbours in South Asia too have found easier access to the Indian 

marked and have trebled their share, though it is still very small and far bellow the potential 

India’s trade with countries bordering the North-east has seen the most dramatic expansion, 

with the share going up more the five times (from 1.7 per cent to 8 per cent). This dramatic 

expansion of trade with India’s eastern neighbours has had little or no impact on the North 

East. Most or this trade expansion has taken place through the seaports. It would not be 

incorrect to argue that the North East has once again been marginalized. India is Looking 

East, but not through its contagious borders! 

 It needs to be emphasized that the physical infrastructure for facilitating trade and 

economic links between the north-east and the neighbouring countries is largely absent. 

Indeed, one can argue that the links are weaker today than they were in 1947. The Stilwell 

Road is now a mere muddy track and the rail links with Bangladesh stand severed. 

Infrastructure bottlenecks and delays at border points add substantially to the transaction cost 

in international trade. It is hardly surprising that with closed borders and open ports, the 

North-east is not part of India’s trade expansion strategy with eastern neighbours. 

 Hence, in all probability the bulk of trade with the Greater Mekong Subregion, 

Bangladesh and ASEAN is likely to move through the international sea lanes, completely 

bypassing the North East region.  The regions gaining so far are the hinterlands of Chennai, 

Vizag and the Calcutta port on the eastern flank. It would be reasonable to argue that given 

the state of Infrastructure and the poor state of road, rail and air links with the neighbouring 

countries in the North East, the bulk of the trade is likely to move through the sea ports of 

India. 

 For the North-east to gain from India’s PTA and FTA with the economies of the east, 

the key variables are transit arrangements, proliferation of trade routes and customs check 
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post, easy visa regime making it possible for traders, businessmen and transport operators to 

move in and out of the region. For this to be possible would require substantial investments in 

infrastructure, construction of highways and bridges, re-establishment of rail links and 

communication facilities. The Shukla Committee on ‘Transforming the Northeast’, estimated 

such investment to exceed Rs. 25,000 crore. 

 However, it is not the investment that is the key issue. It is coloured glasses through 

which policy-makers perceive the region and its problems that is the main road block. India’s 

entire policy towards the North-east region has been heavily coloured by the security 

establishment and the armed forces in the name of fighting insurgency and securing its 

eastern frontier. They are suspicious not only of the region’s economic but also ethnic and 

social ties with the neighbours. No only is ‘India’s Look Fast policy totally devoid of any 

plans to seriously end the isolation of the North East and open up the region to the 

neighbouring countries, its policy-makers are downright suspicious of such links. Yet, in the 

absence of such an initiative to open borders with neighbouring countries, it is unlikely that 

the North East will gain in any material sense from India’s Look Fast policy. 

 A serious attempt to integrate the North-east provides innumerable possibilities of 

economic transformation. The vast hydroelectric resources can be harnessed to export 

electricity to the neighbouring countries. An integrated plan of harnessing hydrocarbon 

resources with a grid of pipelines to move gas and petroleum products into the entire region is 

another possibility. Harnessing the vast river networks to move goods cheaply in and out of 

the region would substantially add to its attractiveness as an investment destination. 

Investment in large plants catering not only to the North East but to the neighbouring markets 

in Bangladesh, Nepal, Tibet-Yunnan are also possible. But so far there seems to be no such 

initiative on the horizon.  

 

POLITICAL ISSUES AND INSURGENCY 

India’s ‘troubled Northeast’ has become a permanent stereotype, and most outsiders 

imagine a vast region of unending disorders and violence. Patterns of violence have, 

however, been showing continuous decline over the past years and, more significantly, the 

residual violence is now substantially concentrated principally, in Manipur and Assam. The 

total fatalities in insurgent and terrorist violence for the region stood at 1515 in 2000 and 

have shown a continuous annual decline – with an aberrant spike in year 2003 – to 462 
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fatalities in 2006 (till October 6). Manipur remains the worst affected, accounting for over 

half (235) of all militancy related fatalities in the region. Assam, with 96 dead, accounted for 

another 20.77 per cent of annual fatalities, and 60 deaths (12.98 per cent) in the fratricidal 

conflict between the two factions of the national Socialist Council of Nagaland (NSCN) in 

Nagaland. 

 

.The proposed project will look back to examine the pearls of Traditional Ecological 

Knowledge contained therein in North East India Frontiers. The following are the 

subthemes of my research study  

� Ethnic and Religious Composition 

� Natural Resources 

� Interdependence 

� Development in North East 

� Economic opportunities or  continuing stagnation 

� Political issues and Insurgency 

1.British policy on the north-east frontier of India between 1865 and 1914. 

2. The People and Economy of frontier 

3. Policy of non interference(until 1911) 

4. from non interference to political control(1911-1914) 

5. Chinese treats and counter measures 

6.Running Guns in India’s North-east. 

� Natural Resource Management & Biodiversity : 

1. Some aspects of Biodiversity in the Northeastern Himalayan region and its 

conservation , biodiversity –immense source of wealth and the impacts of its loss  

the environment  

2. Floristic Heritage of North East India 

3. Medicinal Plant wealth in Northe East India  

4. Biosphere Researve study in Northe East India  

5. Renewable energy and Biodiversity in North Eastern Region of India.  
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Community-based natural resource management in northeast India has a long 

history. Indigenous knowledge and adaptation are the collective information, with 

improvement from generation to generation. The expectation is that under 

community control, local expertise on biodiversity will play a significant role in 

natural resource management through traditional practices. This paper discusses 

the characteristics and application of the traditional ecological knowledge of 

aboriginal peoples in northeast India and its role in natural resource management. 

Examples are provided in two different eco-cultural landscapes, i.e., Demazong 

(the Buddhist eco-cultural landscape in Sikkim Himalaya) and the Apatani eco-

cultural landscape in Arunachal Pradesh, which illustrate the utility value of 

traditional ecological knowledge in sustainable natural resource management. 

Both eco-cultural landscapes are indeed very complex and highly evolved systems 

with high levels of economic and ecological efficiencies. The paper concludes that 

traditional ecological knowledge systems and institutions could serve as entry 

points into the sustainable utilization and management of natural resources. This 

could be achieved through the exploration of the cultural practices of the local 

people and integrating useful aspects into the modern natural resource 

management expertise. With rapidly depleting biodiversity in the developing 

tropic regions, there is a greater utilization today than ever before of the value of 

respecting the “Sacred” as a tool towards better conservation of natural 

resources.Advocates of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) have promoted 

its use in scientific research, impact assessment, and ecological understanding. 

While several examples illustrate the utility of applying TEK in these contexts, 

wider application of TEK-derived information remains elusive. In part, this is due 

to continued inertia in favor of established scientific practices and the need to 

describe TEK in Western scientific terms. In part, it is also due to the difficulty of 

accessing TEK, which is rarely written down and must in most cases be 

documented as a project on its own prior to its incorporation into another 

scientific undertaking. This formidable practical obstacle is exacerbated by the 

need to use social science methods to gather biological data, so that TEK research 

and application becomes a multidisciplinary undertaking. By examining case 

studies involving bowhead whales, beluga whales, and herring, this paper 
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describes some of the benefits of using TEK in scientific and management 

contexts.  

 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge System in Practice 

 

Testing and Validation of Indigenous Knowledge of Agriculture : Problems and 

Prospects 

India has one of the largest network of organizations and infrastructure for agriculture. 

However, there is very little by way of knowledge or wisdom of Indian agriculture that has 

found its way to the extension and dissemination services of our Government. One of the 

reasons appears to be that the testing and validation of indigenous knowledge requires a 

specific orientation and effort which is not normally available to all agricultural scientists in 

the current process of education, training and research. This chapter takes a close look at 

some of these constraints looking at indigenous knowledge in three parameters namely – 

social organization, parameters used to construct theories and some specific unique features 

of the scientific method 

Darjeeling Tea Industry Going Organic 

Darjeeling tea is only 1% of the total tea produced in India, but has a unique flavor the BEST 

IN THE WORLD . Of the 87 gardens that enjoy the status of Geography Act (GIA) and 

International Property Rights (IPR), under the New World Trade (WTO) regime, almost 60 

% have gone organic or in the process of conversation to organic the only produce from India 

which has been given this worldwide status. 

Tea Company, Darjeeling took an initiative of converting its gardens to organized 1994. 

Today it has 13 gardens in Darjeeling and all have been converted to Organ the IMO India 

Certification. The Company produces 20% of the world’s finest Darjeeling tea. 

Once of the major challenges for the Organic Tea Arming was how to control pestchemicals. 

This led to experimentation and preparation of concoctions with available in the tea growing 

areas of the North-East. Perseverance led to success useful concoctions were generated. 
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• Agricultural Biodiversity: Heritage Sites from Hill s of India: Reservoir of 

Conservation Farming Systems 

Conservation agriculture can be defined as farming with minimum mechanical tillage and 

managing the agronomic factors through traditional farming systems, which were based on 

available natural resources and facilitated conservation of resources and the environment. Six 

Agricultural Biodiversity Heritage Sites proposed from the Himalayan and the north-eastern 

hill region, of 21 has a number of practices that reflect favourable interaction with the 

landscape and the natural resources, like biodiversity, soil, water and the environment, 

facilitating conservation and use of these resource, establishing sustainable/conservation 

agriculture. They are still relevant and can be source of practices that will further promote 

conservation agriculture. The present article discusses representative practices/systems from 

these regions that are cost effective, less labour oriented, cheap and preferred by the farmers. 

The practices ensure conservation and effective use of water; help manage soil fertility and 

eco-friendly biological control of pest and disease. Some are very productive, negating the 

myth of lower productivity; hence they need greater research attention to reveal the scientific 

principle behind and integration with advance agricultural technologies evolving innovations 

to promote productive environment-friendly conservation agriculture. 

Improved Jhum cultivation and other systems of Northeast Hills 

In this system seeds of all the crops which require planting are mixed at the seed stage and 

broadcast in the field during the first rainy days of the season on the land prepared after 

burning the forest land. Maize and rice seeds are dribbled in furrows at regular intervals. 

Tuber crops like aroids, ginger and tapioca, banana are planted or sown throughout the 

growing season. The coaster plant (Ricinus communis L.) is planted on borders for rearing 

silkworms. The crops are routinely harvested and replaced by other seasonal crops 

(Ipomoea(L.) Poir., Eleusine coracana Gaertn., Dioscorea alata L., Coix lacryma-jobi L.) at 

regular intervals. Thus this ‘Jum’ has components for phyto-sanitary provision, soil 

fertilization, crop-diversity up to agro-forestry and Sericulture, improved soil biodiversity and 

less pest & diseases. 

Zabo farming system Nagalands: It is practiced in under rain shadow zone. Zabo means 

impounding of water. Due to deforestation rainfall has been adversely affected in this zone. 

Under this system, the first component consists of top of the hill where forests are 

maintained. This works as the catchment area for rain water harvesting. The practice is 
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ensued through tribal and with collective care of the forest land and none is allowed to cult 

ensured throughout tribal laws and with collective care of the forest and none is allowed to 

cut trees or destroy vegetation. It is combination of forestry, agriculture, livestock and 

fisheries. 

Alder (Alnus nepalensis D.Don) system of Nagaland: This involves agro-forestry with 

alder trees for enhancing the soil fertility with crops like maizae, job’s tears, millet, chillies, 

pumpkin, barley etc. The Alder grows well on lands varying in altitude from 800 to 3000m. It 

is a non-leguminous trees that fixes atmospheric nitrogen through nodules on the roots. 

Besides fixing atmospheric N, the litter of trees add to the soil P,K, Ca and other nutrient 

through the addition of biomass. Hence system is very remunerative. Alder besides improving 

soil fertility, provides timber for furniture and fuel wood. The value of Alder was recognised 

long back, as more than 200 years old trees can be seen. The bribes, Angami, Chakhasang, 

Chang, Yimchaunger and Konyak are credited with evolution of this system. 

Cheo-ozihi system of irrigation of Nagaland: Cheo-ozihi is another irrigation system 

practiced in Kwigwma village, bringing river water through long channels. From these 

channels, many branch channels take the water to terraces through bamboo pipes. Cheo is the 

person responsible for laying channels. Water budget of the village is shared among villagers. 

Farmer's regulate irrigation for plantation crops like coffee, tea and cardamom, using water 

channels controlled by bamboo sticks, facilitating efficient use of water and ensuring 

uninterrupted supply. 

Swidden farming: It involves cultivation of 15 to 30 crop species in the same plot after 

jhumforest clearing. It is a unique method practiced by the women folk of Angami tribal 

community of Nagaland, facilitating the conservation of agro-biodiversity. 

Terraces-Panikheti: Itinvolves carrying water from some stream or torrent to terraces and 

maintaining about 10 to 15 cm of water level by a stone is kept at the opening of the bund. 

The excess water runs down lower terraces through wedge type openings in the bunds, 

facilitating efficient use of water, preventing soil erosion. 

Advantages of traditional systems 

• They are cheap and cost effective, because ofbeing based on indigenous resources and 

require less labour. They are preferred by the farmers, because they avoid high initial 

investment cost, have reduced cost of production and require less labour at peak 

times. 
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• The practice of recycling of organic matter has helped in maintenance high water 

infiltration capacities; reduce surface runoff thereby thus soil erosion and enhancing 

groundwater resources, ensuring water balances in the region. 

• As most of these systems are dependent on promotion of biological processes, for 

example tilling, thus enhances the biodiversity both at micro and macro level of flora 

and fauna. 

• They help establish sustainable production systems, because they ensure effective 

utilization of natural resources and their conservation and without sacrificing yields. 

• The myth that traditional system are low in productivity have been negated by 

systems like Zabo and Apatanis, which have obtained comparable yield, suggesting, if 

practiced with ingenuity they may prove of higher net value, if other benefits, such as 

environmental services, forage etc. included. 

• As most of the traditional systems, for energy depend on natural resources or animal 

power, and avoid using synthetic input, save farmers from use of fossil fuel and 

thereby, the environment. Higher diversity and biomass production are integral 

component of traditional systems, work as sink for CO2 and thus help restricting 

global warming. 

Need for respect towards traditional systems, greater research to understand the scientific 

basis and rational application. 

There is much to be learned from traditional agricultural practices that are part of our 

indigenous knowledge, devaluing them as “low productive,” “primitive,” and “old” is no 

longer a useful. Getting out of the old mode of thinking that they are un-scientific can bring 

desirable changes in the attitudes and behaviours of researchers. This would stimulate the 

process of understanding the science behind these practices and help incorporate them 

scientifically into the present agricultural research and extension. Using indigenous 

knowledge as the basis for further research, evolving them in light of changing scenario and 

integration of these technologies and innovations as such or for specific principle, would 

result in the production of sustainable technological options. Certain ecologically viable and 

sustainable innovations are still to see the light today and offer tremendous opportunities for 

research and use them with modern science. The blended technologies retaining the 

ecological strength of traditional agricultural practices would be able to derive and 

demonstrate increase productivity with modern science in more eco-friendly manner. With 
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our ecology and environment today facing severe questions of sustainability it is the right 

time now to focus on research and use on ecologically friendly traditional agricultural 

practices and evolve economically viable agricultural and environmentally safe innovations. 

Implications of Biodiversity on Natural Pest Control in Mixed Cropping Agro-

ecosystems in Mizoram 

 Modern large-scale monocropping systems are heavily dependent on inputs such as 

irrigation, fertilizers, pesticides and high yielding crop variety. The vulnerability of such 

systems with respect to crop vigour and pestilence has often come to the fore. Besides, the 

sustainability of such systems and effects on soil and environmental health are matters of 

debate. Shifting cultivation and traditional agroforestry systems of the Northeast are rain fed 

low input substance level farming systems. These systems are excellent examples of high 

diversity agroecosystems simulating natural ecosystems. The implications of diversity on the 

pest control of such systems are discussed in light of existing literature and experimental 

evidence from an agroforestry system of Mizoram. 

SEGMENTATION AND STRATIFICATION AMONG THE LOI OF MA NIPUR 

We know already that the Loi of Manipur valley are in contact with the Meitei, the 

Mohammedans, the Bishnupriyas, Yathibis and the tribal groups such as the Chiru, Paite, 

Purum, Tangkhul, Zemei and others who are living in the vicinity. Consequently we have 

also seen that with the Meitei, the Chiru and the Bishnupriyas, Yathibi, Paite and others, the 

Loi are not articulated at any level. As such they have their own ideas about these groups and 

from some they accept food and from others they do not. 

Cooked rice is accepted only from Brahman and Mayang (outsider). 

Uncooked food is accepted from Meitei, Pangal (Muslim), Brahman, Tribals, 

Mayang. 

Water is accepted from Meitei, Brahman, Mayang. 

Fire of phunga is accepted from all the groups. 

So far as the Bishnupriyas are concerned, they say that they do not have any 

knowledge about these people. 

At this point, it is worth mentioning that the allocation of various occupations was 

done by the king of Manipur and the king also prescribed as to who should accepted 
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gauriyaism and who not (Roy, 1958). The Loi/Chakpas feel that they were not allowed by the 

king of Manipur to accept gauriyaism. They have now the feeling that the common Meitei by 

accepting gauriyaism are at the highest in the regional scale, the second high place is of the 

Brahmans. The Loi, Chakpa, and the Mayang come in the third place while the Bishnupriyas, 

tribal people are in the 4th and at the bottom comes the Yathibi. Of course, the hierarchy is 

capped by the king, who had the ultimate political authority. 

The rationale of this hierarchy are many: (1) economic and political power, (2) ritually clean 

life, (3) following better occupation which are not derogatory. This is something unique 

because here we find that the regional hierarchy is not determined by ritual superiority alone 

as it is done in some parts of eastern India (Sinha, et. al. 1966) 

Besides scanning the various groups into high and low, the Loi view that the people of 

Manipur can be categorised into 4 categories – Meitei, Loi/Chakpa, Hao and Mayang. They 

feel that Meitei are powerful, Mayang are outsiders, Hao (i.e. hill tribal people) have queer 

habits. 

The above delineates the various ways into which the Loi who reside in between the 

Gauriya, Meitei and the tribes are stratified and segmented. 

In conclusion, in may be said that even a small relatively homogenous ethnic group 

like the Loi show some features of segmentation and a notional sense of hierarchy. In the 

traditional Loi society, with the kind of Manipur exercising his full authority over his 

subjects, the Loi society was divided into two broad segments – eastern group and western 

group with some amount of occupational specialization among them. In addition, there was a 

sharp status difference between the village officials (appointed by the king) and the 

commoner. 

With the erosion in the authority of the king and the subsequent inclusion of the Loi 

into the greater socio-political network of the state, educated and influential Lois gave 

leadership to the formation of another kind of segmentation – that of the Loi and the Chakpa. 

Both these groups are trying to define their boundaries and to increase the number of their 

followers. The movement led by the new elites is trying redefine the social position of the Loi 

in the regional hierarchy. But, however, their success is perhaps partial. The average Loi is 

more involved with his traditional society than with the emerging forces of social change. 
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HIERARCHY AND ETHNIC IDENTITY IN A FRONTIER AREA 

Manipur is situated in the north eastern frontier of India. Imphal, the administrative 

headquarters and the principle town of the State is situated towards the northern part of the 

central valley. 

Meiteis in frontier region of two civilization, the Indian and the South East Asian, 

have been absorbed into the fold of Hinduism by adopting Vaishnavism. This led to some 

modification in the social structure primarily through the inculcation of a notion of hierarchy 

analogous to the Hindu system of caste. The dominant position of the Meiteis as well as the 

fact that they ruled the valley gave them a sense of superior identity fostered by Vaishnavism. 

But when the Meiteis tried to project this identity to the outsiders (that is to the plain people) 

they realized that their practice of Vaishnavism is not paying very much. With 

democratization of their there is a newer urge to find the uniqueness of the Meiteis as a 

whole. hence, the revival of the Meitei religion and readoption of old Manipuri alphabet etc. 

Field work was carried out in different phases during 1972 to 1974. Intensive field 

work was carried out in a Meitei village. Lairenkabi, 18 km. west of Imphal and in a 

Municipal are of Wangkhei Thangiam Leikei. I also carried out field work in a Bishnupriya 

village, Nachou, a Loi/Chakpa village, Phayeng and a Yaithibi village, Thoubal Khunou. For 

necessary information I also visited some other villages. I learnt the local dialect. It helped 

me immensely not only coming in close contact with them but also in participating in their 

way of life. 

Ethnic groups and hierarchy 

The ethnic groups are recognized by some diacritical marks and the hierarchy is 

understood through some attributes and is expressed in their attitude towards others. 

The Meiteis 

The Meiteis are considered indigenous people of Manipur. They use Singh as their 

title and lineage name as their forename. They have an elaborate system of showing respect 

to their seniors both in language and in behavior. They are very neat and clean. The 

Vaishnavite Meiteis are known as the Gouriya Meiteis. They observe both the Vaishnava 

rituals and festivals and the Meitei rituals and festivals (indigenous religion). They take the 

service of the Brahmans in case of Vaishnava practices and the service of Maiba (local priest) 

and Maibi (i.e. local priestess) in case of indigenous practices. They employ Brahman cooks 
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in their communal feast. Some Meiteis gave up Vaishnavism and have reverted to the Meitei 

religion, i.e., their own indigenous religion. They never take the service of the Brahman. 

There are three minor status divisions, namely, the noble section, the common Meiteis 

and the degraded section of the Meiteis cutting across the religious divisions within the 

Meiteis. The noble section of the Meiteis is composed of the royal lineages, Meiteis nobility 

who were shown special favour by the Meitei king and the lineages formed by the inter-

marriages between the common and the royal lineages. The common Meiteis are formed of 

those Meitei lineages who do not belong to any royal stock and who have marriage alliances 

with some non- Meitei lineages. They are composed of Mitaya Ariwa (i.e., old Meiteis), 

Nongpok Haram (i.e., the people coming from the east) and the Nongchup Haram (i.e., the 

people coming from the west). These last two groups are “foreigners” who were gradually 

absorbed into the Meitei fold through adoption of lineages, behavior, etc. The last section of 

the Meiteis are degraded on the sense that during native rule they were forced by the king 

either to accept some occupation or to settle down to the lower or southern section in the 

middle part of the valley. Though they are often called “Loi” to denote their low status they 

differ from the Loi/Chakpas in not having derogatory occupation traditionally associated with 

them. Some of them, however, later accepted derogatory occupation. 

The Brahmans 

 They are outsiders, their title is Sharma. Following the Meitei they also adopted 

different lineages and they use their lineage name as their forename. Priesthood is their 

assigned occupation. Some of the Brahmans also act as cooks in the communal feasts of the 

Meiteis and the Bishnupriyas. They are Vaishnavas. To get the indigenous status they are 

trying to follow the Meiteis, e.g., they are keeping Imunglai (i.e., household deity), 

worshipping Lamlai (i.e., God of the countryside) and Umanglai (i.e., village deity). 

 There are two minor status groups among the Brahmans, namely, the pure Brahman 

and the impure Brahman. The pure Brahmans are those who accurately perform their priestly 

duties and adhere to all the ritual and social restrictions. The impure Brahman are those who 

neither perform their duties perfectly nor adhere to all the ritual and social restrictions. They 

are debarred from the occupation of priesthood. 

The Bishnupriyas 

 They are considered outsiders and thus, are also known as the Mayangs (i.e., 

outsiders). Though they themselves advocate that they had settled in the valley before the 
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Meiteis came down from the hills, as a group, it is a fact that they were not allowed by the 

Meitei king to settle in the northern part of the middle valley. Like the Meiteis they use Singh 

as their title and lineage name as their forename. They are concentrated in 8 villages only. 

They are Vaishnavas. They accept Brahmans’ services. Like the Meiteis they observe the 

Vaishnava rituals and festivals as well as the Meitei rituals and festivals. It is said that, during 

native rule, they were forced by the king to supply forage for the royal stable. 

The Loi/Chakpas 

 They are indigenous people of the area. Like the Meiteis they use Singh as their title 

and the lineage name as their forename. They are concentrated in 8 villages only. They have 

derogatory occupation such as distillation, sericulture, poultry farming, swine rearing and 

earthen pot making. During native rule, they were not allowed to settle in villages anywhere 

they liked. They do not have elaborate system of showing regard to their seniors in language 

and in other behaviours as the Meiteis have. 

The Yaithibis 

 They are indigenous people and are thought to be composed of ostracized people. 

Like the Meiteis they also use Singh as their title and lineage name as their forename. It is 

generally believed that, during native rule, they worked as scavengers in the palace. It is a 

fact that they were treated as untouchables and their movement was restricted. They 

concentrate only in three villages. Some of them follow Vaishnavism. A few follow Meitei 

dharma and others are Christians. 

 The following attributes not only help in classifying the six ethnic groups but also 

create in congruence, the hierarchical status for the groups: 

8. Indigenousness 

9. Elaborate system of showing regard to their seniors. 

10. Perfection of the language. 

11. Preferential treatment received from the king. 

12. Forced acceptance of certain occupation, residence and forced subjugation, 

isolation, imprisonment and exilement. 

13. Assigned and derogatory occupation. 

14. Early acceptance of Vaishnavism. 
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The attributes from No. 1 to No. 6 are used by all and the attribute No. 7 is only used 

by the Vaishnavites only. 

The people’s judgement on these actual behaviour presents a placement of different 

groups at different positions in the hierarchic scale. The ethinic groups are thus classified 

under three categories viz. (1) high, (2) middle and (3) low. High status is assigned to those 

indigenous/outsiders who have elaborate system of showing regard to their seniors and 

perfection in language and also were favoured by the king by offering honourable posts in the 

royal court in legislative, judicial, administrative and military services, offering daughters in 

marriage or allowing to occupy northern part of the middle valley, the most fertile area. The  

Vaishnavites are of the opinion that the high status people had accepted Vaishnavism earlier. 

The middle status is given to those insiders/outsiders who at least, try to practice elaborate 

system of showing regard to their senior by using perfect form of speech but are not favoured 

by the king and was formally punished by the king, have assigned occupation but not 

derogatory occupation. The Vaishnavites add that the people of the middle rung accepted 

Vaishnavism at a later date. Low status is given to those insiders who do not practice 

elaborate system of showing regard to their seniors and do not use perfect for of speech and 

are punished by the king in any way and have assigned derogatory occupation. The 

Vaishnavites add that the low status people did not accept Vaishnavism. Above all the 

insiders in every status group consider themselves higher than the outsiders. 

According to the Vaishnavites the hight position is given to the Meiteis including the 

noble section and the commoners and the pure Brahmans; the middle position is given to the 

degraded section of the Meiteis, the impure Brahmans and the Bishnupriyas; and the low 

status is given to the Loi/Chakpas and the Yaithibis. The non-Vaishnavites also agree to this 

system of hierarchy with the exception that they place the Brahmans in the middle position. 

 

 

Inter-ethnic relationship 

There is no specialization amongst the different ethnic groups on the basis of which 

interaction can take place. There are the Khutnaibas i.e., the artisans who trade with their 

products for cash money and exchange is done through market. Similarly, there are the pot 

makers who sell their products in the market for cash money. Only that the Brahmans are the 

priests of the Bishnupriyas and the Gouriya Meiteis. 
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The Vaishnavites accept the ritual superiority of the Brahmans. They consider the 

Brahmans as their spiritual guide and prostrate before them. They address them with a 

respectful word “Agya”. In other secular context the Meiteis do not consider the Brahmans 

superior to them. Their argument is that the Brahmans who work as cooks in exchange of 

remuneration can not be higher than the Meiteis, their master. According to them those who 

practice agriculture and plough the land have higher status and those who serve others in 

exchange of remuneration have lower status. So the Brahmans who do not plough the land 

serve the Meiteis in exchange of remuneration have lower status than the Meiteis. Non-

Vaishnavites not only consider the Brahmans as outsider, but also suspect their antecedents. 

All the groups living in the valley accept the high position of the Rajkumars (i.e., 

royal lineage) by addressing them with the respectful word “Snakhwa”. 

The Meiteis treat the Loi/Chakpas as uncivilized illiterate people who do not know 

the manners of behaviour with the seniors. Their language is not sophisticated. They are not 

neat and clean in their habit and their village site, dress, food habit etc., are unclean. The 

Loi/Chakpas intend to say that the origin of the Loi/Chakpas and the Meiteis are same. The 

Loi/Chakpas still retain the original behaviour and the Meiteis are separated from them by 

adopting a “foreign” religion. Vaishnavism. 

The Meiteis do not intend to allow the Bishnupriyas to have equal status with them 

because they not only consider them outsider but also consider them as the servants of the 

former kings. 

The Meiteis have a sneering attitude towards the Thoubal Khunous whom they refer 

as the Yaithibis i.e., untouchables. They identify them as members of a community having 

illicit origin and of immoral habits. 

All other groups are conscious of this attitude of the Meiteis towards them and are of 

opinion that the Meiteis forget the present situation and goes back to the past and try to re-

establish a kind of social distance that was maintained by the kings. 

All the ethnic groups are endogamous, but this rule is violated in case of elopement. 

The Brahmansdo not take food cooked by any other groups. But all the Vaishnavites 

take food cooked by the Brahmans. The non-Vaishnavites, however, do not take food cooked 

by the Brahmans. The Meiteis do not take food cooked by the Loi/Chakpas and the Thoubal 

Khunous, (i.e., Yaithibis). It is stated that during the rule of the Vaishanava king they did not 

even receive water from the Loi/Chakpas and the Yaithibis. The Meiteis and the 
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Bishnupriyas, however, do not follow any rigid rule regarding the acceptance of food from 

each order. In secular contexts e.g., in picnic, in hotels, in restaurants etc., the rules of 

commensality is, however, not maintained in any case. 

Upward mobility in the process of Meiteisation has long been observed. It has been 

reported that during the rule of Vaishnava kings the low status people offered money to the 

then king to accept Vaishnavism and thereby many low status people passed away and the 

Meiteis started a movement for reverting back to their indigenous religion. This has been 

followed by the low status people to be equal in status with the Meiteis. The people in the 

middle status position have become successful to a great extent in this context. 

Lineage and hierarchy 

The Meitei society is divided into seven Yek-Salai divisions, i.e., clan, namely, 

Mangang (Ningthouja), Luwang, Khuman, Angom, Moirang, Khaba-Nganba and Chenglei. 

The Loi/Chakpas are said to be the members of two original clans, named, Hourok Konthou 

and Urok Usha. Each Yek-Salai is divided into a number of genealogical units termed 

Yumnak, i.e., maximal lineage which is again divided into a number of Sagei, i.e., major 

lineage. 

People believe that every clan originated at a particular time and place. Similarly, they 

believe that lineages were also created at a particular time. In this way lineages has particular 

time depth according to their time of creation. Thus before the establishment of kingship the 

Ninghou, i.e., the Chief of the clan was at the top of this structure and the Chief’s close 

connections were at the first structural distance from the Chief. The second structural distance 

from the Chief was occupied by the other lineages excepting the Khutnaiba (artisan) lineages 

who were at the third structural distance. There developed an incipient hierarchy with the 

Chief at the top. The social distance was correlated with the structural distance. There also 

developed a sort of service relationship with the Chief according to the social position of the 

lineage groups. The lineages which were at a far social distance from the Chief, performed 

heavier duties and more free services for the Chief than those lineages which were at close 

social distance from the Chief. These things were more developed and became more 

structured during the period of kingship. 

There were continuous feuds amongst the clans in occupying more lands and in 

getting girls in marriage. The legend of the Loi/Chakpas say that sometimes their Chief 

became the king. But they were defeated and were driven out to the foothills. Sometimes the 
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Chief of Moirang became the king. At last the Chief of Ningthouja clan subdued all other 

groups and became the king. The Ninghoujas styled themselves as the Meiteis and the name 

Meitei was given to all other units excepts the Loi/Chakpas who had to live in fringe areas. 

The king and hierarchy 

With the introduction of kingship in the region the Chief centered hierarchy was 

replaced by the king centered hierarchy. The king was at the top of this hierarchy. The people 

who helped the king the legislative, judicial, administrative and military services formed the 

noble section. They were specially favoured by the king and were at a close social distance 

from the king. Others who performed Lalup (i.e., free service given to the king for ten days in 

every forty days) were favoured by the king to enjoy the most fertile land of the upper or 

northern portion of the valley. They were at further below the noble section. They were 

designated as the common Meiteis. The rest who performed Loipotkaba (i.e., to pay tribute to 

the king) were under pressure in many ways, e.g., subjugation, to settle in less fertile areas, to 

perform hard work by force etc. They were at the farthest social distance from the king. They 

all designated as “Loi”. They consist of the degraded Meiteis and the Loi/Chakpas. During 

this period of native rule a group of untouchables was formed by the ostracised people called 

the Yaithibi. It is said that they had to perform the most disliked job, i.e., scavenging in the 

palace and thereby they were at a far social distance than those who performed Loipatkaba. 

Another group named Bishnupriya was added to this hierarchy. As they performed 

Loipatkaba they were associated to the same social distance as the Loipatkaba enjoyed. 

During this native rule the king accepted Vaishnavism not to create a status for him 

but to strengthen his own status and the status of his favoured group. Vaishnavism added a 

sense of purity and pollution to this existing hierarchy. The king and his favoured group who 

accepted Vaishnavism were treated as pure and those who did accept Vaishnavism were 

treated as impure. A group of people of ritual purity, namely, Brahman was then added to this 

hierarchy. They were placed close to the king. 

Ethnic identity 

  Once the Meiteis accepted Vaishnavism to fulfill the desire of the king. The underlying 

principle was to make themselves distinct. But the century old adherence to Vaishnavism and 

the consequent reforms in the way of life of the valley that had taken place, began to be 

reassessed after independence when people in greater number started to come in contact with 

the outside world. The need for reassessment arose even more because people felt that the 
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effective power in the valley was controlled by the outsiders. Thus with the attainment of 

independence the process of changes which started three hundred years ago, is now showing 

a tendency of reversal towards the assumed original state. The agony of the Meiteis has been 

heightened when, in course of their interaction with the people of other of India, they found 

that their practice of Vaishnavism could not command intended respect from other Indians, 

especially those from the plain. Thus the value and faith that they bestowed on Vaishnava 

practices are now being doubled. 

The ordinary villagers, however, do not have clearest idea about the criteria by which 

they can be distinguished from others (non-Meitei). That they also rely on the codified 

interpretation of traditional religion is evident because they advised me to seek the help of the 

Pandit in order to know the Meitei cultural parameters. The Pandits identify the Meiteis on 

the basis of their dialect and religion. They pointed out that under the influence of 

Vaishnavism their identity as the Meitei has become slightly obscure. 

While collecting data from the Pandits, I have observed that there are two sharply 

distinctive models of presenting the Meitei way of life – one in favour of the Gouriya (i.e., 

Vaishnavite) way of life and the other in favour of Sanamahi (i.e., non-Vaishnavite) way of 

life. the Pandits are also divided into two factions. Those who are in favour of the Gouriya 

Meiteis evaluate their culture by maintaining full regards for Vaishnavism and at the same 

time by keeping the importance of the main tenets of the Meitei religion. But those who are 

for the Sanamahi way are emphasizing Meitei religion in full leaving aside Vaishnava 

religion. But their evaluation unconsciously bears the mark of the impact of Vaishnavism. 

The Pandits, in fact, are influenced by the elites of these two sections. All the old elites 

(whose families had taken important role in the king’s period) are in proponents of the theme 

of the Gouriyas. They are mostly learned, have wealthy family background and for 

generations hold high position in the society. Most of them live in Imphal. The Gouriyas 

being the more prosperous group, want to get the upperhand in local power structure maintain 

contact with the leaders of other parts of India. The new elites (who are taking part mainly 

after independence) are the spokesmen of the theme of the Sanamahis. They live both in rural 

and urban areas. Some are living at Imphal, some a Khurai, Thoubal and such other places. 

They are mostly less educated, come of middle income group and are not highly placed either 

in the office or in the society. They want more autonomy. The educated unemployed youths 

are also joining the Sanamahis in large number and are becoming the mouthpiece of the 

Sanamahi ideas. 
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The Mongoloid physical features of the Meitei people and the peripheral position of 

the Manipur State with reference to the socalled mainstream of Indian population had made 

the question of the Meitei identity all the more confusing. To their dismay the Meitei students 

or pilgrims, who in course of their travels in different parts of India found that merely saying 

they were the Meitei/Manipuri or the Vaishnava could not serve much purpose in assuring an 

identity. One Meitei student who went to Patna, said, “I went to Patna for my study. There 

the people asked me what place I came from. I told them that I came from Manipur.Most of 

them there ignorant about the location of Manipur. I explained the exact situation of Manipur. 

Then I was identified to be a tribal. I answered them in negative. I told them that I was a 

Manipuri. But the trouble arose in explaining the category, Manipuri. As last they 

conceptualised my identity as a Hindu Manipuri stylizing myself as a Meitei”. Another 

Meitei pointed out that at Nabadwipdham though they were Vaishnava they had to face some 

amount of redicule and harassment from the fellow pilgrims from other parts of India. People 

even went so far as to question their conception about the basic tenets of Vaishnavism. All 

these led them to believe that their almost fanatical adherence to Vaishnavism did not raise 

their position as Vaishnava in the pan Indian context. Within the valley the Meiteis found that 

most of the officials are the Mayangs (i.e. people of other parts of India specially of the west 

of Manipur such as Bengali, Bihari, Marwari, Panjabi and so on) who look down upon them. 

One informant said, “The Mayang officers think us to be inferior to them in the sense that we 

can not handle the offices so skillfully as they do. But the fact is just the reverse. As the 

Mayangs lack the knowledge of the Meitei society and culture as well as the Meitei language 

they can not handle the offices as effectively as a Meitei can do specially when dealing with 

the public. The Mayangs with feeble knowledge about the Meitei create so many trouble for 

us. History says that we, the Meitei, successfully managed our affairs during the reign of the 

kings. Moreover, the Mayangs undermind one of our traditional norm of not disregarding 

ordinary Meitei such as menial worker in an office”. 

Various episodes of the encounter of the Manipuris with the people of other parts of 

India were later used in gossips to stress the obvious distinctions of the Meiteis from the rest 

of the Indians. Some of the people pointed out that though the Manipuris are Vaishnava they 

received scant respect from others. Needless to say the complaints came mainly from people 

belonging to the Sanamahi sect. they pointed out that the Meitei could not have to suffer 

much humiliation if the people had remained faithful to their ‘original religion’. By 

remaining faithful to the Meitei religion they could have also been able to successfully 
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encounter the Hindus. The Pandits belonging both to the Sanamahi and the Gouriya sect 

admit that some sort of reform is necessary to change the humiliating situation. But they 

differ on the method and the extent of change that should be brought about. 

The Meitei pointed out that there was a time when the old dialect and the religious 

ideas were in force but later on they were destroyed due to the preaching of the Vaishnava 

preacher Santidas. They are highly critical of the Brahmans. They said, “The Bamons compel 

us to do anything they like. They want not only money but also many articles in the name of 

the God. We have our own priests. So we do not want the Bamons to propagate Gour dharma 

and thereby to forget our Meitei dharma”. They have left Vaishnavism and have gone back to 

a consciously formulated “old Meitei religion”. They say that some of Pnuiya are secretly 

and sacredly preserved by the Pandits. The Pandits can know the correct Meitei religion and 

Meitei behaviour from Pnuiya, i.e., old religious texts. 

Some of the common people have left Vaishnavism and follow the Sanamahi ideas. 

They employ Meitei Pandits or Maibas for conducting the rituals and other festivals instead 

of  Brahman priest. Their annual cycle is marked by the features of “old Meitei religion”. 

Inspite of their conscious effort to cultivate the Sanamahi dharma, many traits of 

Vaishnavism still persist among the Sanamahis. As for example we may mention the 

presence of Tulsi bong (metal or unmetalled altar with the basil plant) was noticed in their 

homes. It was rationalized that their father or grandfather had planted it. Therefore, they can 

not throw these away.  

Though many Gouriya Meitei enjoy high position they feel that their power is very 

limited to develop their own State according to their own ideas. More than two decades of 

independence and participation in national politics have convinced them that by accepting 

Vaishnavism alone they have not gained much status, so far fellow Hindus of other region of 

India are concerned. They are now feeling that the main source of status would be through 

developing the base of political power. So now that reintroduction of some Sanamahi element 

in their social life would bring about solidarity within the Meitei community and would 

establish a clear identity as the Meiteis to the outside people. they also pointed out that the 

various elements of Hinduism as well as some mythical characters of the Hindu classical 

literature are already there in their traditional folklore. This ambivalent attitude of the 

Gouriya Meiteis is re-inforced by the social situation. It has been pointed out earlier that one 

criteria by which the distance between different ethnic groups is ascertained, is the degree of 

elaboration in the practice of Vaishnavism. Under such circumstances, the Gouriya Meiteis 
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are reluctant to forgo the high status they have attained within the valley by elaborate and 

strict adherence to Vaishnavism.Another logic, though unstated, is that by identifying 

themselves with Vaishnavic ideas etc., they stand in advantageous position in having a 

special means of communication with the people of other parts of India. They think that by 

being Vaishnava they will be able to successfully evoke interest and sympathy among the 

Mayang officials who manage the purse of the State. They feel that this will also enable them 

to have a grip of the political power of the State. 

Both the groups successfully run various cultural and religious organisations (e.g. 

Cultural Forum, Manipuri Sahitya Parisad, Naharol Sahitya Premi Samiti, Atombapu 

Research Centre etc., of the Gouriyas; the Meitei Marup, Kanglei Meitei, Inat Marup, 

Apokpa Marup etc., of the Sanamahis) and publish various journals, books, pamphlets to 

publicize their respective viewpoints among the masses. Needless to say that this is in 

accordance with their respective ideas of the Meiteis religion, language etc. The Sanamahi 

Meiteis propagate the old dialect and script as well as give new interpretation to the existing 

cultural traits through drama, seminars etc. The Gouriyas too are performing dramas, holding 

seminars and are giving interpretation of their ideas through publications. They are 

translating the Hindu religious books into Manipuri language and are giving interpretation in 

terms of Meitei religion. 

From the foregoing discussion it is apparent that because of the frontier position of the 

Manipuri society vis-à-vis the mainstream of Indian society the absorption of Hindu traits, 

i.e., caste hierarchy has occurred in different way than has been the case of the other parts of 

the country. The dominant group, that is the Meiteis, is also more conscious about their 

Meitei identity. Basically the Meitei society was composed of a lineage based segmentary 

system. This segmentary lineage system was transformed to a ranked order of statuses with 

differential prestige accorded to each rank on the basis of their nearness to the king and 

certain assigned work bestowed on them. With the supreme position of Vaishnavism to this 

ranked order was added the value of purity and pollution. The Vaishnavism and its attendant 

features did not percolate into the fabric of the Meitei society through the gradual process of 

acculturation. It was imposed on the people was totally different from that of the process 

witnessed in the other parts regarding the Hindu method of tribal absorption. The Meitei also 

acted as a barrier to the spreading of Vaishnavism over many other ethnic groups living in the 

valley as well as on the hills. 
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The Meiteis had a dominant role in every sphere such as social, cultural, economic, 

political etc., within Manipur. This was fostered by the acceptance of Vaishnavism. But when 

the Meiteis tried to project this identify to the outsiders (i.e. to the plains people) they realized 

that their practice of Vaishnavism is not paying very much. They admit that the practice of 

Vaishnavism has not given them adequate prestige in the eye of the Hindus of other parts of 

India. So they are trying to revive a conscious model of their religion which they hope would 

add a new perspective to their identity within the valley as well as provide them with new 

prestige in wider context. The group called Sanamahi Meitei who are less favourably 

disposed to Vaishnavism are stressing the theme of greater autonomy and greater solidarity. 

They are in favour of reverting to their old traditional practices which they hope would give 

them adequate leverage in the power game by sharply accentuating the theme of indigenous 

vis-à-vis the outsiders. The Gouriya Meitei are more favourably disposed towards the 

integration with the mainstream of Indian polity. So they trying to re-examine various 

elements of Vaishnavism and treat them as not much different from the traditional core of the 

Manipuri cultural life. 

Natural Resources Management & Biodiversity Study 

Tribes of North-East India   

The subthemes of my research study restricted to 8-10 prominent tribes like Meetei Adi, 

Monpas ,Garo,Khashi,Bodo.Lepcha, Meteietc of North East India for last 300 years. 

 

In Ancient and Medieval Periods 

In none of the Indian languages there was a term for tribes. In earlier times, they were known 

by their specific names such as the Gond, the Santhal, the Bhil etc. In modern Indian 

languages, new words like Vanyajati, Vanvasi, Pahari, Adimjati, Adivasi, Anusuchit jati, 

have been coined to designate the people called as tribe. Though much work on the history of 

tribes has not been done, the names of tribes like the Kurumba, the Irula, the Paniya in South 

India; the Asur, the Saora, the Oraon, the Gond, the Santhal, the Bhil in Central India; the 

Bodo, the Ahom in North-East India, occur in old classical Indian literature. Some of the 

tribal populations, like the Gond in Central India, the Ahom in North-East India, had large 

kingdoms. The Banjara, a nomadic trading community, covered a wide tract in Western and 

Central India. In brief, in ancient and medieval periods of India it appears that the so-called 
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tribal populations interacted with other populations in a variety of ways in the region of their 

habitation. 

During the British Rule 

The modern phase of the tribal history begins with the advent of the British. The British were 

keen to establish their rule in all parts of the country and were also looking for resources for 

their industries. In the process, vast areas of India were opened up and brought under 

centralised administration. They not only levied new rents for land but also made new land 

settlements. The areas, which were relatively secluded but rich in natural resources, 

experienced entry of a new variety of people, namely forest contractors, labourers, officials, 

neo-settlers, moneylenders etc. In many places the indigenous populations resented new 

regulations, new levies and new settlers in their areas and they rebelled. 

At this stage for a variety of reasons, the British thought of protecting the indigenous 

populations by bringing a regulation in 1833. Certain parts of Chotanagpur were declared as 

non-regulated areas, which meant that normal rules were not applicable on such areas for 

example, outsiders were not allowed to acquire land in these areas. The administrators of 

such areas acquired vast discretionary powers. Later on this policy was extended to other 

areas too. In 1874, the British passed Scheduled Area Regulation Act and in due course the 

idea of a distinct and special arrangement in such areas got accepted. In the meanwhile, the 

concept of a tribe as a social category was emerging, which was meant to distinguish them 

from the Hindu, the Muslim, and other organised religious groups through an over simplified 

assumption that the tribes were animist while the latter were not.  

In Independent India 

Following Independence, the policy of protection and development for the population 

identified as tribe has been made into a constitutional obligation. A list of tribes was adopted 

for this purpose. In 1950, this list contained 212 names, which was modified by successive 

presidential orders. In 2003, the list contained 533 names. The Constitution, however, does 

not provide a definition of a tribe. 

The people who have been listed in the Constitution and mentioned in successive presidential 

orders are called scheduled tribes. This is the administrative concept of a tribe. The main 

racial divisions include the Pro-Australoids, the Mongoloids and the Negrito. 
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The Tai Ahoms; a Tai speaking mongoloid people came in India from Yunan of China under 

the leadership of Sukhapa via Thailand and Mayanamar during 13th Century A.D. and 

reached north-eastern corner of present Shivsagar district and South-western corner of 

Lakhimpur district of Assam. The men accompanied Sukhapa were not only soldiers but also 

were agriculturists, craftsman and technicians. After establishing themselves as ruler they 

might have started to practice agriculture and other traders to build up a solid economic 

foundation of their newly acquired state and as a result unfurled various sorts of technical 

expertise brought with them from their native place. It is also believed that they are 

responsible for introducing wet paddy cultivation in this region. During their long reign they 

have also adapted some new sorts of treatment with locally available herbs and plants which 

they have learnt from the natives. As a result a new line of medicinal system has evolved 

among the Tai Ahoms.  

Traditional Knowledge of Lepcha shows that on the basis of ecological niche sustenance 

activities of the community are guided; such as, in order to cope up with the high altitude, 

they have developed a series of tool and techniques which are product of their traditional 

knowledge for sustainable living in such high altitude terrain. Traditional Knowledge in 

relation to agricultural practices in a typical geographical environment of West Sikkim 

focuses his empirical observation from Dentham GPU with an altitude of above 4000ft. The 

numerically dominant ethnic group is Limbu followed by Lepcha (ST), Gurung, Chhetri, 

Damai, Rai, Newar etc. The communities living in such eco-climatic zone adapted and 

applied specific knowledge for agricultural practices which is their life-line for survival. 

 

Forest and tribal Life 

The life of the forest dwellers is so much linked and intertwined with the forest that the 

problems of Forest development cannot be considered without this aspect of the question. 

Forests are more dear and valuable to them than to others, but the tragic fact is that they have 

to take this practice of illicit cutting, being compelled by dire economic necessity. The forest 

provides fuel, food, fodder and fibre and timber for housing, ploughing and such useful 

materials. But as the tribals fail to get daily bread, they take recourse to this damaging 

practice of illicit cutting of trees and as the traditional practice of  Shifting cultivation in 

Nagaland. Mizoram and other areas is still persisting and can be stopped by persuasion and 
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not by prosecution. Similar efforts should be made to make the tribals understand the 

immense value of trees and forest not only for themselves at present but for their future 

generation also. 

It is universally recognized that forest is a dire necessity for human beings for the following 

main reasons among others: 

1. 80 per cent of the rural population depends on wood (fire wood) for domestic energy 

as it is most readily available and cheapest of all energy resources. Wood is an 

alternative to fossil fuel. 

2. Technically, it is the simplest to develop. It can be raised with a minimum of 

financial investment. 

3. It can store energy for use at will. 

4. Energy supply for plantation and for biomass.  

5. It supplies food fodder fuel fibre besides grass and minor forest produce like honey, 

Lac, Timber, Charcoal, Bamboo bark and Flowers. 

6. It prevents erosion floods drought and it is helpful in conservation of water and 

prevents population. 

7. Great contribution for atmosphere purity. 

Forests are a national necessity. This was well expressed at the National Seminar (The people 

and the Forest) held at Rajghat, New Delhi in the year 1977 organized by Himalaya Seva 

Sangh which is rendering yeoman service in this respect. 

The Sixth Conference of Food Agricultural Organization of the United Nations held at Rome 

in the year 1951 has laid down guiding principles for the countries to follow for the 

development of forests. The salient ones are as follows: 

1. Each country should determine and set aside areas to be dedicated to forests, 

whether at present forested or not; 

2. Each country should apply the best practicable techniques in seeking to derive, in 

perpetuity, for the great number of its people the maximum benefits available 

from the protective productive and necessary values of its forests; 
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3. Adequate knowledge of all aspects of forest resources and forest management 

including consumption and utilization of forest products were indispensable; and  

4. Public consciousness of forest values should be developed by all means possible.

   

The World Bank promised financial help to the tune of Rs. 31.82 crores during a period of 

five years for the Forest Dwellers partnership in this project. 

A tribal family residing near the forest area is given monetary help of Rs. 250 per year if the 

result of afforestation is 70 per cent. This Scheme is called Sanjay Van (Forest). 

A Tribal who has less acre of agricultural land and whose annual income is less than 1000 

should be given 2 to 2.5 hectare of land for afforestation so that at the end of 15 years 30 

hectares of land will be afforested and financial help of Rs. 200 for erecting a cottage nearly 

such seven or eight families will have to stay together; additional amount Rs. 250 will be 

given for afforestation work with free gift of any material necessary for the purpose. After the 

period of 15 years when the trees are to be cut down, fifty per cent of the profit will be given 

to the family and will be allowed together minor forest produce freely. This practical training 

will ensure the protection of the forest and instill in the tribals a feeling that illicit cutting is 

damaging to him and the State and the country.  

 

• Agricultural Biodiversity: Heritage Sites from Hill s of India: Reservoir of 

Conservation Farming Systems 

Conservation agriculture can be defined as farming with minimum mechanical tillage and 

managing the agronomic factors through traditional farming systems, which were based on 

available natural resources and facilitated conservation of resources and the environment. Six 

Agricultural Biodiversity Heritage Sites proposed from the Himalayan and the north-eastern 

hill region, of 21 has a number of practices that reflect favourable interaction with the 

landscape and the natural resources, like biodiversity, soil, water and the environment, 

facilitating conservation and use of these resource, establishing sustainable/conservation 

agriculture. They are still relevant and can be source of practices that will further promote 

conservation agriculture. The present article discusses representative practices/systems from 

these regions that are cost effective, less labour oriented, cheap and preferred by the farmers. 
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The practices ensure conservation and effective use of water; help manage soil fertility and 

eco-friendly biological control of pest and disease. Some are very productive, negating the 

myth of lower productivity; hence they need greater research attention to reveal the scientific 

principle behind and integration with advance agricultural technologies evolving innovations 

to promote productive environment-friendly conservation agriculture. 

Improved Jhum cultivation and other systems of Northeast Hills 

In this system seeds of all the crops which require planting are mixed at the seed stage and 

broadcast in the field during the first rainy days of the season on the land prepared after 

burning the forest land. Maize and rice seeds are dribbled in furrows at regular intervals. 

Tuber crops like aroids, ginger and tapioca, banana are planted or sown throughout the 

growing season. The coaster plant (Ricinus communis L.) is planted on borders for rearing 

silkworms. The crops are routinely harvested and replaced by other seasonal crops 

(Ipomoea(L.) Poir., Eleusine coracana Gaertn., Dioscorea alata L., Coix lacryma-jobi L.) at 

regular intervals. Thus this ‘Jum’ has components for phyto-sanitary provision, soil 

fertilization, crop-diversity up to agro-forestry and Sericulture, improved soil biodiversity and 

less pest & diseases. 

Zabo farming system Nagalands: It is practiced in under rain shadow zone. Zabo means 

impounding of water. Due to deforestation rainfall has been adversely affected in this zone. 

Under this system, the first component consists of top of the hill where forests are 

maintained. This works as the catchment area for rain water harvesting. The practice is 

ensued through tribal and with collective care of the forest land and none is allowed to cult 

ensured throughout tribal laws and with collective care of the forest and none is allowed to 

cut trees or destroy vegetation. It is combination of forestry, agriculture, livestock and 

fisheries. 

Alder (Alnus nepalensis D.Don) system of Nagaland: This involves agro-forestry with 

alder trees for enhancing the soil fertility with crops like maizae, job’s tears, millet, chillies, 

pumpkin, barley etc. The Alder grows well on lands varying in altitude from 800 to 3000m. It 

is a non-leguminous trees that fixes atmospheric nitrogen through nodules on the roots. 

Besides fixing atmospheric N, the litter of trees add to the soil P,K, Ca and other nutrient 

through the addition of biomass. Hence system is very remunerative. Alder besides improving 

soil fertility, provides timber for furniture and fuel wood. The value of Alder was recognised 
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long back, as more than 200 years old trees can be seen. The bribes, Angami, Chakhasang, 

Chang, Yimchaunger and Konyak are credited with evolution of this system. 

Cheo-ozihi system of irrigation of Nagaland: Cheo-ozihi is another irrigation system 

practiced in Kwigwma village, bringing river water through long channels. From these 

channels, many branch channels take the water to terraces through bamboo pipes. Cheo is the 

person responsible for laying channels. Water budget of the village is shared among villagers. 

Farmer's regulate irrigation for plantation crops like coffee, tea and cardamom, using water 

channels controlled by bamboo sticks, facilitating efficient use of water and ensuring 

uninterrupted supply. 

Swidden farming: It involves cultivation of 15 to 30 crop species in the same plot after 

jhumforest clearing. It is a unique method practiced by the women folk of Angami tribal 

community of Nagaland, facilitating the conservation of agro-biodiversity. 

Terraces-Panikheti: Itinvolves carrying water from some stream or torrent to terraces and 

maintaining about 10 to 15 cm of water level by a stone is kept at the opening of the bund. 

The excess water runs down lower terraces through wedge type openings in the bunds, 

facilitating efficient use of water, preventing soil erosion. 

Advantages of traditional systems 

• They are cheap and cost effective, because ofbeing based on indigenous resources and 

require less labour. They are preferred by the farmers, because they avoid high initial 

investment cost, have reduced cost of production and require less labour at peak 

times. 

• The practice of recycling of organic matter has helped in maintenance high water 

infiltration capacities; reduce surface runoff thereby thus soil erosion and enhancing 

groundwater resources, ensuring water balances in the region. 

• As most of these systems are dependent on promotion of biological processes, for 

example tilling, thus enhances the biodiversity both at micro and macro level of flora 

and fauna. 

• They help establish sustainable production systems, because they ensure effective 

utilization of natural resources and their conservation and without sacrificing yields. 

• The myth that traditional system are low in productivity have been negated by 

systems like Zabo and Apatanis, which have obtained comparable yield, suggesting, if 
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practiced with ingenuity they may prove of higher net value, if other benefits, such as 

environmental services, forage etc. included. 

• As most of the traditional systems, for energy depend on natural resources or animal 

power, and avoid using synthetic input, save farmers from use of fossil fuel and 

thereby, the environment. Higher diversity and biomass production are integral 

component of traditional systems, work as sink for CO2 and thus help restricting 

global warming. 

Need for respect towards traditional systems, greater research to understand the scientific 

basis and rational application. 

There is much to be learned from traditional agricultural practices that are part of our 

indigenous knowledge, devaluing them as “low productive,” “primitive,” and “old” is no 

longer a useful. Getting out of the old mode of thinking that they are un-scientific can bring 

desirable changes in the attitudes and behaviours of researchers. This would stimulate the 

process of understanding the science behind these practices and help incorporate them 

scientifically into the present agricultural research and extension. Using indigenous 

knowledge as the basis for further research, evolving them in light of changing scenario and 

integration of these technologies and innovations as such or for specific principle, would 

result in the production of sustainable technological options. Certain ecologically viable and 

sustainable innovations are still to see the light today and offer tremendous opportunities for 

research and use them with modern science. The blended technologies retaining the 

ecological strength of traditional agricultural practices would be able to derive and 

demonstrate increase productivity with modern science in more eco-friendly manner. With 

our ecology and environment today facing severe questions of sustainability it is the right 

time now to focus on research and use on ecologically friendly traditional agricultural 

practices and evolve economically viable agricultural and environmentally safe innovations. 

 

Biodiversity Conservation through the concept of sacred groves/ landscape/ plant 

species 

Sacred Grove 

Many traditional societies all over the world value a large number of plant species from the 

wild, and sometimes animal species too, for a variety of reasons, both economical and/or 
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spiritual. To cite an example, in the north-east Indian hill areas, where over a hundred 

traditional tribal societies live, it was not uncommon in the past to find one such grove, 

maintained by each village community. 

An example of such a grove is the Mawsmai sacred grove maintained by the Khasi tribe in 

the Cherrapunji region of Meghalaya. This grove itself is a relict rain-forest ecosystem now, 

representing the climax vegetation which was once widespread in the region. Now, this grove 

is strictly protected for religious and cultural reasons.  

Sacred Plant Species 

The lowest level in the hierarchical organization of the concept of sacred, but a higher level 

in social evolution, is the concept of ‘sacred species’. These socially select species are valued 

for cultural or religious reasons.8 9 For example, sacred basil, locally called in India as “tulsi” 

(Ocimum sanctum) became sacred as part of a conscious decision by the Hindu Society, 

linked to its tangible value for its multipurpose medicinal properties. On the other hand, a 

species of fig (Ficus religious) became sacred, as it is valued both by Hindus and Buddhists 

for varied reasons, and also provides intangible benefits of supporting animal biodiversity. 

The objectives of the proposed project include unearthing the source of such Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge from different ancient texts, both religious and non-religious, 

examining such knowledge and beliefs in the light of the present scientific data and 

determining which practices should be  encouraged and reinforced to promote environment 

protection. The significance of this project can be felt on medicinal research especially using 

herbal products, promotion of organic fertilizers, biodiversity conservation, reduction of 

greenhouse gases etc. 

SACRED GROVES IN India – AN ASSESSMENT 

It is now well realized that due to some natural and unnatural factors, the biological resources 

of this earth are under varying degrees of threat, and more so in the tropical regions. In India, 

during the last two decades there has been a greater consciousness about the threat to the 

biological species and it is widely realized that the loss of biological diversity has a great 

economic and environmental impact. It is roughly estimated that ca. 10% of the flowering 

plant species in India are threatened. While conservation and multiplication of these species 

is to be attempted, all efforts are to be diverted towards the proper conservation and wise 
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management of the remaining 90% of the flowering plant species that we still have at our 

disposal. For launching any such policies and programmes on conservation and sustainable 

development of the resources, it is necessary that proper assessment is made of the floristic 

diversity prevailing in the country. Correct inventorisation and assessment of biodiversity in 

different habitats is also necessary for evolving a long term strategy for rehabilitation of the 

endangered species in similar, alternate habitats when original habitat gets destroyed. 

Diversity simply means to be different or unlike. Floristic diversity refers to the groups or 

classes of plants to be varied. In other words, it refers to the number of types or taxa in a 

given region or a group. The concept of biological diversity is defined as the variety of life 

forms in a given region, the ecological roles they perform and the genetic diversity they 

contain (Wilcox, 1984). Biological diversity can be measured at any level from overall global 

diversity to ecosystem, community, species, populations, individuals and even to genes 

within a single ‘individual’. A region with a large number of individual species is said to be 

biologically diverse, where the number of groups of taxa and individual species provide the 

criteria for measurement of biodiversity. On the other hand, a species with a large number of 

interpopulational differences, where each population gets genetically adapted to specific 

environmental conditions is said to be genetically diverse, i.e. genetic diversity of a species. 

In India, studies on the diversity at the species and intraspecific level are too meagre, though 

such studies are urgently required for the biological conservation of a given species. 

 

The number of species in some selected taxa/groups in India and in northeast India. 

Genera/ group No. of species 

Dendrobium  75  65 

Bulbophyllum  50  35 

Liparis  45  35 

Coelogyne  35  30 

Habenaria  100  45 

Paphiopedium  5  4 

Vitis  70  46 

Citrus  11  10 

Bamboos  130  58 
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Rhododendron  90  80 

Hedychium  40  34 

Elaeocarpus  30  23 

Echinocarpus  5  4 

Elaeagnus  12  10 

Hippophae  3  2 

Fern & Fern allies  1022  600 

 

Indian region is also floristically significant in having several monotypic genera such as 

Alcimandra, Aspidocarya, Circaeaster, Hemsleya, Pseudodanthonia, Ischnochloa etc. These 

genera add significantly to conservation of world’s genetic resources, as there are no closely 

related genomes of these anywhere in the world. 

 The flora of India shows close affinity with the flora of Indo-Malayan and Indo-

Chinese region. According to Nayar (1977) 35% of Indian flora has south-east Asian and 

Malayan, 8% temperate, 1% steppe, 2% African, and 5% Mediterranean-Iranian elements. 

The adventive weeds and naturalized aliens constitute only 18%. This fact prompted Hooker 

(1904) to the erroneous conclusion that India has no flora as a separate entity but is an 

admixture of the floras from adjacent countries. The subsequent phytogeographers after 

critical analysis of flora have convincingly concluded that India has a flora of its own and as 

many as 5000 (33%) taxa of Indian flora are endemic to present Indian boundaries. In fact, 

India is said to harbor more endemic species of plants than any other region of the world 

except Australia. There are about 140 endemic genera distributed over 47 families. The total 

endemic genera in India represent 6.5% of the 2252 genera occurring in India. The largest 

endemic genera are Pteracanthus (20 spp.) and Nilgirianthus (20 spp.) of the family 

Acanthaceae. Areas rich in endemism are the northeast India, followed by southern parts of 

Peninsular India and north-western Himalaya. The northwest Himalaya is estimated to 

harbour about 1000 endemics, but of about 3000 total species, while the Eastern Himalaya 

has about 1500 endemic species out of a total of about 4500 species. Peninsular India with an 

estimated total of 6000 species contains about 2000 endemic species. The Andaman & 

Nicobar Islands contribute 185 species to the endemic flora of India. The Himalaya and 

adjoining areas represent 2532 (50%) species followed by Peninsular India with 1788 (36%) 

species. The family Poaceae is one of the largest, having about 360 endemic taxa (Jain, 
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1986). The factors seem to have contributed to the high rate of endemism are, (a) the barrier 

of high mountain region in the north, (b) separation of the southern region of the country by 

large water-mass of Arabian sea, Bay of Bengal and Indian Ocean, (c) the extremely arid 

condition in the western parts of the country and (d) humid tropical conditions in the 

Peninsular region and also in north-eastern region, resulting in the speciation in several 

genera adding to the species which have continued to remain endemic. The endemism can 

provide clues to the mechanism of evolution through isolation and speciation. Thus we may 

get biological sequence in diversification species and reasons of the restricted distribution. 

 

 

BIOGEOGRAPHIC ZONE: NORTH-EAST INDIA 

The northeast Indian biogeographic zone is the most significant one and represents the 

transition zone between the Indian, Indo-Malayan, Indo-Chinese biogeographic regions as 

well as a meeting place of Himalayan mountains with that of Peninsular India. Therefore, this 

region acts as a biogeographic regions as well as a meeting place of Himalayan mountains 

with that of Peninsular India. Therefore, this region acts as a biogeographic gateway for plant 

migration. This zone is the richest in the biological diversity – diversity at the community 

level, at the species level and in endemics. Most of the species contributing to the biological 

diversity of northeast India are either restricted to the region as a whole or even to smaller 

localities as in Khasi and Jaintia Hills, a set of twin hills in Meghalaya which are perhaps the 

richest botanical habitats in entire Asia. 

This biogeographic region, as recognised here, mainly includes all the northeastern states, 

excepting Arunachal Pradesh viz. Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and 

Tripura with a total surface area of171423 sq.km. The region experiences heavy rainfall, 

frequent flood and landslides. The average annual rainfall in the sub-Himalayan ranges in 

Assam, Manipur and Tripura is 300 cm, but the rainfall pattern in the region is highly 

variable, i.e. in south Meghalaya at Cherrapunji and Mawsynram (the world’s rainiest spots) 

the average annual precipitation of over 11,000 mm has been recorded. But Shillong located 

only 50 km to the north of Cherrapunji with a rain shadow effect gets only 2300 mm as 

average rainfall. Much of the rainfall received in the region is through south-west monsoon 

during June-September. The rainy season is characterised by high humidity conducive for 
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tree growth. There is also a significant variation in the temperature pattern. In general March-

June are said to be the summer months. The advent of summer, is marked by thunder storms 

and hailstorm accompanied by strong wind. The summer temperature over the hills vary from 

5° - 30°C and those over the foothills have the range 12°  - 35°C and in the valley and plains 

a few degrees more. The winter months (December-March_ are characterised by heavy dew 

fall and misty nights, while in the higher elevations frost is observed. Thus the climate within 

the biogeographic region is highly variable-warm subtropical in the foothills, moderate in the 

mid slopes, cool and temperate type in the high hills. The varied climate and the altitude have 

greatly influenced the rich diversity of vegetation in this region. 

 

Biodiversity of Lethyo Fauna and Reptilian Fauna of Mizoram 

  The state of Mizoram situated in the northeastern corner of the country is rich 

in both flora and fauna.A preliminary survey on the icthyofauna from seven rivers of the state 

have revealed 80 species of fishes belonging to 50 genera and 21 families and 8 orders. 

Though the order Cypriniformes seems to be dominating both in density and diversity, the 

other two orders viz. Siluriformes and Perciformes were also represented by 6 families each. 

A survey on the reptilian fauna have revealed 8 species of lizards belonging to 7 genera and 5 

families, 9 species of chelonians belonging to 7 genera and 3families and 14 species of 

ophidians belonging to 12 genera and 5 families.  

Implications of Biodiversity on Natural Pest Control in Mixed Cropping Agro-

ecosystems in Mizoram 

Modern large-scale monocropping systems are heavily dependent on inputs such as irrigation, 

fertilizers, pesticides and high yielding crop variety. The vulnerability of such systems with 

respect to crop vigour and pestilence has often come to the fore. Besides, the sustainability of 

such systems and effects on soil and environmental health are matters of debate. Shifting 

cultivation and traditional agroforestry systems of the Northeast are rain fed low input 

substance level farming systems. These systems are excellent examples of high diversity 

agroecosystems simulating natural ecosystems. The implications of diversity on the pest 

control of such systems are discussed in light of existing literature and experimental evidence 

from an agroforestry system of Mizoram. 

Some Aspects of Biodiversity in North Eastern India 
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Geography 

 

States and capitals in Northeast India 

The Northeast region can be physiographically categorised into the Eastern Himalayas, 

Northeast Hills (Patkai-Naga Hills and Lushai Hills) and the Brahmaputra and the Barak 

Valley Plains. Northeast India (at the confluence of Indo-Malayan, Indo-Chinese, and Indian 

biogeographical realms) has a predominantly humid sub-tropical climate with hot, humid 

summers, severe monsoons and mild winters. Along with the west coast of India, this region 

has some of the Indian sub-continent's last remaining rain forests which supports diverse flora 

and fauna and several crop species. Similarly, reserves of petroleum and natural gas in the 

region constitute a fifth of India's total potential. The region is covered by the mighty 

Brahmaputra-Barak river systems and their tributaries. Geographically, apart from the 

Brahmaputra, Barak and Imphal valleys and some flat lands in between the hills of 

Meghalaya and Tripura, the remaining two-thirds of the area is hilly terrain interspersed with 

valleys and plains; the altitude varies from almost sea-level to over 7,000 metres (23,000 ft) 

above MSL. The region's high rainfall averaging around 10,000 millimetres (390 in) and 

above creates problems of ecosystem, high seismic activity and floods. The states of 

Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim have a montane climate with cold, snowy winters and mild 

summers.A  priority Global 200 Ecoregion while Conservation International has upscaled the 

Eastern Himalaya Hotspot which initially covered the states of Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim, 

Darjeeling Hills, Bhutan, and Southern China to the Indo Burma (Hotspot) which now 

includes all the eight states of North-East India, along with the neighbouring countries of 
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Bhutan, southern China and Myanmar. The population and diversity of the region’s birds 

largely reflects the diversity of habitats associated with a wide altitudinal range. North East 

India supports some of the highest bird diversities in the orient with about 850 bird species. 

The Eastern Himalaya and the Assam plains have been identified as an Endemic Bird Area 

by the Royal Society for Protection of Birds, (ICBP 1992). The global distribution of 24 

restricted-range species is limited to the region. The region’s lowland and montane moist-to-

wet tropical evergreen forests are considered to be the northernmost limit of true tropical 

rainforests in the world. 

The region has been identified by the Indian Council of Agricultural Research as a Centre of 

Rice  Germplasm while the National Bureau of Plant Genetic Resources (NBPGR), India, has 

highlighted the region as being rich in wild relatives of crop plants. It is the centre of origin 

of citrus fruits. Two primitive variety of maize, Sikkim Primitive 1 and 2 have been reported 

from Sikkim (Dhawan, 1964). Although jhum cultivation, a traditional system of agriculture, 

is often cited as a reason for the loss of forest cover of the region, this primary agricultural 

economic activity practised by local tribes reflects the usage of 35 varieties of crops. The 

region is rich in medicinal plants and many other rare and endangered taxa. Its high 

endemism in both higher plants, vertebrates and avian diversity has qualified it to be a 

biodiversity ‘hotspot’ and this aspect has been elaborated in details in the subsequent 

sections. In 1995, International Union for Conservation of Nature identified Namdapha in 

Arunachal Pradesh as a centre of plant diversity. 

The following figures highlight the biodiversity significance of the region:  

• 51 forest types are found in the region broadly classified into six major types — 

tropical moist deciduous forests, tropical semi evergreen forests, tropical wet 

evergreen forests, subtropical forests, temperate forests and alpine forests. 

• Out of the nine important vegetation types of India, six are found in the North Eastern 

region. 

• These forests harbour 8,000 out of 15,000 species of flowering plants. In floral 

species richness, the highest diversity is reported from the states of Arunachal Pradesh 

(5000 species) and Sikkim (4500 species) amongst the North Eastern States. 

• According to the Indian Red data book published by the Botanical Survey of India, 10 

percent of the flowering plants in the country are endangered. Of the 1500 endangered 

floral species, 800 are reported from North East India. 
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• Most of the North Eastern states have more than 60% of their area under forest cover, 

a minimum suggested coverage for the hill states in the country. 

• North East India is a part of Indo-Burma 'hotspot'. The hotspot is the world's second 

largest, next only to the Mediterranean basin with an area 2,206,000 square kilometres 

(852,000 sq mi) among the 25 identified. 

Fauna 

The International Council for Bird Preservation, UK identified the Assam plains and the 

Eastern Himalaya as an Endemic Bird Area (EBA). The EBA has an area of 220,000 km2 

following the Himalayan range in the countries of Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, Nepal, 

Myanmar and the Indian states of Sikkim, northern West Bengal, Arunachal Pradesh, 

southern Assam, Nagaland, Manipur, Meghalaya and Mizoram. Because of a southward 

occurrence of this mountain range in comparison to other Himalayan ranges, this region has a 

distinctly different climate with warmer mean temperatures and fewer days with frost and 

have much higher rainfall. This has resulted in the occurrence of a rich array of restricted 

range bird species. More than two critically endangered species, three endangered species and 

14 vulnerable species of birds are in this EBA. Stattersfield et al. (1998) identified 22 

restricted range species out of which 19 are confined to this region and the remaining three 

are present in other endemic and secondary areas. Eleven out of the 22 restricted range 

species found in this region are considered as threatened (Birdlife International 2001), a 

number greater than in any other EBA of India. 

• WWF has identified the following priority ecoregions in North-East India: 

Brahmaputra Valley Semi Evergreen Forests 

The Eastern Himalayan Broadleaved Forests 

The Eastern Himalayan Sub-alpine Coniferous Forests 

India–Myanmar Pine Forests 

Forest Reserves of North East India 

Namdapha National Park 

Spread over an area of 1,985 square kilometres (766 sq mi) in Arunachal Pradesh, Namdapha 

National Park is the largest national park of the northeast region. Situated 150 kilometres 
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(93 mi) from Miao (district headquarters on the Indo-Burma border), Namdapha National 

Park is one of the largest wildlife protected areas in India. The altitude rises from 200 to 

4,500 metres (660 to 14,760 ft) in the snow-capped mountains. The ecosystem abounds in 

more than 150 species of timber. Important rare fauna species include Pinus merkusii, Abies 

delavayi, blue vanda and Mishimi teeta. The Namdapha tiger reserve in Changlang district of 

Arunachal Pradesh, in an area of 1,850 square kilometres (710 sq mi) rugged terrain, is home 

to feline species such as tiger, clouded leopard, snow leopard and lesser cats. Primates such 

as Assamese macaque, pig-tailed macaque, stump-tailed macaque, hoolock gibbon, besides 

other mammals (elephant, Asian black bear, Indian bison, deer), birds (white-winged wood 

duck, great Indian hornbill, jungle fowl, pheasant) and reptiles add to the rich fauna diversity. 

Manas National Park 

Wildlife sanctuary and a World Heritage Site (declared by UNESCO), in the Barpeta district 

of Assam and partly along Bhutan foothills, the Manas National Park is shelter to rare species 

of as many as 55 mammals, 50 reptiles, 380 birds and three amphibians. Besides tiger, 

elephant, rhinoceros and wild water buffalo, leopard, pigmy hog, red panda, swamp deer, 

capped langur, sambar, hispid hare, golden langur, fowl, bulbul, brahminy duck, Indian grey 

hornbill and roofed turtle are protected in the Manas National Park. It is also an elephant 

reserve and biosphere reserve. 

Kaziranga National Park 

Spread over an area of approximately 430 square kilometres (170 sq mi), 217 kilometres 

(135 mi) from Guwahati, with annual rainrfall of 2300 mm, Kaziranga National Park is on 

the bank of Brahmaputra river with its swamps and tall thickets of elephant-grass. It is home 

to the world's largest population of great Indian one-horned rhinoceros, largest of the three 

Asian rhinos.The grasslands of semi-evergreen forest are inhabited by leopard, elephant, 

barasingha or swamp deer, barking deer, wild boar, hog deer, bison, otter, hoolock gibbon, 

golden langur, wild water buffalo, capped langur, pygmy hog, bear, grey-headed fish eagle, 

Pallas's fish eagle, crested serpent eagle, swamp partridge, red jungle fowl, Bengal florican, 

whistling teal, pelican, red-breasted parakeet, black-necked stork, adjutant stork, open-bill 

stork, egret, heron, white-winged wood duck, rock python, monitor lizard, turtle and other 

commonly found species. 
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Orang National Park 

Also known as 'Mini Kaziranga', the Orang National Park is on the northern bank of the river 

Brahmaputra, in the state of Assam, covering 78.81 square kilometres (30.43 sq mi).[31] 

Established as a sanctuary in 1985 and declared a national park in 1999, it is 32 kilometres 

(20 mi) from Tezpur and 120 kilometres (75 mi) from Guwahati. The terrain slopes gently 

from north to south covered with natural forest vegetation like Bombax ceiba, Dalbergia 

sissoo, Sterculia villosa, Trewia nudiflora, Ziziphus jujuba, Litsaea polyantha and other non-

aquatic grassland species. One-horned rhinoceros, royal Bengal tiger, Asiatic elephant, hog 

deer, wild boar, civet, leopard, hare, porcupines and commonly found birds and reptiles in the 

region. Orang National Park is an important habitat of the Bengal florican. 

Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary 

Situated in the Morigaon district of Assam, about 50 kilometres (31 mi) from Guwahati, 

Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary covers 38.8 square kilometres (15.0 sq mi) and is famous for 

great Indian one-horned rhinoceros. The sanctuary also protects Asian buffalo, leopard, wild 

bear, civet, reptiles and some 2000 migratory birds. 

Sepahijola Wildlife Sanctuary(Clouded Leopard National Park sanctuary, Sepahijala) 

Sipahijola Wildlife Sanctuary is a wildlife sanctuary in Tripura, India. It covers an area of 

about 18.53 square kilometres (7.15 sq mi) and is located about 25 kilometres (16 mi) from 

the city centre.It is a woodland with an artificial lake and natural botanical and zoological 

gardens. The sanctuary boasts of abounding congregation of wildlife, especially birds and 

primates, the terrain is absolutely green throughout the year and so is the beautiful weather 

except for the two humid summer months of March and April. It gives shelter to about 150 

species of birds and the unique bespectacled monkey (Phayre's langur). 

Keibul Lamjao National Park 

Keibul Lamjao National Park is about 53 kilometres (33 mi) from Imphal in Manipur. 

Temperatures range from a maximum of 34.4 °C (93.9 °F) to a minimum of 1.7 °C (35.1 °F). 

Established as a wildlife sanctuary in 1966, it became a national park in 1977. The area of the 

park, about 40 square kilometres (15 sq mi), mostly comprises wetlands overgrown with 1.5 

metres (4 ft 11 in) deep floating vegetation called Phumdi. Loktak lake, the largest fresh 



139 
Ph ton eBooks 

water lake in India, falls primarily within the park. Brow-antlered deer (sangai in Meitei 

dialect) is particularly popular among the species of deer that abounds here. Extremely rare 

lesser cats like the marbled cat and Temminck's golden cat, Himalayan black bear, Malayan 

bear, black eagle, shaheen falcon, great white pelican, bamboo-partridge and green peafowl, 

hooded crane, brown hornbill, wreathed hornbill, great pied hornbill (great Indian hornbill) 

constitute the diverse fauna in the park. 

Communities 

Northeast India has over 220 ethnic groups and equal number of dialects. The hills states in 

the region like Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Nagaland are predominantly 

inhabited by tribal people with a degree of diversity even within the tribal groups. Besides the 

indigenous inhabitants people from Tibet, Burma, Thailand, West Bengal and Bangladesh 

have migrated into the region at various periods of history.Adivasi, Assamese, Bhutia, 

Bishnupriya Manipuri, Biate, Bodo , Chakma, Chhetri, Dimasa, Garo, Gurung, Hajong, 

Hmar, Hrankhwl, Jamatia , Karbi, Khasi, Khampti, Koch, Kom, Kuki, [[Zomi people| Paite, 

Vaiphei, Zou, Teddim, Simte, Gangte] Lepcha, Lushai, Meitei, Mishing, Mizo, Naga, Nepali, 

Noatia , Paite, Pnar, Purvottar maithili, Rabha, Reang, Singpho, Sylheti, various Tibetan 

tribes, Tamang, Tiwa, Tripuri, Zeme Naga, Chorei and Limbu are different ethnic groups 

inhabitating the region. 

 

Economy 

The economy is agrarian. Little land is available for settled agriculture. Along with settled 

agriculture, jhum (slash-and-burn) cultivation is still practised by a few indigenous groups of 

people. The inaccessible terrain and internal disturbances has made rapid industrialisation 

difficult in the region.In the 21st century, there has been recognition among policy makers 

and economists of the region that the main stumbling block for economic development of the 

Northeastern region is the disadvantageous geographical location.[40] It was argued that 

globalisation propagates deterritorialisation and a borderless world which is often associated 

with economic integration. With 98 percent of its borders with China, Myanmar, Bhutan, 

Bangladesh and Nepal, Northeast India appears to have a better scope for development in the 

era of globalisation.[41] As a result, a new policy developed among intellectuals and 
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politicians that one direction the Northeastern region must be looking to as a new way of 

development lies with political integration with the rest of India and economic integration 

with the rest of Asia, with East and Southeast Asia in particular, as the policy of economic 

integration with the rest of India did not yield much dividends. With the development of this 

new policy the Government of India directed its Look East policy towards developing the 

Northeastern region. This policy is reflected in the Year End Review 2004 of the Ministry of 

External Affairs, which stated that: “India’s Look East Policy has now been given a new 

dimension by the UPA Government. India is now looking towards a partnership with the 

ASEAN countries, both within BIMSTEC and the India-ASEAN Summit dialogue as 

integrally linked to economic and security interests, particularly for India’s East and North 

East region. 

Community-based natural resource management in northeast India has a long history. 

Indigenous knowledge and adaptation is the core of such management with improvement 

from generation to generation. The expectation is that under community control, local 

expertise on biodiversity will play a significant role in natural resource management through 

traditional practices. This proposed project aims to study the characteristics and application 

of the traditional ecological knowledge of aboriginal peoples in northeast India and its role 

in natural resource management. Traditional ecological knowledge systems and institutions 

could serve as entry points into the sustainable utilization and management of natural 

resources. This could be achieved through the exploration of the cultural practices of the 

local people and integrating useful aspects into the modern natural resource management 

expertise. Wider application of TEK-derived information remains elusive. In part, this is due 

to continued inertia in favor of established scientific practices and the need to describe TEK 

in Western scientific terms. In part, it is also due to the difficulty of accessing TEK, which is 

rarely written down and must in most cases be documented as a project on its own prior to 

its incorporation into another scientific undertaking. This formidable practical obstacle is 

exacerbated by the need to use social science methods to gather biological data, so that TEK 

research and application becomes a multidisciplinary undertaking.  

Tribal farmers’ cropping systems are based on rich indigenous ecological knowledge gained 

over the generations. The field preparation, choosing of crop varieties and season of sowing, 

intercultural operations, organic soil nutrient management, soil and water conservation 

techniques, ecological pest and diseases control measures, harvest and storage methods 

showcase their rich traditional knowledge on sustainable agriculture and natural resources 
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management techniques. This is evident particularly in the very popular method of jhum 

cultivation among the hill tribes, where cultivation on a number of slopes optimizes the use of 

water resources and land utilization, slash and  burning methods   after harvesting allows the 

regeneration of soil after a fallow period without the use of chemical fertilisers. These 

agricultural practices are evident, for example, among the people of the Adi tribe, a tribal 

community of Siang valley in Eastern Himalayas of North-East India.  Adi tribe’s traditional 

ecological cultivation and management techniques can be seen in  all major cultivated crops 

such as rice and maize, citrus group of fruits, pine apple, etc. Crucial decision on farming, 

water management and fallow period are regulated by strong democratic system called 

“Kebang”, Adi tribe’s traditional village council. The Adi tribes mixed crop orchards and 

traditional homestead agro-forestry demonstrates well developed indigenous systems and 

emphasizes productivity and sustainability. Further, it demonstrates optimum utilization of 

available land and other natural resources. A multitude of crops presenting a multi-tier 

canopy configuration makes balanced utilization of environmental resources. Apart from 

traditional ecological knowledge and local democratic institutions, people’s belief, taboos and 

customs facilitate the sustainable farming and protect the environment. Further, continuing 

traditional food habits of Adi tribe necessitie conservation of large number of wild vegetables. 

The tribal communities of Meghalaya nurture forests in the vicinity of their habitations, near 

water sources, on steep slopes and other ecologically sensitive lands. Their forest 

conservation practices can be seen in sacred groves, village restricted forests, village supply 

forests, clan forests and other traditionally managed forests, which comprise about 90% of 

Meghalaya’s total forest area. These forests are protected and managed by the tribal people 

through institutional arrangements developed to benefit the community as a whole. The 

classification, protection, regeneration and extraction procedures practised for management 

of these forests are among the best examples of traditional ecological knowledge. Often 

including a variety of water bodies, these forests are very rich in aquatic as well as terrestrial 

biodiversity, including innumerable species of medicinal plants, wild foods and other 

economically important plants and animals. 

Himalayan Region and its Conservation  

Himalayan range is full of natural resources –herbal plants,flora and fauna ,forests ,glaiers 

and tourist places which all are essential for human life.The Himalayas ,the greatewst of all 

mountains ,are stretched from North extremity to North Eastern extremityof India covering a 

number of states and Union tTeritories. The mountain ranges have given shelters to a large 

number of population. These people of the :Himalayas have diverse bio-genetical structure 
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but they also have varied economy, different types of social organisations, multiple social 

controlsystems & religious diversities. All of these have made them very unique in 

chatracterAn attempt of reconstructing the life ways of the first settled communities of the 

Himalayan Region Northern and North eastern part of the country ,which are situated at the 

two distinct ends of the bHimalayasare similar geographical formations.  But represent 

different types of ecology and environment. For North Eastern Region , the tribes practicing 

shifting cultivation provide logical model of reconstruction of Neolithic ways of life of North 

Eastern Region.  

Details of Work Done: Indigenous Traditional Knowledge in the Context of 

Conservation Agriculture in Eastern Himalaya Range 

Since ancient time, though marginal farmers of Eastern Himalayas have developed multitude 

of indigenous on-farm techniques methods by which inputs are applied and technologies (the 

application of Knowledge to the production system) for optimal production. Such practices 

have evolved through generations by trial. A wide range of traditional knowledge exists 

among the local and indigenous peoples and this knowledge is under threat of disappearance. 

Traditional farming systems are the reservoirs of a huge variety of crops, many of which are 

still un-documented. The indigenous practices are interlinked with animal-forest-farm 

resources. This traditional at knowledge is used in weather forecast, for good seed 

germination, soil fertility management, soil and water management, and management of 

insect pest and disease. Sustainable land use planning is one of the most important aspects in 

hill agriculture. Agro-forestry is one of the favored land management systems of conservation 

agriculture in the mountains. Most of Himalayan range soil erosion and land degradation is a 

big problem. To overcome this, people follow few indigenous practices including age old 

agro-forestry practices. This paper is an attempt to document some of the indigenous farming 

practices followed by traditional farmers and the management of pests and disease of crops 

grown in traditional farms in general and Northeast India in particular. 

Agriculture has been the mainstay of human civilization since ancient times. Indigenous 

knowledge systems relation to various agriculture practices in Eastern Himalaya are seen 

today as crucial in all discussions on sustainable socioeconomic development and poverty 

alleviation in developing countries. The focus on indigenous knowledge symbolizes a shift 

away from centralized and technically oriented solutions that failed to improve the prospects 

of the world’s peasants and small farmers. It has been demonstrated that the exclusion of such 

knowledge from development activities has had disastrous consequences in every region of 
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the world where outsider knowledge has been imposed without regard to traditional 

knowledge (Cashman, 1989). It was not until the mid-1980s, after recognizing the 

shortcomings of Farming Systems Research and Development, it was argued that researchers 

should concentrate more on complementing their technical innovations with the local 

knowledge of farmers, in a participatory research and development process (GIAHS, 2007). 

This idea was supported by international research institute, which already had a number of 

innovations that only needed minor adaptations by local farmers. The role of conservation 

agriculture in improving efficiency, equity and environment is well recognized and concerns 

have been raised at the global level to conserve natural resource for a better quality of life 

(Mukherjee, 2010). This can be efficiently practice by use of local indigenous and traditional 

knowledge along with conservation practices. Conservation agriculture is not “business as 

usual”, based on maximizing yields while exploiting the soil and agro-ecosystem resources. 

The idea behind conservation agriculture is the integration of ecological management with 

modern, scientific agriculture practice along with indigenous traditional knowledge (ITKs) 

practices. 

In high altitude of Darjeeling –Sikkim Himalaya, traditional are very much effective to 

procure our land and natural ecosystem. This traditional knowledge used in weather forecast, 

for good seed germination, soil fertility management, soil and water management, 

management of insect pest and disease of plant and animals, and post harvest management. 

Results and Discussion 

ITK is an accumulated intimate knowledge of farmer’s environment comprising land, water, 

trees, plants, animal etc. and they have found solution to manage the problems by taking 

series of decision and implementing them by allocating resources in efficient manner. 

Sustainable land use planning is one of the most important aspects in hill agriculture. 

Traditional farming system is an ecologically based age-old farming system developed by 

ancient farmers through generations of their interaction with nature and natural resources for 

food, fodder and fiber. Our observation has been depicted under following heads: 

1.  Rice-based farming system: This kind of farming system is predominant boon of 

Himalayan region and sustains quite long time from time immemorial. The rice-based 

farming system consists of wet rice terrace cultivation integrated with fish culture, finger 

millets and conservation of forest areas around them (Mukherjee, 2009). The farmers rely on 

biodegradable waste and inputs. So without the aid of modern farm inputs such as chemical 
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fertilizers and plants protection chemicals the farmers have been able to produce food crops 

on a sustained basis year after year keeping the ecological around them intact. They not only 

have food sufficiency but also are able to sell their surpluses to neighboring communities. 

The air quality around them is not polluted due to burning of dried vegetation that has been 

cut down for jhuming as is practiced in their neighborhood. Land quality is maintained very 

well through environmentally sound and sustainable farm practices such as bio-waste 

recycling. The forest areas around them and biodiversity are conserved well as these have 

been linked to the sustainability of their indigenous agriculture. 

2. Land use and management: Most of the Himalayan range soil erosion and land 

degradation is big problem. To overcome this people practice few indigenous practices. 

Before restoration of degraded lands, the stabilization of landscape against erosion or slope 

failure is essential. It can be done through the grading of slopes before surface treatment and 

revegetation or cut-off-ditches with a variety of terraces. With an effective vegetation cover, 

the establishment of plants may control gradients without supplemental mechanical measures 

in protecting the landscape against water erosion. Catastrophic events (such as landslides) 

cannot be prevented altogether, but management action can be implemented to reduce the 

frequency of events by preventing human occupation, economic development therein and 

planting of deep-rooted trees and/or shrubs on steep slopes. The economy base of the 

Himalaya comprises of the sustainable integration of land, water and farming systems. The 

farmers grow wet rice on terraces, integrated with fish culture in the terraces and finger 

millets on the risers/ terrace bunds. Early maturing paddy varieties are sown farther away 

from the village where disturbances by animals and poorer irrigation facilities could be major 

constraints. Lower nutrient status on plots farther away from the village is another 

consideration. Since kitchen waste, ashes, pig and poultry droppings from the village are 

emptied in the nearby terraces, the plots closer to the village are relatively nutrient and humus 

rich. 

3. Agroforestry: Traditional agroforestry systems in the Eastern Himalaya show the way to 

reconciling short-term food and livelihood needs with long term environmental conservation 

and enhancement. Agroforestry is one of the favored land management systems in the 

mountains. The role of traditional large cardamom (Amomum subulatum) agroforestry system 

on enhancing the ecosystem services in the Eastern Himalayas in quite sometimes 

(Mukherjee, 2008). The large cardamom based agroforestry system is observed to accelerate 

the nutrient cycling, increase the soil fertility and productivity, reduces soil erosion, 
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conserves biodiversity, conserves, water and soil, serves as carbon sink, improves the living 

standards of the communities by increasing the farm incomes and also provides aesthetic 

values for the mountain societies. The cardamom agroforestry stored 3.5 times more carbon 

than the rainfed agriculture showing potential mitigation possibilities of the agroforestry by 

sequestration of the atmospheric carbon. The agroforestry is an efficient management system 

where ratio of output to input is more than 13 compared to rainfed agriculture. This 

agroforestry system is a unique example of the ecological sustenance and economic viability 

for the mountain peoples while providing goods and services to the downstream users. In the 

large scale land use change role of the cardamom agroforestry seems quite promising for 

ecological and economic sustainability. The bhutia and lepcha have a natural inclination 

towards plantation and ecological conservation. Restrictions and imposition of severe 

punishments and hefty fines to defaulters also deter them from destroying the forests. The 

traditional knowledge and skill related to the management of natural resources by the hill 

people is immense. Farmers have taken up plantation of Terminalis myrinalia, Ailanthes 

excels, Michelia sp., pines (Pinus sp.), and bamboos (Bambusa sp.). 

4. Nutrient management: Chemical fertilizers are not being used in the terrace fields by 

local communities. Recycling of agricultural wastes is the process of nutrient management of 

the terraces. The tall and traditional paddy varieties have high grain to straw yield ratio (1:2 

to 1:3) and yield about 4-5 tons per ha. Paddy straw is kept in the field to be decomposed and 

finally incorporated in the soil during land preparation. Burning of undecomposed straw 

during January-February is also practiced especially on dry terraces. Pig and poultry dropping 

(average 1.2 pigs and 9 poultry birds per household), rice husks, kitchen waste, ash 

(approximately 4 truckloads of wood is used for kitchen purposes per family per year), weeds 

removed during weeding, leaves collected from adjoining forests are recycled in the fields 

every year in order to replenish humans and nutrient in the soil. After the harvest of paddy 

crop, cattle are let loose in the fields for free grazing and the cow dung is also recycled. Since 

the entire rainwater from the surrounding hills is tapped for irrigation, the nutrient from dung 

and forest humus is utilized through irrigation water. The villages are normally located at a 

higher elevation and the wastewater from the kitchens is directed to the fields. This adds 

organic matter to the soil in the terrace. 

5. Harvesting and management of water: Every stream arising from the surrounding hills is 

tapped, channelized at the rim of the valley and diverted to the terrace fields by a network of 

primary, secondary and tertiary channels. Bamboo and wood log pipes (huburs) of various 
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sizes are made and used as prefabricated water management structures. Pegs of different sizes 

are used as energy dissipaters in earthen channels or at the outlets. The feeder channel 

branches off at angles, leading water through the series of terraces, so that by blocking or 

reopening the connecting ducts any field can be flooded or drained as required. For fish 

culture, a vertical pit is dug in the middle of the plot, so that the water remains in these pits 

even when it drains away from the surrounding fields. This system of tapping natural streams, 

making water courses, application and harvesting of water behind the bunds on wet terraces, 

and safe disposal is a good example of the indigenous understanding of natural resource 

conservation and management. 

6. Alder-based jhum system: In some pockets, the farmers use Alnus nepalensis, a 

leguminous tree for agriculture. In this system, the Alder seedlings are planted on the sloppy 

land intended for cultivation and the alder grows fast till it attain 8 to 10 year old. The ability 

of the alder trees to develop and retain fertility of the soil has been fully utilized by farmers in 

Lava (Kalimpong Block II) with altitude range from 1600 m a s 1. This integrate with crop 

production + goat rearing + poultry farming (Mukherjee, 2010 a). Further alder-based jhum 

system, a unique and highly productive form of jhuming (shifting cultivation or slash and 

burn agriculture) has been developed in Khonoma village located about 30 km west of 

Kohima, the capital town of Nagaland State. Normally a jhum farmer cultivates the jhum 

fields for two years within a nine-year cycle (1:4 ratio of cropping to fallow). But the alder 

system allows two harvests in two out of every four to five years (1:1) ratio of cropping to 

fallow). The farmers are able to improve the already declining jhuming system through the 

incorporation of a component, alder tree which is native and indigenous to the community. 

This intervention results in minimized soil erosion, availability of more productive land, 

increased soil fertility and sustainable food production. All these lead to the growth of 

sustainable communities with sustainable development as the target towards which the 

community has to move. 

Indigenous agricultural practices of tribal communities 

The traditional tribal communities in Northeast India organize nutrient-use efficient crop 

species on the top of the slope and less efficient species along the bottom to much with soil 

fertility gradient on a steep slope. With shortening of jhum cycle the farmer tends to emphasis 

more on tuber and vegetable crops, as compared to their emphasis on cereals under longer 

cycles. Under a mixed cropping system, the farmer harvests crops sequentially as and when 

the crop matures over period of a few months; after harvesting the economically useful 
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component, he recycles the biomass into his agricultural plot, which decomposes rapidly. 

Weed biomass pulled out of his plots is put back into the system for similar reasons; about 

20% biomass of weeds, which he leaves in situ without being pulled out serves as important 

nutrient conservation role on the hill slope, which otherwise could be lost through 

erosive/leaching process. Socially selected and/or valued species of indigenous agricultural 

systems and those from natural systems often have ecologically significant keystone value; 

these keystone species often play a key role in nutrient enrichment of the soil; such species 

helps in redeveloped land use systems with community participation. The whole foundation 

for this incremental build up is the rich base of indigenous ecological knowledge and 

practices of the hill community. Few specific indigenous practices like: 

• Radish seeds are soaked overnight in butter milk before sowing. 

• Cucurbit seeds kept embedded in fresh cow dung ball which are then buried deep in 

soil for better germination. 

• For improvement of soil fertility FYM, wood ash, animal urine, nitrogen fixing 

leguminous crops intermixed / intercropped with cereals. 

• For increasing fertility alder (Alnus nepalensis) based planning systems apply. Alder 

is non leguminous nitrogen fixer play important role in nutrient cycling on farm land. 

The practice of using alder trees for raising crop like maize and millets is common. 

The alder agriculture field is generally located in the altitude between 1300 to 2200 m 

a s l. 

• In Darjeeling hill rotten forest litter or organic matter rich top soil is used to put into 

grooves or rock over potato seed or farmers use forest litter as bedding material for 

compost production. 

• Efficient use of water farmers using locally available materials mainly stones, wood, 

bamboo, soil etc. 

• In the hill, natural perennial streams are the main source for domestic and irrigation 

uses. The drip irrigation using bamboo is practiced by the farmers to irrigate areca 

nut, ginger and betel vine grown on steep slope with boulder soil. 

• In Sikkim, rice and maize cultivation on terrace are practiced since long time. This 

method controls surface run off and prevents rill formation and control the 

advancement of already existing gullies. 
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• The indigenous tribes i.e. Lepcha, Bhutia and Tibetan used to collect large cardamom 

from natural forest and domesticate under shade trees like alder. Farmers have 

evolved a tree cutting schedule to get continuous supply of forest wood and fodder 

without affecting the shade requirement s of large cardamom plants. This tree 

management system is also helpful in preventing of large cardamom clumps due to 

thick subsurface spreading roots of old trees. Otherwise, lifting of clumps results into 

low productivity of large cardamom. 

Pests and disease controlling measures through indigenous technology 

1. Control of termites: 

• Pour sugar and flour around old trees trunk to attract common ant. The practice 

helps to maintain required population build up of ants in the area which feed on 

termites. 

•  Application of a paste on the main trunk of fruit trees with a mixture of 

mustard oil (1 liter) + turmeric powder (200 g) attract ants which feed on termites. 

•  Use of kerosene is also common practice against control of termites in the 

field. 

•  Mixture of 10 kg of ash with 1 kg of sugar is effective to control termites. 

2. Control of aphids, thrips, white flies and other pests 

• Application of wood or cow dung ash on foliage of vegetables, e.g. chilli, onion 

and cucurbits to prevent insects such as thrips and aphids is a common practice 

•  Maize seeds are soaked in cow urine for 10-12 hr before sowing for resistance 

against insect pests. 

•  Rice seedlings raised from seed treated with extract of neem kernel are 

resistant to leaf hopper. 

•  In Arunachal Pradesh, farmers believe that the use of cow dung slurry can 

protect crops from aphid attack and act as repellent to cutting and biting insects 

and animals. Cattle urine has successfully used against thrips, mites, aphids and 

caterpillars. Application of extracts prepared from the parts of sisnu (Uritca diola) 

and fruits of timbur (Zanthoxylum allatum) plants are used to control many kinds 

of chewing, biting and cutting insects. 
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•  Adi tribes of Basar (Arunachal Pradesh) use five wooden/bamboo sticks 

randomly in the rice field during flowering stage and place dead frog/dry salted 

fish/ crabs on the stick to attack adult Gandhi bugs. 

•  Chilli and garlic extract:  Three kg of green chilli are made into a paste and 

soaked in ten liters of water overnight. Grind 500 g of peeled garlic and soaked in 

250 ml of kerosene and kept overnight. Next day these two extracts are filtered 

separately. Eighty g of detergent less soap is diluted in one liter of water and the 

three solutions are mixed and left for four hours. Then dilute the extract adding 70 

liters of water and spray can be made when the climate is cool. 

•  Trap crops underline the need for mixed-cropping in the fields. Ladies finger 

attract a large number of pests. Likewise chrysanthemum, maize, red gram, 

mustard and cowpea are grown in farmers fields to protect their main crop. This is 

one of the easiest methods of controlling the pests. 

3. Control of stored grain pests: 

• Green gram can be kept free from any pest infestation by treating with 1% neem 

leaf powder. 

•  There is a common practice of storing food grains in wheat or barley straw to 

prevent storage pest damage. 

•  A layer of sand (5-7 cm) is effective to protect pulses from beetle attack. 

•  Pulses mixed with little cow dung powder in earthen pots can be stored for 

long time. 

•  Millet, chickpea, green gram and other pulses can be stored well after 

thoroughly treated with mustard oil. 

4. Plant disease control 

• In rice, spray with a solution of cow dung prepared by mixing 3 kg cow dung in 3 

liters of water is found to be effective against the control of rice blast and bacterial 

blight. 

•  In case of bunchy top disease in chilies, dusting of ash, spray of sour butter 

milk, spray of liquid waste of tanned leather and spray of cow/goat urine has been 

recorded in the tribals areas. 
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•  Some farmers used to apply fresh cow dung near the collar region of chili 

plant to control fungal diseases, viz. damping off and dieback. 

•  In case of soil-borne diseases, root rot, collar rot, the castor cake, karanj cake 

or neem cake were used as control measures. 

•  The milk solution (1 litre milk in 9 litres of water) is effective to control 

powdery mildew and viral diseases. 

•  20 kg of Casuarina equisetifolia leaves are boiled in water for 20 min. After 

cooling, the solution is filtered. Then the extract is diluted with water and can be 

given to control some bacterial and fungal diseases. 

Traditional farming is being replaced by modern intensive farming systems. This represents 

the loss of farming systems that are stable, sustainable and from which many valuable lessons 

can be learned. Traditional farming is also an important reserve and source of biodiversity. It 

is still perhaps the only sustainable system on marginal land. The challenge for the future is 

how to increase yields in traditional systems while retaining a certain measure of their 

integrity, in other words, to finds methods of sustainable intensification. An integration of 

farming systems, combining the productivity of modern systems and the sustainability of 

traditional systems, could help to preserve biological diversity and feed a growing population 

without excessive damage to the environment. 

Some Aspects of Biodiversity in the Northeastern Himalayan Region and its 

Conservation. 

 The Northeastern Himalayan region has been identified as an area needing emergency 

conservation measures for preserving its biodiversity. About forty present of the biota here is 

endemic and the wide spectrum of flora bequeathed to the region by the pre-drift 

Gondwanaland makes it a storehouse of biodiversity. 

 This communication emphasizes the need for an eclectic approach for selecting 

proper conservation and development measures. The prescription includes programmes of 

community participation, application of the Arabari model, discontinuance of slash-and-burn 

style of cultivation (with alternative strategies), creation of core preserves built around 

endemic species, adoption of strip logging and other measures. Only a judicious mix of 

scientific research, capital investment and government support can solve the problems. The 

first step should be preparation of dependable inventories of identifiable and accessible 
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species and then assessing their commercial values. This information, when combined with 

the relevant social and economic considerations, should heuristically indicate the design of 

actions most likely to succeed in salvaging and regenerating the ecosystems of the region. 

Geological and Climatic Background 

 An understanding of the origin of biodiversity of a region requires adequate 

knowledge of the geological (history, geomorphology), climatic and soil conditions. For the 

region under review, no worthwhile information on the soil conditions is available at least to 

the best of knowledge of this author. Geologically, this is an area bearing the impress of 

intense tectonism.  The whole of the Northeastern region is highly folded and faulted. In 

addition to the Main Boundary Thrust and Main Central Thrust of the Himalayas to the north 

of the Assam Valley, many thrusts and faults of considerable linear extent (e.g. Disang thrust, 

Naga thrust, Dauki fault, Tapu thrust and others) traverse this region. The major tectonism 

that shaped the area was the one that creat3ed the Himalayas when the Indian plate collided 

with the Asian plate. Almost 140 million years ago the peninsular part of India, sometimes 

broadly styled the Deccan plateau, broke away from the super continent Gondwanaland. 

 The past affiliation to Gondwanaland has significance regarding the biodiversity 

observed in the Northeastern Himalayan region. Some exotic plants owe their presence in this 

area to this association, they are signposts of past geological history. When two plates 

converge, as in the case of the Himalayas, the variety of flora and terrestrial fauna generally 

increases. This should and did result in the region acquiring flora of Indo Chinese affinities. 

 Some plant taxa that are indicative of the Gondwanaland connection are primitive 

angiosperm families like Magneliaceae, Digeneriaceae, Himantandraceae, Eupomatiaceae 

and Winteraceae. The specific genera are: Alnus, Aspidocarya, Batula, Decaisnea, Euptelea, 

Exbucklandia, Haematocarpus, Holboellia, Houttuynia, Magnolia, Mangelictia, Pyenarrhena 

and Tetracentron. The occurrence of the pitcher plant, Nepanthese khasiana, and endemic to 

Khasi Hills, deserves special mention. The genus Nepanthes has 67 species and one species 

each is found in Madagascar, Khasi Hills and Sri Lanka. The remaining 64 species are found 

in Southeast Asia, Malaysia, Northern Queensland and New Caledonia. The Gondwanaland   

connection is clearly evident. 

 The climate of the North Himalayan region is quite distinct from that of the West 

Himalayas; the former is wet and the latter dry. This region has ample rains during the 

monsoon season, especially in the month of June. The Northeastern Himalayan region is one 
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of the wettest known, the climate being a causative factor in biodiversity. The difference in 

the flora between the western and northeastern Himalayan region is manifested in the relative 

lack of conifers and abundance of Rhododendrons in the latter. A special feature of the flora 

of the northeastern Himalayan region is the presence of a large variety of bamboos (26 

species). The Eastern Himalayan Biomes consist of Alpine. Temperate and Sub-tropical 

zones, though in the Assam Hills a larger spread, e.g. Tropical Evergreen Forest, Topical 

Moist Deciduous Forest, Montane Temperate Forest and even Wetlands, is observed. 

The Extant Biodiversity 

 Much of the biodiversity in the Northeastern Himalayan region bears the stamp of 

survivors, hence the qualifier extant. Built-up zones, roads, mines, power plants etc. have 

taken away large chunks of forest land rich in biodiversity, as a consequence the diversity has 

been almost obliterated in these domains. Forest areas where biodiversity has been affected 

but not obliterated should be improved upon, it appears that this is one of the major targets of 

NBSAP (National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan). 

 A question, which is not so uncommonly asked, is:  why not leave it to nature to 

regenerate the loss in biodiversity? In other words, leave it to natural evolution to make up 

the loss of one or more species. The answer to this question lies in remembering the fact that 

give great extinction episodes are recorded in geological history, and it took 10-100 million 

years to recover. 

 Regarding the percentage of endemic species in the Northeastern Himalayan region, 

different estimates have been published. Wilson’s figure for the whole of sub-Himalayan 

forests is 39%, according to Khoshoo, it is 50%. The most interesting aspect of the flora of 

this region is the presence of a complex assembly of tropical species of the Southern region 

and temperate species of Northern lineage. It can hardly be overemphasized that this is a 

heritage that must be preserved, and the starting point should be building core preserves 

around the endemic species. 

 

Retention of the Biodiversity 

 That biodiversity has to be preserved and the ecosystem rejuvenated in the affected 

areas is beyond question. To achieve this we will have to take an eclectic approach and 

combine general methods. The different strategies can be covered under three broad 

groupings: Scientific, Social-Managerial and Ethical. The issues as well as the measures are 
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interlinked. The discussion below largely follows the treatment of E.O. Wilson in The 

Diversity of Life. 

Social, ethical and managerial aspects 

 The main problem that is encountered here is destruction of forests connected with the 

livelihood of the people, mostly tribal, who inhabit them. In this region, slash-and-

burn(JHUM) cultivation is a major problem especially because the intervening periods 

between successive cultivation are increasingly getting shoter. 

 The answer to such problems lies in participation of the people in a responsible way 

and in finding for them alternative means of income such as in extractive reserves mentioned 

earlier. We have to convince the forest people that they are part of the ecosystems and that 

retaining biodiversity is beneficial to them. This has been achieved in parts of the Amazon 

forests of Brazil where the latex rappers (seringueiros) have been granted 30-year leases of 

the extractive reserves with the stipulation that clear-cutting of the forests is prohibited. 

 Moves in these directions have also been witnessed in India. One good example is the 

Arabari Model of Joint Forest Management. In the Arabari Forest, West Bengal, 618 

families depended on 1271 hectares of forestland. Misuse in the past rendered the forest 

almost treeless and barren. In 1972 rejuvenation under the project started. Members from 

each family participated, replantation went apace, fuel, fodder and other forest products were 

systematically gathered and distributed with the sale proceeds share between the government 

and the people. This model was a success: it was awarded the Vrikshamitra price by the 

Government of India. 

 In general, social forestry has been pursued in our country from the late 1970’s by the 

forestry departments as well as by the NGOs. In many parts of India, community 

participation under these schemes sav3ed the forests and did away with the dependence of the 

local people on the government. The last decade has also been vigorous eco-development in 

sanctuaries. 

 We must remember that about 220 million people in India depend on forests for their 

livelihood and that most of them are poor, landless and tribal. So not only is their 

participation needed but also it should be ensured that justice is meted out to them. Many 

states do not give a fair share of the sale proceeds of many forest products (kendu leaves, 

bamboos, sal fruits et. to the forest conservation committees. This is unfair and must   be 
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remedied. Evidently our forest policy and management have room for improvement, and 

legal rights should be granted to the forest people as in Brazil. 

 An implicit principle of human behavior is that the better the ecosystem is known the 

less likely that it will be destroyed. To quote the Senegalese environmentalist Baba Dioum, 

“In the end we will conserve only what we love, will love only what we understand and 

understand what we are taught.” We all have an important role here. We will have to teach 

the ethical aspects (respect for nature, trees, animals, etc) , the utilitarian aspects (carbon 

fixing, pollution, protection of soils etc) and demonstrate to the people living in forest areas 

that preservation of biodiversity and the health of the ecosystems are beneficial to them – 

they insure their livelihood and ecological balance. 

Unity and Diversity among the People of Northeastern India 

Northeast India comprising eight states, such as Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Assam, 

Meghalaya, Manipur, Mizoram, Tripura and Sikkim with a spread over about 26,2185sq.km 

on both sides of the river Brahmaputra, and with a population of 39035582 autochthones, has 

now become a geographical entity. Located between 21” N to 29” 30’N Latitude and 

89”45’E to 89”30’E longitude with an extensive international border measuring about one-

third of total international border of India, this region is bounded on the north by China and 

Bhutan, on the south and east by Mayanmar (Burma)  and west by Bangladesh. Northeast 

India is thus virtually surrounded on all sides by foreign countries and is linked with rest of 

the India mainland by a narrow corridor. Total area of North-east India being 5.85% of the 

total landmass of India provides shelter to 3.79% of the total Indian population. Sparsely 

populated states of North-east India are characterized by an average population density of 

148.0 per sq.km. compared to that of 312.42 per sq.km  of other Indian states. Not only that 

low female birth which varies between 876 (Sikkim) and 978 (Manipur) compared to that of 

1000 male birth is also another characteristic feature of population of north-east India (Table-

1) 

Table-1: Northeast India: area and population 

Sl. 

no. 
State 

Total 

area in 

sq. km. 

Population 
A B C D 

Male Female Total 

1 Arunacha 83,743 573,951 517,166 1,091117 90 0.1 0.25 13 
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l Pradesh 1 1 

2 Nagaland 16579 1041686 946950 1,988136 
90

9 

0.1

9 
0.50 120 

3 Assam 78438 
1378779

9 

1285060

8 
26638047 

93

2 

2.5

9 
2.39 340 

4 
Meghala

ya 
22429 1167840 1138229 2306069 

97

5 

0.2

2 
0.68 103 

5 Manipur 22327 1207338 1181296 2388634 
97

8 

0.2

3 
0.68 107 

6 Mizoram 21081 459783 431275 891508 
93

8 

0.0

9 
0.64 42 

7 Tripura 10492 1636138 1555030 3191168 
95

0 

0.3

1 
0.32 304 

8 Sikkim 7036 288217 252276 540493 
87

6 

0.0

5 
0.21 76 

Total 262185 
2016275

2 

1887283

0 
39035582 

93

6 

3.8

0 
5.85 148 

India 
328726

3 
- - 

102701574

7 
- - - 

312.4

2 

A – Sex Ratio F: 1000M B – Population % : All India 

C – Area : India D – Population Density per sq. km 

 Topographically, northeast India is a combination of ills and plains. Arunachal 

Pradesh, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Nagaland are almost entirely hilly; while about 4/5th 

Assam is plain; Manipur and Tripura have both plain areas and hilly tracts.  

 Almost all the stats of northeast India are inhabited by autochthonous peoples namely 

– Naga, Kuki, Miri, Mikir, Apatani, Abhor, Dapla, Mismi, Khasi, Garo, Mizo and other 

tribes. Most of them are divided into several sub-groups and are included ethnically, in 

general, in the Mongoloid groups of mankind. Thus the region is reportedly homeland of as 

many as 209 scheduled tribes and nearly half the number of communities so categorized in 

the whole of India. The tribal population comprises 63.66% of total population in Arunachal 

Pradesh, 94.75% in Manipur, 87.33% in Meghalaya, 33.14% in Mizoram, 30.95% in Tripura, 

84.70% in Nagaland and 12.82% in Assam (Table-2) 
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Table-2: Northeast Indian states: Major autochthonous groups and languages. 

State Autochthonous groups (tribal groups) Languages 

Arunachal 

Pradesh 

About 20 tribal groups which are divided into 

a number of sub-groups: Adi, Nishi, Apatani, 

Tagin, Mishmi, Khamti, Nocte, Wangehu, 

Tangsa, Singpo, Monpa, Sherdokopen and Aka 

Most of the groups speak 

their own languages 

Nagaland The population is mostly tribal: Many tribes 

and subtribes among Naga groups with their 

own language and cultural features: Angami, 

Zeilang, Rengma, Kuki, Sema, Ao, Lotha, 

Chang, Sangtam, Khenungan, Konyak. 

Most of their own language 

and practice jhum 

cultivation. 

Assam Population consists of both tribal and non-

tribals. Many of the tribes with Tibeto-

Burmese background and Ahom background 

are major component of Assamese population. 

Ahom family, Assamese, 

Bengali (for Barak-valley) 

Meghalaya Predominant population: Khasi, Jaintia and 

Garo 

Most of them have their 

own language. 

Manipur Major population: Kuki, Naga and Manipuri 

(Meithi). 

Tribal groups speak their 

own language and Meithis 

speak Manipuri 

Mizoram Mizo who are divided into number of sub-

groups: Lushai, Pawi, Paithe, Ralte, Pang, 

Hmar, Kuki, Mara and Lakher 

Mizo 

Tripura Population: tribal and non-tribal. Tribal Riang 

and Chakma. Non-tribal: Bengali 

Bengali, Kak-barak and 

Manipuri Chakmas speak 

their own language. 

Sikkim Major Tribal groups: Lapcha, Bhutia along 

with Nepalese 

Lepcha, Bhutia, Nepali, 

Limkbu. 

 Northeast India with its vast natural resources particularly minerals, water and forest 

with highest amount of rainfall (Mausinram of Meghalaya) compared to other parts of India 

presents a picture of wide variation in altitude coupled with abundance in rainfall shows a 

wide variation in the climatic conditions within the region: which in turn has endowed the 

region with bio-diversity as well as human diversity in physical and cultural aspects. 
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Linguistically almost all of the autochthonous of northeast India belong to the family 

distinguished as Tibeto-Burman and to four of the nine Sinnetic families – Bodo-Naga, 

Kachin, Naga-Kachin, Gyarung-Mishir and Tibetan. 

 Physical variabilities among the people of northeast India have attracted attention of 

number of scholars since the beginning of the 20th century. A number of civilian officers and 

anthropologists like Wadell, Brown and Kemp, Hutton, Dixton and others collected 

anthropometric data to throw light on the racial histories of the north-east Indian population. 

In later years, Haddon, Buxton had been able to identify seven ethnic types that have entered 

India to provide the basic background of the people of northeast India. Haddon summing up 

all those evidences concluded that on the basis of anthropometric data, northeast Indian tribes 

were predominantly Mongoloid with several variant groups, viz. 

1. Predominantly dolichocephalic platyrrhine type – (Pre-Dravidian Australoid type) 

strong among the Khasi, Mikir, Kachari and Manipuri but weaker among the Naga 

who are closely related to Nasiot elements, (dolichocephalic mesorrhine). 

2. Mesocephalic platyrrhine – predominant among the Khasi, found to be related to 

Mundari speakers of Chhotanagpur and also with tribes of south China and 

Kachin (Burma). 

3. Brachycephalic mesorrhine type – related to Pareoean groups, predominantly 

found among some tribes of Burma, Nepal border and Sikkim. 

 In recent year Das, Sengupta and Khongsdier discussed extensively physical 

background and ethnic types on the basis of many of the anthropometric and marker 

characteristics (Table -3) 

Table – 3: Anthropometric data from some of the northeastern tribes. 

Population Cephalic Index Nasal Index Stature 

Khamti 79.1 88.4 1,641 

Singpo 75.0 80.8 1.603 

Garo 76.0 95.1 1,588 

Khasi 78.6 86.3 1,569 

Kuki 76.0 58-91(variable)  

Angami Naga 78.6 82.2 1.639 

Ao-Naga 80.4 81.8 1.566 
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Duffla 77.0 84.1 1.606 

Abor 77.0 81.6 1.579 

Lepcha 79.9 67.2 1.570 

 Utilizing the genetic marker characteristics like blood group, PTC, secretor status 

factors and others, modern geneticists tried to understand variabilities among northeast Indian 

population. In ABO blood group distribution, no uniform pattern has been found excepting 

the predominance of B blood group in most of the population. In Rh blood group either very 

low or total absence, of Rh(D) group could be seen among almost all of the groups. 

 Genetic distance between different populations of northeast India was tried to be 

understood using complex statistical methods, results of analysis yielded contradictory 

pictures. Consequently the interpretation of the phylogenetic affinities of the population of 

northeast India has become more complicated. 

High incidence of HbE gene which was seen to be varying between 1% (non- Mongoloid, 

Caucasoid) and 20% among the Mongoloid, population of northeast India attracted attention 

to build up a genetic relationship between the different populations in northeast India. High 

frequency of HbE among the Austro-Asiatic, Monkhmer speakers like Khasi was taken as 

evidence of spread of this trait from the Southeast Asia by the Austro-Asiatic speakers 

through the migration of those population during prehistoric times, probably during the 

neolothic period. Presence of high frequencies of HbE among the Ahom and Kachari groups 

however, provided a new idea about the origin of HbE among the tribes of northeast India 

(Table-4). 
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Table-4:  Distribution of haemoglobin types in the population of northeast India 

Population Obs. AA AE EE q° 

INDO-EUROPEAN      

� Brahmin 

� Kalita 

� Kaibarta 

� Muslim 

� Mixed indid group 

� Ahom 

� Manipuri Brahmin 

111 

120 

101 

104 

324 

620 

108 

100 

93 

75 

84 

255 

264 

102 

11 

25 

25 

19 

58 

276 

6 

0 

2 

1 

1 

11 

80 

- 

0.0495 

0.1208 

0.1337 

0.1010 

0.1235 

0.3516 

0.0278 

TIBETO-BURMAN      

� Chutia 

� Rajbanshi 

� Kachari 

� Boro-kachari 

� Rabha 

� Garo 

� Lalung 

� Mishing 

� Mikir 

� Meiti 

72 

266 

1082 

241 

128 

135 

114 

25 

241 

307 

34 

134 

271 

46 

24 

43 

34 

6 

156 

261 

33 

102 

525 

104 

71 

50 

58 

8 

68 

42 

5 

30 

286 

91 

33 

42 

22 

11 

17 

4 

0.2986 

0.3045 

0.5609 

0.5934 

0.5352 

0.4963 

0.4474 

0.6000 

0.2116 

0.0814 

 

AUSTRO-ASIATIC      

� Khasi 140 83 51 6 0.2250 

 In consideration of all the facts mentioned above it could be summed up that in  all 

probabilities the Neolithic people who migrated from Southeast Asia to this  region were 

transient form of Australoid-Mongoloid admixture probably more or less like modern 

Kachin.  Slash and burn cultivation as well as wet cultivation were probably brought by these 

groups. Their descendants who stayed at low altitude, and in hot and humid climate retained 

most of the Australoid characteristics and those migrated upwards to high altitudes, adapted 

to that climate and gradually through micro-evolution, became mostly Mongoloid. Despite all 

the genetic fragmentation as seen by modern geneticists in terms of blood groups and other 

marker characteristics, anthropometric and morphological traits of all the groups show unity. 
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Their distribution and racial characteristics showed close dependence on geographical, bio-

cultural set up of the population. In addition to that operation of the biological process of race 

formation in man should be taken into account to understand the unity and diversity among 

the autochthonous population of North-eastern India. 

Floristic Heritage of India with Special Reference to Northeast India 

 Like Indian population and its cultural heritage, Indian flora comprise of diverse 

elements, from European to Chines and Japanese, from Australian to North African elements. 

The composition and characteristics of Indian flora is presented in short. The origin of such 

diversity and some of the characteristics have been discussed. About one third of Indian wild 

plants are being used in daily life. An account of the importance of the plants in the day-to-

day life of the people of Northeast India as part of their cultural heritage has been presented. 

It is being pointed out how floristic heritage has molded our cultural heritage to high light the 

importance of the conservation of these plants for our future generation. 

 India is one of the richest countries of the world in its floristic resources. The floristic 

heritage of India is as diverse as its cultural heritage. Due to its unique geographic location, 

being connected by land with European, African, Chinese and other Asiatic regions, it has got 

an assemblage of floristic composition of diverse nature. This may be compared to the 

composition of Indian population and the cultural heritage of our country. 

 India has got about 50,000 plant species, of which 17,000 are flowering plants. The 

main features of Indian flora are the abundance of monocotyledonous plants, which is found 

in the ratio of 1:7 with the dicotyledons, Orchidaceae with about 2,000 species is the largest 

family in the India flora. These are mainly concentrated in the Northeast regions. Surprisingly 

Asteraceae (compositae), which is the largest family in the world flora, has much lower 

position in the Indian flora. Of these about 38% of the toral dicots of India are widely 

distributed. Phytogeographic distribution shows that they have migrated  from neighbouring 

regions, namely Myanmar, Malaysia, Mediterranean regions, Europe, Africa, Australia, 

China, Japan and even from America. Many of the Himalayan plants represent European, 

Chinese, Siberian, Tibatan and Japanese elements. The Tibetan and Siberian plants occur in 

the alpine zones, whereas a number of Chinese and Japanese elements are found in the 

temperate regions of the Himalayas. The most prominent Chinese elements are 

Rhododendron and Primulas. As many as 570 European species form part of the Indian flora. 

About 10% flora of the Indian subcontinent consists of Mediterranean elements. They belong 
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mostly to the plant families such as Cruciferae, Carparidaceae, Labiatae. But the Malayan 

elements are the most dominant in the floristic composition of India. This is influenced by 

two factors, due to rich floristic resources of Southeast Asian countries and broad land 

connection between these two regions. However, this was helped considerably by the floristic 

vacuum once caused in the Indian mainland due to retreat of polar caps at the end of the last 

ice age, Cinnamomum, Anthocephalus (kadamba) are well known Malayan elements in 

Indian vegetation, which have deeply intruded in our cultural life. Among Australian 

elements, several species of Acacia, Casuarina are well known. North African Typha and 

Nymphaea are well known semi-aquatic and aquatic plants. Adasonia, Bryophylum are other 

well known plants of African origin. Several East African plants and plants from Madagascar 

have influenced our cultural life very much. Of these Tamrind and Gulmohr need special 

mention. 

 The floristic composition shows a wide range of variation in different parts of India 

depending on the climatic condition and also the geography of the region. For example, in 

Eastern India 53% of plant species are Indo-Malayan, 23% pure Indian, 3% Himalayan and 

16% cosmopolitan, whereas in the western region Indo-Malayan elements comprise only 

25% of the total local population. Here the North African dry land plants dominate the 

floristic composition. 

 It is known that plants do not grow in isolation. Several plants species grow in distinct 

communities forming distinctive forests. In the Himalayan itself 20 forest types have been 

recognized. Some of them are presented in the Table-1. 

Table – I 

Some of the forest types found in the Himalayas 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

SUBTROPICAL SEMI-DESERT FOREST OF W.HIMALAYAS 

FOREST OF PINUS ROXBURGHI 

FOREST OF CEDRUS DEODARA 

MIXED DECIDUOUS FOREST OF ASSAM HIMALAYA 

TEMPERATRE MIXED FOREST 

TROPICAL DECIDUOUS FOREST 

EASTERN HIMALAYAN TEMPERATE CONIFEROUS FOREST 

SUB-ALPINE BETUL4-ABIES FOREST 

SUB-ALPINE RHODODENDRON FOREST 
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10 MOIST ALPINE SCRUB AND MEADOW ETC 

Distinctive forests can also be seen in South India, which show many common 

vegetation elements. In the Indo-Gangetic plain, forests have been almost destroyed. Only 

some Sal (Shorea) forests is left in the Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh areas. Special mention 

should be made to the tropical rain forest of Silent Valley in Kerala and the Sundarbans in the 

Gangetic delta. 

There are some special features of the India flora. Some of these are : 1)a large 

number of species are endemic in nature, which are mainly found in the Himalayas and South 

Indian hills, 2)a number of European, Siberian, Japanese, Chinese and Tibetan species can be 

found in the Himalayas, 3)some of the Himalayan plants are also found in the hills of South 

India and 4) Indian tropical flora are dominated by Malayan and African elements. This type 

of distribution of vegetation can be explained by the Himalayan Glaciation Theory. During 

the last ice age which extended from 50000 to 10000 years back, the polar caps extended far 

beyond and India had much colder climate. The Himalayan glaciers extended even below 

2000 meters. Many European and Siberian plants marched southward steadily to avoid the 

cold wrath and reached the Himalayas. Similarly Chinese and Japanese plants moved even 

south of the Himalayas. In the Himalayas itself, the alpine and temperate flora descended 

along both northern and southern slopes. In the northern slopes, most retreating plants were 

caught by the southward approaching polar bitter cold and were lost forever. The more 

fortunate ones in the southern slopes found refuge in the low hills and even in the plains. 

About 10000 years back at the end of the ice age, the ice caps and the glaciers retreated with 

a significant change in the climatic condition. The displaced flora found it too hot for 

comfort, so they ascended the Himalayas and the south Indian hills once again in search of 

cold places. By this time many changes had taken place in the topography of the hills. 

Melting ice had formed swift rivers, which cut deep gorges, silted many lakes, formed 

valleys, U-valleys and hanging valleys. Hills became covered with perpetual cloud, fog and 

mist. So those migrating plants found a wide range of habitats. Some of these European 

plants got refuge in the temperate Himalayas, Siberian and Tibetan elements in the alpine 

range. Many Chinese and Japanese elements, which earlier had moved to Southeast Asia, 

moved back northward to westward and found new homes in the Himalayas. Many of them 

became isolated in hanging valleys, U-valleys and hill tops and later developed into endemic 

species. Meanwhile the sub-tropical and temperate regions were converted to tropical and 
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sub-tropic regions resulting floristic vacuum in the Indian plain. These areas were 

subsequently invaded by Malayan and African and other tropical elements. 

Let us consider some examples of migrating plant species that eventually became 

endemic. A species of Chinese original Primula sheriffae is found in isolated patches of 

Bhutan Himalayas and Manipur hills. According to Kingdon-Ward, a British plant explorer, 

they are like brothers who have gone out into the world to seek their fortune and lost touch 

with one another. The species became endemic to those isolated places. Similar is the fate of 

another species P.filipes. Of interest these two species are no more found in China. Another 

interesting example is found in the genus Lilium, L. macklinae and L.davidii are found in 

Ukhrul of Eastern Manipur; L-wallichianum and L.nepalense in the upper Brahmaputra 

Valley about 300 km north of Manipur, L. wardi in Lohi valley 500 km west of Ukhrul: 

L.primuliamum and L.bakerianum are found east of Ukhrul in Myanmar. All of them have 

evolved from a common ancestor, probably had its origin in Ukhrul inManipur. All of them 

have now become endemic. 

An overall survey of the use of wild plants in the subcontinent has revealed that 

nearly one third of higher plant species are being used by various sections of the people. The 

use of such a large number of wild plant species to meet diverse requirement is largely due to 

the prevalence of the diversity of vegetation in the sub-continent. The tribal people are more 

dependent on the plants than of the mainland counterpart. As a consequence an affectionate  

relationship between Nature and human beings has developed in tribal areas. Several forest 

are regarded sacred by the tribals in Western Ghats, Jharkhand and Northeastern states. Some 

of these are located in Mawphlong (Law Lyngdoh), Sorarim and Mawsmai (Law Kyntang). 

Many rare and endangered plants are conserved in these sacred groves. Some of these are 

Taxus baccata, Botrychium lanuginosum, Gnetum scandens, Anaetocchilus sikkimense, 

insectivorous pitcher plant Nepenthes khasiana rare orchids as Pleione praecox, lady’s 

slipper  Paphipedilum insigne etc Apart from them  many other species such as Bucklandia 

populanae, Corylopsis himalayana, Manglietia insignis, saprophyte Epipogeum roseum, 

parasite Balanophora dioica, Monotropa ep.,Mitrastemon sp, are prescribed in these groves 

(Table-2). These groves probably originated to furnish proper atmosphere for primitive cults 

and rites. It is also possible that they originated for protection of some rare plants, which were 

known to have some medicinal or other (such as hallucination) properties known only to the 

priest (Bonga) doctors of different tribes. 

Table -2 
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Rare & endangered plants conserved the sacred groves of Meghalaya. 

Taxus baccata, Botrchium laluginosum, Gnetumscandens,Rauwolfia desiflora, Anechtochilus 

sikkimensis 

Rare orchids as – Pleione praecox, ladies slipper orchid – Paphiopedilum insigne etc. 

Other species as – Exbucklandia populanae, Corylopsis himalayana, Manglietia insignis 

Saprophytes – Epipogeum roseum etc. 

Parasites – Balanophora dioica, Monotropa sp., Mitrastemon sp. etc. 

Insectivorous – Nepenthes khasiana 

 In the North Eastern States of India various recorded use of plants have been noted by 

many scientists as shown in Table-3. 
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Table – 3 

Recorded use of wild plants in Northeast India 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

 

8 

 

9 

10 

11 

12 

FOOD AND EDIBLES 

VEGETABLE FAT & OIL 

CONDIMENTS & SPECIES 

DRINKS FOR RELEGIOUS RITUALS AND SOCIAL CERMONIES 

FIBRES FOR CLOTHING, BED, MATTRESS, BLANKET, NET ETC 

CONSTRUCTION OF DWELLING HUT & THATCHING 

MATERIALS FOR DAILY USE, BASKETS, WATER, CARRIER, CLOTH 

WASHING, TOOTH CLEANING, DRAINAGE IMPLEMENTS 

OTHER IMPLEMENTS. SUCH AS WHEEL, WHEEL SPOKES, AXLES, 

POLES, POST, MORTAR, AGRICULTURAL IMPLEMENTS 

BEAUTY AID PARFUMES, INCENSE, COMB 

ARROWS, BOW, BOW-STRING, FISH-TRAP 

MEDICINE FOR MEN & DOMESTICATED ANIMALS 

DYES, INSECTICIDES. POISONS FOR FISHING AND HUNTING ETC. 

 Various parts of a large number of wild plants are being used as food by different 

tribes of Northeastern states. More than 300 species of plants are being used for this purpose. 

Of them 30 species are being used for their tubers and rhizome (Table-4), 54 species for their 

green leaves and shoot (Table-5), 20 species for edible flower and buds (Table-6), 172 

species for fruits and 20 species for seeds (Table-7). These plants are mainly subtropical in 

distribution and grow between 500 to 1800 m. Some plants are also used for preparation of 

local drinks and also as condiments (Table-8). 

Table – 4 

Wild edible plants used in Northeast India 

TAROS AND YAMS (TAKEN BOILED COOKED) 

ALOCASIA MACRORRHIZA, COLOCASIA ESCULENTA, DIOSCOREA BULBIFERA, 

POLYGONUM BISTORT, HOUTTUYNIA CORDATAETC. 

TUBERS (EATEN RAW) 

VIGNA VEXILLATA, ERIOSEMA CHINENSE, ELEOCHARIS DULCIS. 

FLEMNGIA VESTITA (OFTEN DOMESTICATED IN KHASI AND JAINTIA HILLS 

SOPA LONG). 
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TUBERS (AS VEGETABLE OR IN SOUP) 

POLYGOMUM MULTIFLORUM, TACCA PINNATIFOLIA, IPOMOEA BATATA 

etc 

MOST OF THESE PLANTS GROW ALONG THE BORDERS OF THE 

SUBTROPICAL EVERGREEN FORESTS SAL-MIXED VEGETATION ALONG 

FOREST OPENINGS. 

Table – 5 

Wild plants with edible leaves and shoots 

EATEN RAW -VACCINUM SERATUM, V.DOMIANUM. OXALIS ARITIMA ETC 

EATEN COOKED – ALOCASIA MACRORRHIZA, COLOCASIA ESCULENTA. 

ENHYDRA FLUCTUENS. HOUTTUYNIYA CORDATA, FERN FONDS 

(PTERIDUM) 

GROW IN WATER LOGGED AREAS AND DITCHES IN FOREST OPENINGS 

� LOCALUESE  

MIZORAM – GREEN LEAFY TWIGS OF CLERODENDRON 

COLEBRROKIANUM (EATEN COOKED WITH RICE) 

GARO HILLS-CLERO DENDRON SERRATU 

KHASI & JAINTIA HILLS- MUSSAENDA FRONDOSA. CISSUS REPENS. 

SAMBUCUS JAVANICUS. POUZOLZIA VIMINEA 

MIKIR HILLS- GARCINIA LANCIFOLIA. ARDISIA SPP. (COOKED WITH RICE 

AND FISH) 

ARUNACHAL PRADESH-PHYTOLACCA, ACINO. RUMEXSP. 

MANIPUR-PERILLA OCYNOIDES 

MISHMI-MANY SPECIES OF PLYGONATUM 

� SPECIAL USE 

IN MIZORAM AND MANIPUR BAMBUSA TULDAAND CALAMUS ROTUNG – A 

DELICACY. 

Table – 6 

Wild plants with edible flowers and buds 

Flower buds of Bauhinia purpurea, B. variegate, Musa sp. Find way to tribal markets, along 

with flowery twigs of vaccinium serratum – eaten cooked 
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� Local use: 

Ukhrul tribe in Manipur- Vaccinitum flowers to give sour taste to curries and soup 

Khasi tribes – Flower buds of Ardisia griffithii – cooked with rice. 

Manipur and Tripura – Flower and flowering stalk of Nelumbo. 

Table – 7 

Plants producing edible fruits and seeds 

Fruits of 170 sp are eaten by NorthEast Indian People. some fruits are used in dry form and 

as preserves, some in chutneys and jam-like preparations (mainly urban people) 

Fresh drink is prepared from: Garcinia, Citrus, Mangifera, Myrica etc 

Green pods used for cooking- Mukuna, Parkia, Vigna, Canavalia etc. Pukia is very popular 

with Manipur tribal, and is consciously domesticated. Three cultigens of Porkia roxburghia 

are known in Manipur and Mizoram. 

Seeds 

Unripe seeds, boiled in soup, with or without rice; - Bauhinia, vahlii, Entada phaseoloides, 

Mucuna prurite, Sterculia guttata, Hodgsonia heterclita, Canavalia spp. Mucuna sp. Parkia 

sp., Vigna umbellate (rice bean-a cultigen is a popular pulse of Northeast India) 

Seeds eaten raw-Eurayle ferox, Nelumbo mcifera, Nymphaea nouchaelii (Particularly in 

Manipur & Tripura), Hodgsonia macrocarpa (with very large oil and protein rich seeds 

eaten by tribals in Garo hills and in Mizoram) 

Table – 8 

Plants used for drinks and condiments 

Drinks 

Pinnang (Zea mays) - used by the Monpa tribes 

Kongpu (Eleusine coarcanai) Monpa tribes 

Mochalu (Chenopodium album) Monpa tribes 

Rice wine (Rice, millets, Manihot esculenta) Khasi & Jaintia tribes 

Rice beer- Apong- A number of plants are mixed with rice Miris 
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Rice beer with Martha (Croton jourfera) karbis 

Condiments 

Zingiber, Cinnamomum, Skimmia, Piper peepuloides, Alpinia etc. 

 Not only for food, people in these regions depend almost for everything for their daily 

life. People in general, particularly in villages, depend on plants for house construction, 

mainly on different species of bamboo and canes. But their uses depend on the availability of 

the species as shown in Table-9. 

Table – 9 

Plants used in house construction 

Mainly different species of bamboo and cane, but the species used is differently according to 

the availability 

ARUNACHAL PRADESH – Dendrocalanus, Phyllostachys. 

KARBIS- Bambusa tulda, B. pallida, B. nutans, and also wood from some local plants. For 

thatching-palm leaves, Livistona leaves etc. 

KHASI & JAINTIA HILLS- B. tulda, B. pallida, B. vulgaris. Dendrocalamns, 

Chimonobambusa khasiana etc. 

GARGO HILLS- Dendrocalanus, pseudostachyum, Gigantochlou, B. tuldo, B. vulgaris etc. 

MIRIS- Arundo donax, Bambusa tuldo, B. balcoa, Calamus sp 

 Many different plants are also being used by the tribals in Northeastern states for 

making utensils and other tools for daily use. Some of these are presented in Table-10. 

Table – 10 

Plants used in making utensils and other tools for daily use 

BASKETS AND DRAINAGE IMPLEMENTS- 

Melocanna arundinaraia callosa, Bambusa pallida, B. vulgaris, Cephalostachyum capitatum 

baccifera. Oxytenenthera macrostachya. 

BOWS- 

B. khasiana, Chimonobambusa khasiana 

ARROWS- 
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B. pallida, Chimonobambusa khasiana 

FISHING RODS- 

B. pallida, Phyllostachys mannii 

WATER CONTAINER- 

Dendrocalamns, Arundinaria, Lagenaria siceraria (mainly used by the Karbis for storage of 

rice beer, to offer rice beer to God, in marriage and other ceremonies) 

 Apart from tehse uses, the people of Northeastern States are also using plants for 

various other purposes. Some of these are shown in Table-11. 

Table – 11 

Plants used for various other purpose 

FISH POISON- 

Khasi & Jaintia Hills- Roots of Millettia pachyacarpa, Fruits of Zanthoxyhum 

acanthopodium, bark of Myrica esculenta. Schima wallichi etc. 

Garo Hills- 

Bark of Acacia pinnata. Engethardtia spicata, roots of Millettia pacycarpa 

FIBERS- 

Artcarpus chaplasa, Ficus rumphii, Pterygota alata, Sterculia villosa, Oreocnide frutescens 

(Blanket in Garo hills) 

DYES- 

Karbis- Aporosa dioica (black), Indigofera dosua (blue), Smilax ochreata (yellow), Turpinia 

nepalensis (black), Bischofia javanica (pink) 

Garos- Flemingia stricta (purple), Morinda angustifolia (yellow) 

 Plants used in medicine in these areas have not been included in this presentation, 

because the number of plants recorded is numerous, and many of the report are not well 

established, contradictory and ambiguous. Moreover, in these regions use of a plant as 

medicine is not of general nature, the same plant is being use by different tribes for different 

treatments or different plants are being used for the same ailment. This situation had arisen 

perhaps due to the fact that the use of the plants were kept strictly secret by the priests or the 

Bonga doctors among themselves or within their own tribes. 
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Medicinal Plant Wealth of Northeastern India with Special Reference to Sikkim 

Himalayas 

 The Darjeeling hills (2417 sq. km) and the state of Sikkim (7096 sq. km) comprise an 

important part of the Eastern Himalayas, which is considered to be a mega biodiversity 

“Hotspot” of the globe. Although small in area with about 0.3% of the landmass of India, it 

harbors more than 1/3rd of the total flowering plants of India. Being stretched from just lower 

hills with subtropical vegetation to the snow clad mountains with alpine vegetation; it was a 

wide range floristic diversity. It is considered as a cornucopia of different ethnic communities 

and hence the local flora has wide range of ethno-botanical uses. The known medical plants, 

in practices are accounted to be more than 500 species of higher plants only. But due to the 

anthropogenic and unlimited harvesting pressure, there is a loss of natural habitat of 

medicinal plants and their population in wild is declining at an alarming rate. Therefore it is 

felt that some urgent steps are to be taken for in-situ and ex-situ conservation and cultivation 

at every level of stakeholders. There is also a prime need on documentation and evaluation of 

properties of less known medicinal plants and their ethno-medicinal uses and mass cultivation 

for commercialization will not only ensure conservation but also help in sustaining hill 

economy. 

Introduction 

 The Eastern Himalayas and Northeast region occupy a little more than 9% of the total 

geographical area of India. But floristically, out of 8000 reported species of the flowering 

plants from the Himalaya, 5000 species are found in the Northeast regions. About the 

richness of the flora of Northeast, it can be enumerated that Poaceae (439), Leguminoceae 

(362), Orchidacae (600) and Asteraceae (300) species have been reported in Eastern 

Himalayas. There are about 96 species of Rhodoendron, 18 species of Hedychium and 26 

species of Bamboos, 20 species of Gymnosperm in this region. Plant diversity in 

Northeastern India is tabulated in Table-1. 

 The Sikkim Himalaya with about 3% of the total  geographic area of India, 26% of 

total flowering plants of India grow here luxuriantly and therefore, the eastern Himalayas is 

consider3ed to be one of the 25 ‘Mega’ bio-diversity “Hotspot” of the globe. The Sikkim 

Himalaya is rich both in diversity and density of plant population along with large number of 

ethnic communities living here harmoniously with the nature, chief among are the Nepalese, 

Bhutias, Lepchas, Limboos who have been associated with this mountain eco-system from 
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time immemorial and this association makes a strong bond between their culture and with 

plants-animals populations. There are several folklores that reflect this intimate association 

with nature and natural resources with their judicious utilization and conservation. The ethnic 

communities possess a rich culture of their own having a definite health care system. Being 

grown in the fresh natural ecosystem they have a very scanty record of complicated diseases 

but on the contrary even major injurious are cured using herbal medicine by the local 

herbalist. In this connection a line of Ashtanga Hridaya  (Sutra Ch-9, verse 10) could be well 

cited which quotes as “There is nothing in this universe, which is non-medicinal, which can 

not be made use of for many purpose and by many modes”. But according to World Bank 

definition of Medicinal Plants (1996) “Medicinal plants are those that are commonly used in 

treating and presenting specific ailments and diseases and that are generally considered to 

play a beneficial role in health care”. As the modern system of medicine is being introduced 

very recently, the time immorial relationship of the community with the nature has gathered a 

vast knowledge of traditional health care system among them. The plant diversity in the 

region has been to much associated with the day-to-day life of local people that they have 

significantly developed their own kind of tribal health care system. 

 The Indian medical heritage with a long history of its own flow in two streams, an old 

folk system  and codified classical system, the first one is transmitted via, ‘people to people’ 

and from ‘folk gurus’ to ‘Shisyas’ (students) which is called ‘Guru-Shisyas Parampara’. On 

the other hand, the codified system consists like Ayurvedas, Siddha, Unami and Tibetan in 

case of Indian scenario. It is estimated that more than six lakhs of licensed practitioners of 

this system are in vogue in India. In the hills, the old folk system still prevails at a large scale. 

The local herbalists Dhami, Jhankri, Bijuwa, Phedongma, etc. not only treat the people but 

they also perform the three principal cultural rites viz. birth, marriage and death.  

 The plants used by the ethnic community vary from lichen to flowering plants but till 

now there has been no scientific comprehensive studies to account the density and diversity 

of the medicinal plants in Northeastern regions in general as Sikkim Himalayas in particular 

and also their ethnic uses. There is no database on the present medicinal plants of Northeast 

states. The G.B.Plant Institute has studied about 40 medicinal plant of Sikkim with their 

ethnic uses, status and potential. Gurung in his book ‘Medicinal plants of the Sikkim 

Himalaya’ has given a brief account on distribution, plant habitant, flowering and fruiting 

season, parts use and medicinal use of 424 herbal species with English, Vernacular and Latin 

names. The books and documents on medicinal plants of Darjeeling hills and Sikkim are 
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rather scanty. A list of available books and paper has been listed in the Table -2. A humble 

beginning in these regards has been made by State Council of Science and Technology for 

Sikkim which has prepared a database for 200 medicinal plant species(Table – 3) from 

Sikkim. Although we have a vast number of medicinal plants in this region but several of 

them are in fast decline due to the overexploitation of these resources on commercial basis. 

The same can be cited with an example of quantity of four species of medicinal plants 

harvested in 1991 at different collected sites in Sikkim (Table-4). Therefore, to start with the 

conservation strategy, endangered, threatened and commercially harvested medicinal plants, a 

method adapted by the Foundation of Revitalization of Local Health Tradition (FRLHT). 

Bangalore in South Indian State could be of great help (SCSCS, 2001). Some of the 

interesting medicinal plants, which can be grown as cash crop in these areas, have been 

tabulated in Table-5 with their botanical name, vernacular name and uses. 

 There has been a recent involvement on medicinal plant conservation in Darjeeling – 

Sikkim both from Government and Non-Government sites (Table-6). Considering the 

importance of the medicinal plants both in terms of national economy and biological  wealth, 

the Government of India has constituted the national Medicinal Plant Board. Further the State 

Medicinal Plant Board in every state has also been constituted  to document, conserve and 

propagate the commercially important medicinal plant along with the studied and unstudied 

medicinal plants of the states and the country. At the beginning, the National Medicinal Plant 

Board has identified 31 medicinal plants (Table-7) priorities for their conservation due to 

tremendous uses of plants in the Western and Indian system of medicine. We have several 

less known medicinal plants which are yet to be clinically and pharmaceutically studied 

whereby drug development could not be possible but due to several constraints (e.g. time, 

money, man-power, technology, knowledge base etc), these resources could not be trapped to 

make it regular financial resource and add a boon to the modern health care system. The 

estimated cost for new drug development upto marketing takes about 10/12 years with a huge 

investment of 300 million US$. 

Conclusions 

 The history of association of plants, animals and mankind is time immemorial. As it is 

said that the nature is the perfect healer there should be every possibility of remedy in nature 

against various kind of ailments and these valuable bio-resources are to be studied carefully 

without a further degradation in their natural habit and habitat. The human beings have a right 

for a judicious use of plant kingdom but not at the cost of the loss of species population. 
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Therefore at this juncture of exhaustive harvest of medicinal plants of the region, there 

conservation, strategy should be stressed on: - 

• Through RET survey of medicinal plants of Darjeeling and Sikkim Himalaya. 

• Authentic documentation and evaluation on present status of medicinal plants. 

• Declaration of Medicinal Plant Conservation Area (for in-situ conservation). 

Medicinal Plant Development Area (for ex-situ conservation),Medicinal Plants-

Non Timber Forest Products sustainable harvest zone. 

• Cultivation of medicinal plants-community participation. 

• Training to Forest Department staff, village community, NGOs workers on 

conservation and cultivation of medicinal plants. 

• Mass propagation and involvement of village community with bye-back polity 

through co-operative bodies. 

Table – 3 

Lists of two hundred medicinal plant species whose database is available with State 

Council of Science and Technology for Sikkim 

1.  Abies spectabilis (D. Don) Spach 

2.  Abelmoschus manihot (L.) Medicus 

3.  Abroma augusta Linn 

4.  Abutilon indicum D. Don 

5.  Achyranthes aspera Linn. 

6.  Achyranthes bidentala Blume. 

7.  Aconitum biusma (Buch-Ham) Rapiacs. 

8.  Aconitum heterophyllum Wall. Ex Royle 

9.  Aconitum spicatum (Bruhl) Stapl. 

10. Acorus calamus Linn. 

11. Adhatoda vassica Nees 

12. Aegle marmelos (L.) Correa. 

13. Ageratum conyzodies Linn. 

14. Aggimonia eupatoria Linn. 

15. Alstonia schloraris (L.) R. Br. 

16. Amaranthus spinosus Linn. 
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17. Amomum subulatum Roxb. 

18. Anemone obtusifolia (D. Don) 

19. Aphanamixis polystacha (Wall) parker. 

20. Arisaema speciosum (Wall) Mart. 

21. Artemesis indica Wild. 

22. Artemesia maritime Linn. 

23. Asparagus recemosus Wild. 

24. Astibe rivulasis Buch-Hom ex D. Don. 

25. Atropa belladonna Linn. 

26. Bauhinia Vahli Wight and Am. 

27. Bauhinia variegate Linn. 

28. Begonia picta Smith. 

29. Belamcanda chinensis DC. 

30. Berberis aristata Roxb. Ex. DC. 

31. Bergenia ciliate Stemb. 

32. Bergenia purpurascens Hook f. nd Thomson. 

33. Betula utilis D. Don. 

34. Bischofia favanica Blume. 

35. Bistoria amplexicaulis (D. Don) Greene. 

36. Calotropis procera (Alt.) R. Br. 

37. Callicarpa macrophylla Vahl. 

38. Canna edulis Ker-Gawl. 

39. Cassia javanica Linn. 

40. Cassia occidentalis Linn. 

41. Cassioppe fastigiata. 

42. Cedrela tonna Rottler and Willdenow. 

43. Celastrus paniculatus Willdenow. 

44. Centella asiatica Linn. 

45. Cephaelis ipeicacuanha (Brot.) A. Rich. 

46. Chenopodium ambrosoides Linn. 

47. Cinchona officinale Linn. 

48. Cinnamomum tamala Nees and Eeberm. 

49. Cissampelos pareira Linn. 

50. Citrus medica Linn. 
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51. Citrus reticulata Blanco. 

52. Clematis Montana Hamilt. Ex. DC. 

53. Clematis smilacifolia Wall. 

54. Clerodendrum viscosum Vent. 

55. Colebrookes oppositifolia Sm. 

56. Coptis teeta Wal. 

57. Costus speciousus (Koen) Sm. 

58. Crataeva nurvula Buch-Ham. 

59. Cumimum cynimum Linn. 

60. Curculigo orchioides Gaertn. 

61. Curcuma longa Roxb. 

62. Curcuma zeedoaria Rose. 

63. Cuscuta reflexa Roxb. 

64. Cynoglossum wallichi G. Don. 

65. Datura metel Linn. 

66. Datura stramonium Linn 

67. Desmodium riflorum (L.) DC. 

68. Dichroa febrifuga Lour. 

69. Digitalis purpurea Linn. 

70. Dioscorea deltoida Wall. 

71. Dioscorea bulbifera Linn. 

72. Drymeria cordata Blume. 

73. Elsholtzia blanda bentham. 

74. Embelia officinalis Gaertn. 

75. Embelia ribes Burman. 

76. Entada phasoloides Merrill. 

77. Ephreda gerardenia Royle. 

78. Eugina jambos Linn. 

79. Eupatorium cannabinum Linn. 

80. Euphorbia hirta Linn. 

81. Fagopyrum dibotrys (D. Don). 

82. Falgopyrum exculantum Moench. 

83. Frageria vesca Linn. 

84. Fraxinus floribunda Wall. 
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85. Fritillaria cirrhosa D. Don. 

86. Gentian tubiflora (G. Don) Grisebach. 

87. Geranium nepalensis Sweet. 

88. Geandina diversifolia (Link Fries). 

89. Gynandropsis pentaphylla DC. 

90. Hedychium spicatum ham ex Smith. 

91. Hedyotis scandens Roxb. 

92. Heracleum wallichi DC. 

93. Hippohae rhamnoides Linn. 

94. Hippophue salicifolia D. Don. 

95. Hymenodictyon excelsum Wall. 

96. Hypericum chosianum D. Don. 

97. Hypericum perforatum Linn. 

98. Ichnocarpus frustescens R.Br. 

99. Kaempferia sikkimensis (King & Baker). 

100. Kallanchoe integra (medical) Kuntz. 

101. Lantana camara Linn. 

102. Laportea terminalis Wight. 

103. Leea acquata Linn. 

104. Lycopodium clavatrum. 

105. Lillium giganteum Linn. 

106. Lyonia ovalifolia (Wall) Drude. 

107. Mesia chesia D. Don. 

108. Mahonia nepaulensis DC. 

109. Malva verticillala Linn. 

110. Malva sylvestris Linn. 

111. Meconopsis paniculata Prain. 

112. Melastoma mlabthricum Linn. 

113. Menthe arvensisi Linn. 

114. Mesua ferrea Linn. 

115. Micromlum pubescens Blume. 

116. Mimosa pudica Linn. 

117. Morina longifolia Wall. 

118. Mussaendra glabrata (Hook f.) Hutch, Ex. Gamble. 
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119. Myricaria resea W.W.Sm. 

120. Nardostachys jatamansi DC. 

121. Nicandra physaloides (L.) Gaertn. 

122. Ocimim badilicum Linn. 

123. Orchis latifolia Linn. 

124. Osbeckia crinite Benth. 

125. Osberkia npalensis Hooker. 

126. Oxyria digyna (Linn.) Hill. 

127. Paederia scandens (Lour.) Merr. 

128. Paris podophylla Smith. 

129. Persicaria pubescens (Blume) Hara. 

130. Phlogacanthus thyrsiformis (Hardw.) 

131. Phyllanthus niruri Linn. 

132. Physalis divaricate D. Don. 

133. Phytolacca acinora Roxb. 

134. Picrorhiza kurooa Royles ex Benth. 

135. Piper longum Linn. 

136. Plantagomujor Linn. 

137. Plumbago zeylancia Linn. 

138. Podophyllum sikkimense Chatterjee & Mukherjee. 

139. Polygala arillata D. Don. 

140. Polygomum motle D. Don. 

141. Potentilla fulgens Wall. 

142. Potentilla fruticosa Linn. 

143. Pratia nummulariode (Lamk). 

144. Premmu herbacea Roxb. 

145. Rauwalfia serpentina (Linn.) Benth. 

146. Reinwardita indica Dum. 

147. Rheum aconitum (Hook f. & Thomson). 

148. Rheum australe D. Don. 

149. Rheum nobil Hook & thoms. 

150. Rhododendron cinnabarium Hook f. 

151. Rhododendron barbatum Smith. 

152. Rhododendron anthopogon D. Don. 
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153. Rhododendron lepidotum G. Don. 

154. Rhododendron setosum D. Don. 

155. Rhododendron companulatum D. Don. 

156. Rhododendron arboretum Smith. 

157. Rhus chinensis Miller.  

158. Rhus succedanea Linn. 

159. Ricinus communis Linn. 

160. Rubia cordifolia Roxb. Ex. Fleming. 

161. Rubus ellipticus Smith. 

162. Rumex acetosella Linn. 

163. Rumex nepalensis Sprengel. 

164. Sanchus arvensis Auct. Non. L. 

165. Saussurea ovallata. 

166. Saussurea gossypiphora D. Don. 

167. Schima wallichi (DC) Korth. 

168. Scindapsus officinalis Schott. 

169. Semecarpus anacardium Linn. 

170. Skimnia lureola (DC) Walper. 

171. Smithia sensitice Alt. 

172. Solanum anguivi Lam. 

173. Solanum myriacanthum Dunal. 

174. Solanum nigrum Linn. 

175. Solanum surattense Burm. F. 

176. Stephania glabra (Roxb.) Miers. 

177. Stephania japonica (Thumb.) Miers. 

178. Swertia chirata Buch-Ham. 

179. Symplocos racemosa Roxb. 

180. Taraxacum sikkimensis. 

181. Taxus baccata Linn. 

182. Terminalia bellerica (Gaertn.) Roxb. 

183. Terminalia chebula Retz. 

184. Tetradium fraxinifolium (Hook) Harely. 

185. Thalictrum foliosum DC. 

186. Thysanolaena maxima (Roxb.) 
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187. Toddalia asiatica (L) Lam. 

188. Trichosanthes tricuspidata  Wight. 

189. Urtica parviflora Roxb. 

190. Verbascum Thapsus Linn. 

191. Vincetoxicum album (Mill) Aschers. 

192. Viola glaucescens Oudemans. 

193. Viscum nepalense Spreng. 

194. Vitex negunda Linn. 

195. Woodfordia fruticosa (Lythraceae). 

196. Wrightia arborea (Dennst.) Mabberley. 

197. Zanthoxylum alatum Roxb. 

198. Aanthoxylum oxyphyllum Edgeworth. 

199. Zingiber officinale Rose. 

200. Zizyphus mauritiana Lemarck. 

Table – 4 

Quantity (Kg.) of Medicinal Herbs harvested (1990-91) at different collection sites in 

Sikkim 

Collection site Aconitum 

heterophyllum 

Nadostachis 

jatamansi 

Swertia 

chirayita 

Pierorhiza 

ckurooa 

Gangtok   720  

Gnathang  1400  520 

Gyalzing 1120  640  

Lachen 7880 26160 80 4840 

Lachung  200  800 

Parkha   320  

Ravangla   320  

Rongli   1360  

Thangu 1740 3240  40 

Table – 5 

Some interesting medicinal plants which can be grown as cash crop in Sikkim Himalaya 

Sl. Name of the species Vernacular name Use 
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No. with family 

1. Aconitum ferox 

(Ranunculaceae) 

Bikh, Bikima (Nep.) Roots used in rheumatism 

2. Acorus calamus 

(Araceae) 

Bhojo (Nep.) Fresh rhizome is applied on the 

forehead during fever, also used in 

skin disease. 

3. Artemisia nilagirica 

(Asteraceae) 

Titay patee (Nep.) Extract used on cuts and bruises to 

stop bleeding, mostly used in nose 

bleeding. 

4. Astibe rivularis 

(Saxifragaceae) 

Bodu Okhati (Nep.) Flowers are edible, roots are used to 

cure dysentery and diarrhea. 

5. Bergenia ciliate 

(Saxifragaceae) 

Pakhanbed (Nep.) Chewed during diarrhea and 

vomiting. 

6. Centella asiatica 

(Apiaceae) 

Golpatta, 

Ghoraatapray (Nep.) 

Decoction of aerial parts taken 

orally to cure blood pressure. 

7. Clematis buchanania 

(Ranunculaeeae) 

Pinasay Lahara 

(Nep.) 

Mashed roots are used to cure nasal 

congestion. 

8. Dichora febriguga 

(Hydrangeaaceae) 

Basak (Nep.) Decoction of leaves taken orally to 

cure fever. 

9. Drymaria diandra 

(CAryophyllaceae) 

Abijal (Nep.) Juice considered as laxative and 

antifebnrile. 

10. Eupatorium 

cannabium 

(Asteraceae) 

Banmara, Kalijhar 

(Nep.) 

Leaves extract used on cuts and 

bruises to stop bleeding and 

infection. 

11. Ficus semicordatas 

(Moraceae) 

Rai Khaniu, Khasray 

Khaniu (Nep.) 

Latex from bark is applied on boils. 

12. Fraxinus floribunda 

(Loeaceae) 

Lnakoore (Nep.) Bark applied on gout after boiling. 

Book exudates used as laxative. 

13. Heracleum wallichii 

(Apiaceae) 

Chimping (Nep.) Fruits made into paste and used in 

cough. Root is said to be tonic. 

14. Litsaea cubeba 

(Lauraceae) 

Siltimmur, Timur 

(Nep.) 

Fruits used dried or fresh in stomach 

disorders. 

15. Nardostachys Jatamansi Underground portion is used to cure 
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grandiflora 

(Valerianaceae) 

hair loss, epilepsy, and palpitation. 

16. Oroxylum indicum 

(Bignoniacae) 

Totola (Nep.) Seeds are considered pious and used 

in religious ceremonies by Bhutias. 

Dry seeds used in throat infections. 

17. Panax pseudo-

ginseng (Araliaceae) 

 Roots are considered aphrodisiac. 

18. Paederia foetida 

(Rubiaceae0 

Biri (Nep.) Extract of fruits is used during 

toothache. 

19. Phytolacca acinosa 

(Phytolaccaceae) 

Jaringo (Nep.) Fresh leaves used orally during body 

ache. 

20. Picrothiza 

scrophularilolia 

(Scrophulariaceae) 

Pennell Kutki (Nep.) Dried roots used to cure fever, also 

used as cathartic, purgative and 

dyspepsia. 

21. Podophyllum 

hexandrum 

(Podophyllaceae) 

Papri (Nep.) Roots decoction is used as purgative. 

22. Przewalskia 

tangutica 

(Solanaceae) 

 Dried roots use to cure swelling and 

spasms. 

23. Pteris biaurita 

(Pteridaceae) 

Thaday Unin (Nep.) Extract of stems applied on cuts and 

wounds to stop bleeding and 

infection. 

24. Rheum modi 

(Polygonaceae) 

Padamchal (Nep.) Roots are used as a purgative and 

astringent. 

25. Rhus semialata 

(Anacardiaceae) 

Bhankimlo (Nep.) Extract of dried fruits used in 

diarrhea and dysentery 

26. Rumex nepalensis 

(Polygonaceae) 

Halhaley (Nep.) Extract of roots used in liver 

complaints. Also used to cure loss of 

hair. 

27. Swertia chirayita 

(Gentianaceae) 

Karst, Chirowto 

(Nep.) 

Decoction of leaves and stems used 

orally in fever. 

28. Thysanolaena Amliso (Nep.) Root paste applied to check boils. 
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maxima (Poaceae) 

29. Urtica dioica 

(Urticaceae) 

Sisnu (Nep.) Roots paste applied on minor bone 

fractures and dislocations. 

30. Viseum articulatum 

(Loranthaceae) 

 Paste of the entire plant is applied on 

minor bone fractures. 
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Table – 6 

Government department and non-governmental organization involved on medicinal plants 

conservation in Darjeeling – Sikkim 

 List of Non-governmental Organization: 

1. WWF – India, Darjeeling, West Bengal 

2. WWF – India, Sikkim. 

3. VHAS, Sikkim. 

4. ITTM, K 

5. Kalimpong. 

6. Tibetan Medicine and Astrological Institute, Darjeeling 

7. Panchvati Green Tech. laboratory, Darjeeling 

8. Vaidya Chewang pakhrin’s Chikitsalya, 

9. St. Alphoneses Social and Agriculture Centre (SASAC), Kurseong. 

Table 6 contd……. 

List of Government Departments / Organizations 

1. Dept. of Forest, Environment and Wild Life, Govt. of India. 

2. Dept. of Forest, Govt. of West Bengal. 

3. Dept. of Forest, Darjeeling Gorkha Hill Council 

4. Dept. of Horticulture, Govt. of Sikkim. 

5. Citrus Dieback Research Station (DGHC), Kalimpong. 

6. G.B. Pant Institute of Himalayan Env. & Dev., Gangtok. 

7. Director o Cinchona and other Medicinal Plants, Govt. of West Bengal. 

8. State Medicinal Plants Board, Sikkim. 

9. North Bengal University, kalimpong College. 

10. State Council of Science and Technology for Sikkim, Govt. of Sikkim. 

Table – 7 : 31 Medicinal Plants selected on priorities for their conservation by National 

Medicinal Plant Board 
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Amla Emblica officinalis Gaertn 

Ashok Saraca asoca (Roxb.) de. Wilde 

Ashwangandha Withania sominifera (Linn.) Dunal 

Atees Aconitum heterophyllum Wall 

Bael Aegle marmelos L. Corr. 

Bhumi amlaki Phyllanthus amarus Schum and Thonn. (P. niruti Linn.) 

Brahmi Bacopa monnier (L) Pennell. 

Chandan Santalum album Linn 

Chirata Swertia chirata Buch-Ham 

Giloe Tinopora cordifolia Miers 

Gudmar Gymnema sylvertre R. Br. 

Guggal Commiphora wightii (Arn) Bhandari 

India Berberry Berberis aristata DC 

Isabgol Plantago ovate Forsk 

Jatamansi Nardostachys jatamansi DC 

Kalmegh Andrographis paniculata L 

Kalhari Gloriosa superba Linn 

Kokum Garcinia indica Linn 

Kuth Saussurea costus C.B. Clork (S. lappa) 

Kutki Picrorhiza kukrrou Autt. Non. Royle. 

Liquorice (Mulethi) Glycyrrhiza glabra Linn 

Long peppar (Pipali) Piper longum Linn 

Makoy Solamum nigrum Linn 

Musali Chlorophytum arundinaceum, Baker (C. borivillianum) 

Phasan Bheda (Coleus) Coleus barbatus Benth 

Sarpgandha Rauvolfia serpentina Benth, Exkurz 

Senna (Sanai) Cassia angustifolia Vahl. 

Shatavati Asparagus racemosus Wild 

Tulsi Ocimum sanctum Linn 

Vai Vidang Embelia ribes Burn.f. 

Vatsnabh Aconitum ferox Wall (A. Chasmanthum) 
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Biodiversity: Immense Source of Wealth and the Impact of its Loss on the Environment 

 Biodiversity serves as the key to the economic growth and development of the human 

Society. It provides essential goods and services and has both PRODUCTIVE and 

CONSUMPTIVE values. It has also indirect values related primarily to the functions of 

ECOSYSTEMS. These indirect values outweigh all other values of biodiversity as they are 

related to the sustainability of our planet. Biodiversity remained only as an exploitable item 

for extraction of wealth from natural resources till the late seventies of the twentieth century. 

 The commercial exploitation of biodiversity without proper replenishment programs 

results chronic loss of these natural resources. It has been observed that the earth’s biota had 

been at a steady state for the past 600 million years. The average extinction rate is roughly 

one in every one-ninth years. But the actual extinction rate surpassed 1000-10000 times of 

this rate causing tremendous loss in known and unknown bio-resources and the ecosystems, 

leading to the non-sustainability of the life on earth. 

 The United Nations General Assembly became concerned with the ceaseless loss of 

biodiversity and the ecosystems and constituted a World Commission on Environment and 

Development in 1983. This Commission made a special issue on the “Species and 

Ecosystems: Resources for Development”. In their Report submitted in 1987, “Understanding 

Conservation and Sustainable Use” of plant resources was much emphasized for stable 

growth and development of the human society. The UNO perceived the signals and hold a 

special convention on “Biological Diversity” in 1992 and persuaded all the participating 

countries to give due priorities to this challenging issue. Accordingly many countries geared 

up their appropriate administration to formulate relevant laws, rules and regulations to protect 

their biological diversity. Concerned departments have also been directed to assess the 

diversities, to conserve them and to develop appropriate methodologies for their sustainable 

use. Most of the international agencies initiated conservation programs throughout the world. 

To reassure the continuation of the thrust on the conservation of biodiversity, 2000 AD was 

declared as the BIODIVERSITY YEAR focusing conservation and sustainable use of the 

existing biodiversity.  But with rapid growth of biotechnological methods, the connotation of 

any plant or animal species has changed. Each plant or animal species contains hundreds or 

thousands of genes related to all of its characters. These genes can be cloned and sequenced 

providing infinite opportunities for recombination of nucleotide sequences and codons to 

produce new products. As the biodiversity belongs to different nations, sharing of property 
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rights for the products developed from the existing genetic biodiversity of one country by 

another country has become a burning issue particularly in the developing countries, or in 

other words the countries having the richest bio-diversities. To guard the property right, each 

country is promulgating the “Biodiversity Act”, although the USA considers genes as the 

global property. Due to the rapid development of Biotechnology, it is now apprehended that 

such Act may not be able to regulate the international movement of genes. Moreover a new 

form of pollution called “gene pollution” may severely affect the environment and 

ecosystems in near future. 

 Biodiversity means the diversity among the biological systems. According to the 

Article 2 (Use of Terms) of the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity signed by 

157 countries in June 1992, “Biological Diversity” means the variability among living 

organisms from all sources including, inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic 

ecosystems and the ecological complexes of which they are part; this include diversity within 

species, between species and of ecosystems. There is inherent contradiction between the 

biodiversity and development. Civilization started with felling of trees and killing of animals. 

Human beings need land for housing to live, agriculture, animals for food and plants as raw 

materials for industries and medicines. Deforestation process started to fulfill these initial 

needs for living from the very dawn of the civilization. Rate of deforestation rises with the 

rise of population. 

` With the progress of science and technology, the promise of species and their genetic 

materials in ecosystems of different climatic and geo-morphological regions was realized as 

key components for development with powerful economic rationale, particularly in the fields 

of agriculture and medicines. Developed countries took up the key and started exploitation or 

use of these resources available in the developing countries. Desirable genetic materials or 

germplasms were collected and high yielding crops and livestock were developed. Plantations 

were raised in developing countries using the lands made available by deforestation. These 

high yielding crops were also introduced in developing countries that gradually replace the 

local varieties and caused genetic erosions. Gathering ethnic/tribal or local knowledge on the 

efficacy of plants in developing countries, developed countries started to procure those plants 

in a large scale to manufacture prescription drugs or to use them as non-prescription drugs. 

These plants used to be collected as wild harvests from tropical, sub-tropical and temperate 

forests. In humid tropical and sub-tropical forests of the developing countries, there are also 

several non-timber plants having wide use in industries. Developed countries also procure 
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these products collected through wild harvests. Harvests of these plants gradually surpass the 

natural regenerative capacities of them and they gradually become extinct or their 

occurrences becomes endangered. Extensive deforestation, intensive chemical farming, 

extensive filling of wetlands, extensive harvests of marine biota, extensive poaching of forest 

animals, etc. led to the alterations of regional ecosystems affecting the environment and the 

wealth of biodiversity. Emphasis is now given to conserve the biodiversity, conserve the 

germplasms, or in other words sources of genes to achieve wealth through genetic 

engineering, instead of introducing the genes to other plants through pollination. Thus, the 

sustainability is to be viewed through a holistic approach including the conservation of 

regional ecosystems, at least at the life supporting threshold level, drastic reduction of 

population growth, careful application of genetic engineering and above all equity in wealth 

between developed and developing countries because of the commonness of the global and 

because of the common future. 

Wealth of Biodiversity and Gene Erosion 

 The wealth of biodiversity can be easily visualized through the phenomenal growth 

of agriculture and medicine. Fisheries largely based on wild species contribute around 1000 

million tons of food worldwide. Timber, ornamentals, oils, gums, resins, dyes and many 

fibers also come from the wild. 

Agriculture: Wealth and Loss of Biodiversity and IDR Issues.  

 The US Department of Agriculture estimates that the contributions of plant genetic 

materials lead to the increase in productivity that averaged around 1% annually with a farm-

gate value of well over US$1.0 billion. It has also been estimated that 98% of the US crop 

production is based on species originating outside its border. According to UN Development 

Programs (UNDP) developing countries would be owed as much as US $5.4 billion if they 

were compensated only 2% in royalties from the global seed industry sale of US$ 15 billions. 

Some of the examples of the flow of genes from South to North are Ethiopian barley that is 

worth US $ 150 million in the US each year. The fungus (leaf blight) resistant genetic 

material of maize in USA originated from Mexico. This genetic benefit totaled several 

thousand million US dollars. Canadian wheat has the genes from 14 different countries. 

Wheat growers of the JUSA gain as much as US $500 million per year from seeds developed 

by using the third world wheat genes. American cucumber has genes from Korea, Burma and 

India, lettuce has genes from Israel, Italy and Turkey, disease-resistant genes of the American 
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hybrid tomatoes have been collected from Latin America, hybrid sorghums have genes from 

Sudan and Ethiopia; Canadian Marquis wheat is a cross between ‘Hard red Calcutta’ and 

genes from Poland. The international search for genes of crops/wild races and their use to 

produce high yielding varieties (HYV) or hybrids made it possible to establish genetic 

globalization by multinational seed companies and sale the improved seeds even in the 

countries of origin of the constituent genes. These improved varieties gradually replace the 

traditional ones causing gene erosions or loss of crop biodiversity. There were more than 

20,000 varieties/cultivars/wild races of wheat in the world that gradually became limited to 

only a few HYV and heading for to be limited to one or two transgenic varieties. There were 

more than 30,000 varieties/cultivars of rice in India that came down to thirties at the end of 

twentieth century and expecting to come down to a few transgenic varieties in near future. 

Similarly two-third of the vegetable varieties have been eroded by the same period. All the 

HYV/high breed crops are patented. According to RAFI, 88 out of the first 200 patents were 

issued for “Bio-pirated” plants where “New” varieties awarded patents have actually been 

traditional or naturally occurring varieties that were simply taken from developing countries. 

 Biodiversity of crops, their wild relatives and animals occur in the developing 

countries. Utilizing these genetic materials, developed countries produced high yielding 

plants and animals. These varieties are later introduced to increase production that lead to 

chronic gene erosions in gene-rich countries. An interesting case of gene erosion due to 

promotional activities has been observed in Rajasthan. This state had cattle species that could 

walk through Thar deserts. Due to the adoption of intensive cattle development program 

through cross breeding with new Jersey, the Thar-walkers have been eliminated or in other 

words precious genes have been eroded. 

Medicinal Plant Wealth, Ethnic Knowledge and International Marketing  

 The history of medicine started with the ethnic knowledge. The Inca knowledge on 

the use of Peruvian bark (bark of Cinchona) to treat malaria led to the production of the first 

plant-based medicine quinine and its derivatives. Ancient Indian knowledge on the use of the 

roots Rauolfia to treat mental illness led to the discovery of reserpine in 1952, the first plant-

based tranquilizer of the world. Now there are more than 120 pure chemical substances as 

drugs out of which more than 90 chemicals are being extracted from people’s knowledge-

based plants. 90% of the raw materials required for their production are produced in Asia, 

Africa and South America. 
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 It was estimated that Namibia annually exports 200 tons of Harpagophyllum 

procumbens and H. zeyberi tubers. Ghana exports Griffonia simplicifolia seeds to the extent 

of 70-80 tons per year. Cameroon exports 905 tons of Voacanga Africana seeds, 11,537 tons 

of Prunus Africana barks, 286 tons of Pausinvstalia johimbe bark. Nepal exports 85.2 tons of 

plants and India exports 22 plant species. According to the UNCTAD/GATT International 

Trade Center, the total value of imports of medicinal plants for OECD countries, Japan and 

USA increased from US $ 335 million in 1976 to US $ 551 million in 1980. Hong Kong is 

considered as the largest herbal market in the world importing in excess of US $ 190 million 

per year. In China the annual demand of medicinal plants is about 700,000 tons. The value of 

traditional medicine in this country is US $ 571 million and the countrywide sale of crude 

plant drug is US $ 1.4 billion. The herbal product market in Germany in 1989 was US $ 1.7 

billion. Half of all prescriptions dispensed in the USA have their origins in wild organisms. 

The commercial values of these amount to some US $ 14 billion per year. The total economic 

value to the USA from plant derived pharmaceuticals is nearly US $ 68 billion per year. 

 In Chinese traditional medicine more than 5100 species are used. People in northern 

Amazon tap more than 2000 species. In India 7000 medicinal plants are being used in local 

health traditions. Nearly 2500 plant species in the erstwhile Soviet Union have been used for 

medicinal purpose and the demand for drug plant materials has been tripled in the last decade. 

More than 3000 antibiotics including penicillin and tetracycline are derived from different 

micro-organism. Cyclosporin, developed from a soil fungus (Cyclospora) revolutionized the 

heart and kidney transplant surgery by suppressing the immune reaction. Aspirin and many 

other drugs that are now synthesized were first discovered in the wild plants. 

 It is thus apparent that a large number of medicinal plants are in use for the 

development of drugs and traditional medicines throughout the world. Huge quantities of 

these plants are annually collected as wild harvests in the developing countries affecting the 

biodiversity and biosphere balance therein. Many of them have become extinct and a large 

number of them are at endangered state due to over-exploitation. 

 Exploitation of natural resources particularly plant biodiversity has rendered the world 

environment in a vulnerable condition. For a sustainable existence of mankind at least 20% of 

the original primary forests are to be protected and each country should maintain forest cover 

to the extent of 30% of the total geographical area. Wild harvests of the biodiversity of the 

developing countries by the developed countries to build up their wealth should be totally 

stopped to preserve the regional ecosystems. Establishment of “Biosphere Reserves”, 
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“Parks”, “Gardens”, “Sanctuaries” and “Conservation Centers” may not be sufficient to 

maintain the ecosystems. In the flow of wealth from south to north, equity is to be established 

to remove poverty. It is not known how many organisms are there on earth. Estimates of the 

number of exact species range from 1-2 million to 30-50 million. Some 1.75 million so far 

have been officially classified. In the estimates made, the members of the largest community 

the Micro-organisms, marine and other aquatic biota have been underscored. Bio-informatics 

is to come forward to document them and evaluate the unknown genetic wealth. 

Biotechnology is now having a great role to ensure food, health and other supplies in an eco-

friendly environment avoiding genetic erosion and gene pollution. 

Biosphere Reserves of Northeast India 

North East India is considered as one of the 24 Biodiversity “Hot Spots” of the planet. More 

than 15% of the endemic plants of India are found within the North East. The area is also the 

abode of a number of endangered animals and plants. So far four Biosphere Reserves have 

been established in this region to represent the Bengalian Rain Forests, Burma Monsoon 

Forests and Himalayan Highlands. They are: 

Manas Biosphere Reserve, Assam 

Nokrek Biosphere Reserve, Meghalay 

Dibru-Saikhowa Biosphere Reserve, Assam 

Dehang-Debang Biosphere Reserve, Arunachal Pradesh 

Conservation of Biological diversity together with the protection of “Life supporting” system 

is the major purpose for establishing Biosphere Reserves (BR). Biosphere Reserves also 

provide necessary parameters for comparing the man made eco-system with natural eco-

system. 

Initially the Realm/Biome/Biogeographical Province classification of M.R.D. Udvardy 

(1975) demarcated 12 major Indian Biogeographical Province (Ref. Annex – I) and there had 

to be at least 12 representative BRs. However, considering certain transitional zones so far 13 

numbers of Biosphere Reserves have been declared in India as below: 

Table – I: Biosphere Reserves of India 

Sl. 

No. 

Name Area (km2) Date of 

Notification 

State 

1. Nilgiri 5520 01.08.1986 Tamil Nadu, Kerala, 
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Karnatak 

2. Nandadevi 5860 18.01.1988 Uttaranchal 

3 Nokrek 820 01.09.1988 Meghalaya 

4. Manas 2837 01.09.1988 Assam 

5. Sundarbans 9630 29.03.1989 West Bengal 

6. Gulf of Mamar 10500 18.02.1989 Tamil Nadu 

7. Great Nicobar 885 06.01.1989 Andaman & Nicobar 

Island 

8. Simlipal 4374 21.06.1994 Orissa 

9. Dibru-Saikhowa 765 28.07.1997 Assam 

10. Dehang-Debang 5112 02.09.1998 Arunachal Pradesh 

11. Panchmari 4926 03.03.1999 Madhya Pradesh 

12. Kuncheorjunga 2619 07.02.2000 Sikkim 

13. Agasthyemala 1701 21.11.2001 Kerala 

The highest bio-diversity of both at species as well as eco-levels are noticed in two distinct 

patches of India. 

a) the Western Ghats 

b) the North East India 

 Both the zones are also effective from endemism point of view. 33% of country’s 

recorded flora are endemic and is found mostly in above two regions. 

 Indian area after completion of 70% survey of land for Bio-diversity yielded 46,000 

plants and 81000 animals (2300 vertebrates). In North East India alone there are 13500 

species of plant (out of which about 7000 are endemic) and 2185 members of vertebrates (out 

of which 528 are endemic) 

 Thus endemism % stands as below. 

Table – II: Percentage of Endemism 

Item No. in India No. of endemic one 

in North-East 

Endemism % 

Plant Species 46000 7000 15% 

Vertebrates 2300 528 23% 
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 The high endemism % of vertebrates is notable in NE India. Many of the species of 

plant and animal in NE are globally threatened or endangered Mammals like Hoolock 

Gibbon, Golden Langur, Slow Loris, Malayan Sun Bear, Chinese Pangolin, Reptiles like 

Reticulated Python, Amphibians like Himalayan newt, Birds like White Winged Woodduck, 

Bengal Florican are some illustrative examples. NE has the mixture of Bengalian Rain 

Forest, Burma Monson Forests and Himalayan Highlands from large tract of Evergreen 

forests with species of Dipterocarpus, Mesua ferrea etc, the Savana Woodlands of Kaziranga 

are interesting variations. 

 Rainfall being high, soil being active habitat for 10 species of earthworms, the variety 

abounds. Mammals represent 40% of country’s endangered list. 76 species of fish and 110 

species of amphibians (out of 350 species of the sub-continent) have been recorded from NE 

India. 

 Occurrence of rare turtle Cyclemys mouhati and mammals like rare Small clawed otter 

(Aonyx cineria). Pigmy Hog (Sus salvinus), Hispid Hare (Capprolagus hispida), Golden 

Langur (Presbites geii), One Horned Asiatic Rhimo (Rhinoceros unicornis), Soft ground 

Barasinga (Cervus duvecelli duvecelli) are further examples of endangered species along with 

Tiger, Elephant and Gaur, Detailed list is enclosed in Annex – II. 

Discussions on Biosphere Reserves of NE India 

 So far four Biosphere Reserves have been declared and proposal for Namdhapa BR is 

complete. 

Table – III 

Sl. 

No. 

Name Area 

(km2) 

Date of 

Declaration 

State 

1. Manas Biosphere Reserve 2837 14.03.1989 Assam 

2. Nokrek Biosphere Reserve 820 01.09.1988 Meghalaya 

3. Dibru-Saikhowa Biosphere Reserve 765 28.07.1997 Assam 

4. Dehang-Debang Biosphere Reserve 5112 02.09.1998 Arunachal Pradesh 

Manas BR: 

Manas BR is famed for its dynamic habitat of both mesophytes as well as grasslands 

forming exclusive habitat of Pigmy Hog in association with Wild Buffalo (Bos 

bubalis), One Horned Rhino, Hispid Hare. 
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Nokrek BR: 

Nokrek BR is again an area of varieties of Citrus and Bamboo species. The important 

wild Citrus species found here are: Citrus latips, C.macroptera, C.ichangensis, 

C.assamensis. 

Dibru-Saikhowa BR: 

Dibru-Saikhowa BR again represents an evergreen patch with Agar trees and 

Nutmegs (Knema). Dibru-Saikhowa National Park is a biosphere reserve located on 

the alluvial flood plains of Brahmaputra in Upper Assam abutting on Arunachal – the 

land of the rising sun in the Eastern Himalayas. It is at the junction of the revered 

Lohit and the great Brahmaputra originating from the sacred Manas-sarowar in 

Western Tibet in the shadow of Mount Kailash. Dibru-Saikhowa national Park is 

unique park fashioned by nature by earth quakes and ever changing water courses 

over time into numerous island pockets and water bodies providing a very unusual 

habitat for varied wildlife. Aqua-fauna and avifauna. The Park stretches over 350 

square km on the Southern bank of the Brahmaputra. Its Vegetation comprises of 

mainly semi-wet-evergreen forest, tropical moist deciduous forest, bamboo and came 

brakes. A great variety of orchids blossom in the park. The Parks is an ideal habitat 

for many animals and birds. It is home feral horses and the rare Ganges River Dolphin 

besides the Royal Bengal Tiger, Leopard, Leopard Cat, Clouded Leopard, Indian 

Elephant, Hoolock Gibbon, Asiatic Wild Buffalo and a variety of deer besides other 

wildlife. There are number of local and migratory birds in its numerous water bodies. 

This includes the White Winged Wood Duck, Bengal Florican, Great Indian Hornbill, 

Indian pied Hornbill, Spotted Billed Pelican, Greater Adjutant Stock, Lesser Adjutatn 

Stork, Pallas’s Fishing Eagle, Greater Spotted Eagle, Swamp Francolin and Blyth’s 

Kingfisher. 

Dehang-Debang: 

Dehang-Debang BR of Arunachal Pradesh is a home for 9 members of Cat family, 

Malayan Sun Bear, Hollock Gibbon and Slow Loris. It is also home of White-winged 

Wood duck. Habitat is the mixture of three Udverdy (1975) Biomes viz. Bengalian 

Rain Forests, Burma Monsoon Forest and Himalayan Highlands. The variation of the 

underlying lithology of the area is interesting. All the four tertiary groups of the NE is 

present in this single BR. They are as below: 
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Series Age Rock types 

Dihing series Upper Miocene Soft sandstone and shale 

Tipam series Miocene Oil bearing sandstone interspersed with shale 

Girujan series Oligocene Coal bearing shale and sandstone 

Debang series Eocene Splintery shale and pebbly sandstone 

Owing to the presence of varieties of rock formations the Forest types are also 

veritable as below: 

1) Northern tropical Wet Evergreen Forests (IB /CI type of Champion and Seth’s 

Classification). The plants are Dipterocarpus spp. Shorea assamica, Mesua 

ferrae. 

2) Northern Tropical Moist Deciduous Forests. 

[1 S 2(b) – type of Champion and Seth]. The plants are Terminalia myriocarpa, 

Duabanga grandiflora. 

3) A mixed forest type comprising of Dillenia indica, Bischofia javanica, Kydia 

calicyna, and grasses like Imperata arundinacea, Phragmites karka. 

 

 

Annex – II 

List of endangered animals and plants found in NE 

 Mammals 

01 Bharal 18 Golden Langur 

02 Binturang 19 Slow Loris 

03 Spotted Linsang 20 Red Panda 

04 Himalayan Thar 21 Malyan Sun Bear 

05 Takin 22 One Horned Rhino 

06 Clouded Leopard 23 Pigmy Hog 

07 Snow Leopard 24 Hispid hare 

08 Fishing Cat 25 Mouse deer 

09 Marbled Cat 26 Musk deer 

10 Golden Cat 27 Chinese Pangolin 
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11 Tiger  28 Indian Pangolin 

12 Leopard Cat 29 serow 

13 Leopard 30 Sloth Bear 

14 Flying Squirrel 31 Himalayan Black Bear 

15 Hog badger 32 Indian elephant 

16 Hoolock Gibbon 33 Wild Buffalo 

17 Capped Langur 34 Indian Grey Wolf 

  35 Gangetic Dolphin 

36 Small  37 Binturong  

 Clawed 

otter 

38 Barasinga Deer (Soft 

Ground) 

Birds 

01 Assam Bamboo Patridge 10 Rufous Necked Hornbill 

02 Bazas 11 Tragopan Pheasant 

03 Brown Hornbill 12 White – Winged Wood 

Duck 

04 Grater Pied Hornbill 13 Wreth Billed Hornbill 

05 Hawks 14 Eastern Hobby 

06 Indian Pied Hornbill 15 Greater Adjutant Stork 

07 Large Falcons 16 Lesser Adjutant Stork 

08 Monal Pheasant 17 Bengal Florican 

09 Peacock Pheasant 18 Lesser Florican 

  19 Goliath Heron 

 Amphibians and Reptiles 

01 Himalayan newt 

02 Indian Rock Python 

03 Reticulated Python  

04 Water Monitor 

05 Bengal monitor 

06 Gharial 

07 Cyclemys mouhati 

08 Kachuga tecta 
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09 Kachuga kachuga 

  

Plants 

01 Blue Venda (Venda cerulean) 

02 Pitcher Plant (Nepanthes Khasiana) 

03 Ladies slipper orchids (Paphilopodium spp.) 

Annex – III  

Biosphere Reserves of North Eastern India 

Sl. 

No. 

Name Area (km2) Date of 

declaration 

State 

1. Manas Biosphere Reserve 2837 14.03.1989 assam 

2. Nokrek Biosphere Reserve 820 01.09.1988 Meghalaya 

3. Dibru-Saikhowa Biosphere 

Reserve 

765 28.07.1997 Assam 

4. Dehang-Debang Biosphere 

Reserve 

5112 02.09.1998 Arunachal 

Pradesh 

Endangered Animal of Biosphere Reserves of NE India 

Animal Manas BR 

Total / 

Endangered 

Kaziranga 

BR Total / 

Endangered 

Nokrek BR Total / 

Endagered 

Dehang-Debang BR 

Total / Endangered 

Mammal 60 / 21 39 / 16 31 / 16 96 / 29 

Reptile 42 / 3 14 / 4 NA 41 / 2 

Amphibian 7 / 1 5 / 1 NA 72 / 7 

Bird 312 / 10 268 / 8 NA 233 / 13 

Fish 54 / 12 87 / 5 NA 76 / 12 

. Traditional ecological practices for  environmental conservation among tribes of North 

East India and  How  the local environmental knowledge develops: cases from north 

East India 

 

Traditional Bamboo Craft of Tripura and its Conservation 
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Bamboo handicrafts of Tripura are considered to be among the best in India for exquisite 

designs, wide range of products and artistic appeal.  Traditional method of utilization of 

bamboo is the livelihood of the tribal and other socially and economically backward classes. 

The present study deals with the traditional knowledge of bamboo utilization and their 

conservation. The study is based on literature survey and personal interview method at 

random with traditional bamboo artisans of Belonia subdivision and Agartala. Findings of the 

study reveal that in Tripura the skill of working with bamboo is extremely widespread. 

Almost all artisans although excellent, belong to below poverty line. The pricing policy 

adopted does not encourage the cultivation of bamboo and making handicrafts. The craft 

sector is not the only user of bamboo; a major part is consumed by the pulp and paper 

industry. As a result, the natural vegetation of bamboo is under the threat of depletion. The 

ethnic people are also not accustomed to the large scale plantation of bamboos as they are 

mainly ‘jhum’ cultivators. There is a lack of precise data on the structural and mechanical 

properties of various bamboo species. There is also a lack of systematic botanical information 

on the growth and propagation of species suitable for handicraft. 

Some suggestive measures are forwarded to adopt policy measures for the conservation of 

bamboo vegetation and ecofriendly bamboo craft. The costing conflict between competing 

sectors in the use of bamboo such as paper production, craft production and rural 

consumption needs to be resolved with the policy maker to ensure the availability of bamboo 

as a renewable resource. Scientific management of the clump through selectively felling of 

mature culms each year is desirable for higher productivity of bamboo. Research and 

development is needed for product line, quality control and preservation. 

Traditional Practices Adopted by the Small Growers of Assam for Tea Pest 

Management 

Use of traditional agricultural practices for management of pests in agricultural crops 

is an age-old tradition. The small tea growers of Assam who have recently started tea 

cultivation are seen to adopt some traditional practices in management of some major tea 

pests. A survey was conducted during 2001 to 2005 in three districts of Assam where tea is 

being cultivated in small scale. Altogether 300 tea growers were interviewed for collection 

information on the use of traditional pest management practices. It was reported that two 

major tea pests viz. red spider mite (Oligonychus coffeae) can be controlled and tea mosquito 

bug (Helopeltis theivora) by adopting some traditional practices. The ingredients used in 
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these practices were basically of plant or animal origin. Tea being a commodity of 

international trade, standardization of these practices and need for investigation on the effects 

of tea quality is discussed.  

 

 

METHODS OF CULTIVATION, OLD AND NEW-SHIFTING CULTIV ATION. 

We come across the method of shifting cultivation or slash and burn cultivation in 

various parts of India. In Assam, this method is in practice among the hill tribes. The method 

as practised in the Garo Hills is very simple. A plot, covered with jungle is cleared in the dry 

months. Just before the monsoon starts. It is allowed to dry for a month or two. Just before 

the time when the rains are expected, the plot is fired, and on the ash-covered burnt soil seeds 

of various cereals and plants are shown, dibbled or planted. After this the plants are 

constantly kept free from unwanted weeds. Crops become ready for harvest one after another. 

Occasionally such a plot is utilized for a variety of crops for a second year, but after the 

second year the plot has to be abandoned for a certain number of years, until it grows 

sufficient vegetation to be cut down and burnt. In Assam this method is commonly known as 

jhumming. In the Garo Hills, shifting plots are commonly known as a’ba, and the method, 

when specifically mentioned is known as a ‘rongga gamani’ (literally, hill-cultivation). 

 There is no historical evidence about the origin of this method of cultivation among 

the Garo. It can, however, be presumed that Garos are practising this method of cultivation 

since these hills were inhabited by them. In Garo folklore it is mentioned that in the olden 

days, human beings cleared shifting plots, but did not produce cereals. They used to plant 

yams and other such roots. The god of wind, in collaboration with the god of hail and storm 

shook off the grains from the celestial tree. The seeds of different grains are then picked up 

and sown by the ancestress of the bird known as do’amik. From her the supreme god of the 

celestial region obtained the seeds of rice and planted those in in his own fields. Taking pity 

on the human beings, who in those days were living on grainless  diet, he gave man the seeds 

with the instruction that before every harvest a portion of the first fruits are to be kept aside 

for him. In another folk-tale it is stated that the first name to carry on shifting cultivation in 

the Garo Hills was named Bone-Nirepa-Jane-Nitepa. Nature was so bountiful to him that he 

harvested six big baskets of paddy and six similar baskets of millet from around a rock named 
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Misi-Kokdok. He was the man\ to name different months of the year, each of which is 

associated with a stage of shifting cultivation. He named the months as follows: 

1. Galmakja:  The month of burning of shifting plots. 

2. Mebakja: The months of planting paddy seeds in a plot used for the second year 

(a’breng).. 

3. Jagro: The long month: because in this month they are to work hard throughout 

the day, keeping the plot free of weeds. 

4. Sogalja: The month of burning incense in celebration of the harvest.  

5. Jagapja: The month of fullness, indicating the time after harvest, when the 

granaries are full. 

6. Jamegap: The month of paddy harvest (in a second year’s plot). 

7. Mejapang: The month of paddy stalks: i.e. when paddy stalks are left in a plot 

cultivated for th second year.. 

8. A’anija: The month of selecting new plots. 

9. Berokja: The month for preparing a plot for second year’s cultivation. 

10. Kilokja: The month of picking cotton. 

11. Awaitja: The month of burning the debries in a plot prepared for second year’s 

cultivation. 

12. Wachengja: The month of drying of jungles in a freshly cleared plot. 

In another folk-tale different crops are assigned to be cultivated by different sub-tribes 

of the Garo. It relates that according to the decree of King Abong Noga, who was a very 

powerful king holding control over all the sub-tribes, Chisaks were to grow millet, Ambengs 

were to grow and pick cotton. Matchis were to grow maize and Job’s tears. However, at the 

present time we do not find such crops confined to particular areas only. It is risky to make a 

generalization basing on these folk-tales,: but all these very clearly point out that shifting 

cultivation is very closely associated with the life of the Garo since very early times and in 

early days it was the only method of raising crops known to them. 

The method of shifting cultivation and the crops grown varies widely in different 

areas of the district. Each Garo village has an area within which that particular village 
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confines its shifting cultivation. This area earmarked particularly for a village is known as the 

a’dok of that particular village. An a’dok may be a part of an a’king or it may be 

conterminous with the a’king itself. Usually, when from the original village of the a’king 

several new villages spring up, for each new village a particular area is allocated – and as 

soon as a particular village has an area demarcated as it’s a’dok, it attains the status of a 

village par excellence. The villagers confine their cultivation within the a’dok, and taking a 

plot in the a’dok of another village is considered to be an act of encroachment. 

In the Ambeng area all the villagers clear plots in a block. They have a series of areas 

within the a’dok, and each area is taken up for cultivation in a cyclic order. Thus they know 

which area will be taken up in which year and which area was cultivated before how many 

years, and when  it will be cultivated again.. Within the area assigned for a particular year, 

plots are allocated to individual households by the nokma in consultation with village elders. 

New households are accommodated in two ways (1) by making the plots smaller and (2) by 

taking a few plots in an area adjacent to the area assigned for that particular year. Thus plots 

becomes smaller and smaller and the shifting cycle becomes shorter and shorter as 

households multiply in the village. Among the eastern sub-tribes, however, allocation of plots 

is not so systematic. Each household individually selects a plot within the a’dok, and thus 

plots in a particular year are not necessarily adjacent to one another. The system of allocation 

of plots in the Ambeng area has two advantages: first, it becomes convenient to ward off wild 

animals by the combined effort of the villagers and second, the benefit of the fertility gained 

during the fallow period is evenly distributed. When plots occupy a contiguous stretch, each 

individual plot is marked off by some natural boundaries, such as a streamlet, a contour of the 

hill, a big tree, and so on. But after burning, each plot is demarcated by placing bamboo poles 

all around. 

The selection of plots is made sometime in the last part of December. On the day of 

selection and allocation of plots each head of the household clears a token patch. This is 

known as opata. However, actual clearing may be postponed for some time. Usually clearing 

of a plot is entirely a male’s job. The scrubby growth is cut down, but big trees are not felled. 

Branches of these are lopped off, so that the whole plot becomes sunny. A plot, after clearing 

is known as wacheng. The plots are fired on a day fixed by the common consent of all the 

villagers. Common consent for firing the plots is required for two reasons: first, it is the duty 

of the villagers to see that the fire does not get out of control and  spread to the plots of other 

neighbouring villages, because firing is done during the months in which the atmosphere 
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becomes very dry and strong winds blow and thus, the danger of fire spreading to adjacent 

areas always remains; second, villagers are to get themselves ready for the galmak festival 

(which is held immediately after firing the plots), by preparing rice beer and procuring other 

sundries for the ceremony. 

The plot, after being burnt is known as a’dal (literally, ‘a new plot’). Seeds and plants 

are planted in different ways for different crops and methods vary in different areas. The 

main methods are stated below: 

1. Ge’a: A hole is dug with the hoe (gitchi) and the root or head of the plant is 

planted in the hole and afterwards covered up with soil. 

2. Sika: The dibble (matta) is thrust into the ground to make a hole where two or 

three seeds are put and covered up with soil. 

3. Baka: Seeds are first broadcast and then the soil is lightly hoed, so that the seeds 

become embedded in soil. 

4. Sata: This is the method of simple broadcasting. All seeds to be sown broadcast 

are first mixed. 

The first weeding is done just after the seeds sprout up. This is known as ajakra 

danga or ajakra gama, danga and gama being the general terms for ‘cultivation’. For 

weeding, the soil is slightly loosened with the hoe, taking care not to damage the growing 

plants and after this unwanted weeds are pulled out with hand. Plants are constantly kept free 

of weeds. But the second major weeding has to be done when the plants become firmly 

rooted. After ajakra danga upto the time of rice harvest two such weeding’s are done. These 

are known as bamil rika and diri rika  respectively. After rice harvest long weeds are uprooted 

by pulling with hand: this operation is known as sampang gala (literally, ‘to throw away the 

weeds’). This takes place in the month of October when the rainy season comes to an end. 

After this, the rice stalks and other unwanted plants are cut with a sickle, so that cotton plants 

can grow freely. This operation is known as murad rata (literally, ‘cutting of stalks’). 

Planting and sowing of seeds is mainly a feminine job. Just after burning the fields, 

males get themselves busy in constructing a field-house, which is called a’ba nok or jamadal. 

A jamadal is made of the same specifications as those of a dwelling house: but it is much 

smaller in size. Nonetheless, the whole family can manage to live in that house for a few 

months. During the first weeding and subsequent weedings, the family is to work constantly 

to keep under control the fast growing weeds. It is now wasteful of time to go back and forth 
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from the village. So, at the time of second weeding the household shifts to the jamadal with 

all their belongings. At this time the village looks deserted and the a’dal resounds with 

activity. In fasct, it is transformed into an improvised village – with scenes of familiar day to 

day activities, such as husking paddy with the mortar and pestle, groups of girls going to 

fetch water from a nearby stream, elderly people gossiping at night over a pitcherful of rice-

beer. During the weeding season people are to work very hard from dawn till dusk. 

Table 1 : Time schedule for harvesting crops from shifting plots 

Crops Month 

Millet (early varieties)  

Paddy (early varieties) August 

Millet (late variety  

Melons/gourds/other vegetables September 

Brinjal/chilli October 

Paddy  

Manioc/yams  

Deccan hemp November 

Ginger/arum  

Beans  

Sesame and similar seeds  

Cotton December 

Lac January 

Paddy (late variety, chaging)  

Harvest starts with the ripening of early varieties of millet in the last part of August.  

In Table I, the time schedule of harvesting different crops is shown. 

Methods of harvesting millet, cotton and sesame and other allied crops are uniform all 

over the district. Millet and cotton are plucked by hand. Sesame and such other seeds are 

allowed to fall in a big basket after bending and jerking the plant over it. But the method of 

harvesting paddy is not uniform all over the district. The eastern sub-tribes milk the ears with 

hand but the Ambeng nowadays use a sickle to reap the ear. All the principal crops, after 

harvesting, are transferred to the granary in the village, in large baskets called tora. The 

diameter at the top of a tora is 3′ to 4′ and the height from 3′ to 4′. The lower half of such a 

basket is much smaller than the upper half, which gives it an appearance of a funnel. The size 
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of the basket varies from household to household. The villagers do not weigh the crops after 

harvest. They assess the crops by the number of baskets. Some minor crops, such as 

vegetables, are taken directly from the fields to be sold at the market. They do not keep any 

account of the vegetables sold in this way. However, when vegetables are grown in a plot 

exclusively owned by a bachelor or a spinster, the owner can tell exactly how much he or she 

obtained by selling the produce, because usually they keep the sale proceeds from week to 

week for some major purchase. 

Before and during the harvest villagers have a busy time scaring away wild animals 

which come in herds. Small birds which cause damage to crops in daytime only are scared 

away by children. For warding off animals such as pigs and deer, various means are adopted. 

The most common method is to plant a whole bamboo (of which the upper portion is split 

into two halves) near the edge of the clearing. A rope is tied to one half of it and making it 

strike against the other a rattling sound is produced. Those who possess guns keep watch with 

their guns in houses constructed on the branches of tall trees. These tree-houses are known as 

boring and serve as watch towers, Elephant herds cause a lot of damage to crops in some 

areas. Unfortunately, Garos have no effective way to keep away elephants. Some try to divert 

wild elephants by burning huge fires with logs all along the edges of the area. Despite this 

very often elephants cause serious damage to crops and a villager’s toil of the whole year is 

reduced to naught within a night. 

In some areas the a’dal plots are used for a second year. After harvesting all the crops 

in an a’dal plot, the dried up plants are cleared and the debris are made into small heaps all 

over the plot. This operation is known as a’wita or a’ba kila. These small heaps are burnt and 

after this the plot is known as a’breng (a second year’s plot). Chilli and brinjal plants, 

however, are allowed to stand in the a’breng and these bear fruits for the a’breng period also. 

In most of the areas a’breng is used exclusively for paddy cultivation, while the a’dal is used 

for millet and other crops. The Megam, on the other hand, allow all the plants to stand even 

after abandoning an a’dal field, and utilize the fruits for a second year in succession, without 

performing the special operation for preparing a’breng plots, as described above. Cultivation 

of a’breng was a universal practice all over the Garo Hills, but most of the sub-tribes are 

abandoning this practice gradually due to the impoverishment of soil. 

The crops of the a’ba are stored in the granary without separating the grains from the 

ears. Millet and paddy are stored separately, but usually different varieties of each are mixed, 

except some varieties exclusively used for the preparation of beer. Grains to be used as seeds 
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in the next season are, however, trampled and grains separated from the ears. Such grains 

meant to be used as seeds are stored in bamboo tubes or gourd pots on the bamboo platform 

over the hearth (which is known as onggal). 

Each a’ba plot belongs to some household. But bachelors and spinsters may clear 

their own plots, which are known as a’tot. A bachelor or a spinster works in the a’tot by 

finding out some spare time after working in his or her parents’ or guardian’s a’ba The owner 

of the a’tot usually sells his or her produce and appropriate the proceeds for his or her 

personal expenditure. Besides this, all bachelors may clear a plot jointly, the produce of 

which they use for feasts. In Christian villages  all members of Church jointly clear a plot, 

which is known as jinmani a’ba. The produce from a jinmani a’ba is used generally at the 

time of the Christmas and the New Year’s feast. Occasionally, a household may open up two 

a’dal plots, one for major crops and the other for vegetables or for some minor crops for 

which the second plot is preferred for certain grounds, for example, the second plot may be 

preferred for Deccan hemp because of nearness to water source, which can be conveniently 

used for retting, Such a minor plot is known as jamang. 

 For shifting cultivation only a few very simple implements are used. These are 

described below: 

1. Atte : This is the versatile bush-knife of the Garo used for various purposes, - 

from making fine bamboo strips for basket making, to chopping firewood. There are different 

varieties of bush-knife for different purposes, and sizes and shapes vary greatly from area to 

area. In shifting cultivation it is used for clearing the bush, felling small trees and for lopping 

off branches of big trees. 

2. Rau : It is the common axe (made of iron) fitted with a wooden haft. It is used 

very scarcely, because most of the work of clearing jungles can be performed with the atte. 

Trees big enough to be managed with an atte are felled with the rua. 

3. Gitchi: This is the Garo implement for shifting cultivation par excellence, 

though it is not manufactured by Garos themselves. It is made of iron. It is of about 6” in 

length, with a tapering end, the other end being the broadened cutting-edge. It is about 3” 

wide in the broadest part, just above the cutting edge. The tapered end is inserted into a 

bamboo haft (with the cutting-edge) at right angles to the haft at an angle of about 45”. It is 

used to loosen the soil around the plants, to dig small holes and for the baka operation. 
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4. Matta: It is a simple dibble made of wood about 5’ in length. It is pointe4d at 

one end where occasionally an iron point is fixed, otherwise the point is hardened in fire. It is 

used to dig holes to plant seeds. 

5. Katchi: It is a dented sickle with a short wooden haft of about 4” in length. It 

is used by the western sub-tribes only. They reap the ears of paddy with it. This implement 

has only recently been adopted by the people. 

 The general agricultural calendar of the Garo who practise shifting cultivation as their 

main occupation has already been described in Chapter II. This will show that their 

agricultural activities keep them busy almost throughout the year. They name seasons by the 

stages of shifting cultivation. Thus they recollect events by timing them with the shifting 

cycle. If somebody asks when a man died, they will promptly reply that the man died during 

cultivation of a certain plot, at the time of harvesting of early millet, or at the time of first 

weeding – as the case may be. In conformity with this, their festivals are also timed with 

every stages of shifting cultivation. 

 Though in details ceremonies vary from one subtribe to another, still celebration of 

each stage of shifting cultivation is universal among the Garo in general. The cycle begins 

with the ceremony at the time of burning the plots. This ceremony, known as agalmaka, 

comprises of the worship of the spirit of the a’ba by each household individually in the newly 

burnt plot by sacrificing a fowl. This ceremony is accompanied by dancing, feasting and 

drinking, the latter three being the common elements of all Garo festivals. In some areas the 

second ceremony is held at the time of planting of paddy. This ceremony is known as michil 

tata. The spirit in whose honour this ceremony is performed is Rokime, the spirit of the rice 

plant and general prosperity. This ceremony is held jointly by the entire village. Just before 

the harvest of major crops, another ceremony is held jointly by the villagers to cast off certain 

taboos on certain foods which are not eaten before this ceremony. This ceremony is known as 

rongchugala. Just at the end of the harvest another ceremony is performed to cast off the 

taboo on certain other food and to cast off the taboo on dancing. This ceremony is known as 

ahaia or jamegapa. The final ceremony connected with shifting cultivation,  known as 

wangala takes place immediately after the ahaia ceremony (with a short gap, so that villagers 

get time to prepare beer for the celebrations). Wangala marks the end of the year for a 

shifting cultivatior. This ceremony indicates the end of all taboos until the next agalmaka 

ceremony. Wangala is held in honour of Saljong, the spirit presiding over the crops of the 

shifting plots. 
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 Nature is not always kind and bountiful to the Garo. Famines are gradually becoming 

more and more frequent. In a bad year they have to fall back upon wild tubers, roots and 

vegetables. Quite often, due to depredations of wild elephants the entire year’s toil reduced to 

nothing. They have no remedy for these misfortunes. However, on two occasions they 

attempted to shape the events through magico-religious rites. Whenever there is a long 

draught they perform the wachikrita rites. The central theme of the rites is a sacrifice in a 

particular spot to the spirit of the rains. Similarly, when there is continuous rain causing 

damage to the crops, they perform the salaktata rite. In this ceremony, in some areas a dog is 

considered to be the appropriate sacrificial animal. 

The following table gives details about all the crops grown by the Matchakolgiri 

people in the recent years. 

Crops grown at Matchakolgiri 

Local 

Name 

English  

Name 

Botanical 

 Name 

Varieties Remarks 

Mi Paddy Oryza Sativa Mima Mikotchu This variety is 

meant for a’ breng 

only 

   Malbok 

Padrap 

Mikidip 

Misokmil 

Mirimit 

Misarang 

  ( E ) 

Midokru 

Mimagisim 

Mimitim 

Gitchak 

Used for preparation 

of beer only. 
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Mi Paddy Orzya Sativa Mimitim 

Doka 

Mimitm 

 Dokang 

Mimikdelong 

Aginchi (E) 

Chambak 

Mijenggin 

Sankira 

Used for preparation 

of beer only. 

” 

Misi Finger 

Milet 

Eleusin 

Corakana 

Sarang (E) 

Ribok (E) 

Ato (E) 

Used for brewing 

only 

   Redimgisim 

Jongsu 

Binni 

 

Mekop Maize Zero Mays Aknte (E) 

Bolma 

Babret 

Aria 

Bador 

Used for pocorn 

Kosta  

 (Goru) 

Deccan 

Hemp 

Hibiscus 

Cannabinunus 

Gitchak Grown as a cash 

crop 

   Gipbok ” 

Tabolchu Manice Manikot 

Utilisimma 

Kanem Belat Recently introduced 

Te’e Meion Curcumis 

Melo 

Te’raja 

Te’sosra 

Te’walsri 

Te’gisim 

 

Akaru White Benincasa   

Korbok Gourd Cerifera   

Gominda Red 

Gourd 

Cucurbita 

Maxima 
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Jallik Chilli Capsicum 

Annum 

  

Baring Brinjal Solanam Sp.    

Ranu Gourd Lugenaria 

vulgaris 

Chringa  

Dokra 

Used for making 

receptacles 

   Bek 

Pong 

„ 

„ 

Ta’a Arum Colocasia 

antiguroum 

Ta’ma 

Ta’ring 

Ringdubi- 

 Sarang (E) 

Ta’ampok 

Ta’kiltom 

Ta’mangsang 

 

   Mania Recently introduced; 

only stalks are eaten 

Ta’matchi 

Ta’jong 

Yam Deoscorea 

Sp. 

  

Narikep 

Karek 

Nakap 

Bean Phoselus 

Sp. 

  

E’ching Ginger Zingiber 

offcinale 

  

Sosra Sponge 

Gourd 

Luffa 

Cylindrica 

Roem 

  

Alakongsi Snake 

Gourd 

Trichosanthes 

Anguina 

  

Dorai Okra Hibiscus 

Esculentus 

 Grown for selling 

only 

Galawareng Bitter 

Gourd 

Momordica 

Charantia 

  

Kill Cotton Gossypium  Used to be grown as 



209 
Ph ton eBooks 

Arborium a cash crop 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE NORTH-EASTERN REGION TRIBES  

The North-Eastern region is the homeland of a large number of tribal groups, having 

different languages, dialects and customs. About one third of the total number of listed tribes 

of India are found in this region (Kar, R.K. 1994:3). The hilly region is entirely populated by 

the Mongoloid groups, while in the plains, the people of Caucasoid origin and Mongolian 

lived side by side. It is considered that the tribal groups entered in this region at different 

intervals of time by various routes. 

Most of the tribes of this region traditionally follow shifting cultivation. The shifting 

cultivation popularly known as Jhum is the most primitive type of agriculture and 

characterized by several stages – rotation of field, slash and burn of the vegetation, sowing 

and weeding etc. They cultivate a number of crops in a plot for 1 to 3 years and leave it for 

regeneration and then shifted to another plot. The shifting cultivation has established as a way 

of life, which influence the social and cultural system to a great extent. The local 

geographical and environmental features such as heavy monsoon, moderate temperature, 

gentle slopes etc. are the main factors responsible for the development of this type of land use 

system. Population density also plays an important role in this context. In this region shifting 

cultivation is generally practised up to the altitudes of 1000 m, but in some cases it is carried 

up to the 3000 m above the sea level (Bose, S. et al. 1982:217). Since, the entire region do 

not exhibit the homogenous features, so there may be a little variation in this pattern at 

regional level. 
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As was discussed earlier in Chapter I, the tribal data of the North-Eastern region also 

had to be scrutinized and a logical selection of tribes for detailed study was imperative. Seven 

tribes from four different geographical regions were found suitable for the present study. 

These are the Nishis and the Lepcha tribes of Sikkim-Arunachal Pradesh: the Nagas and the 

Mizos tribes from Naga-Mizo hills: the Garos and the Khasis from Meghalaya Plateau; and 

the Semsas from Brahmputra Valley. 

THE NISHIS 

 The Nishis or Dafla tribe is mainly concentrated in the hilly area of Subansiri division 

of Arunachal Pradesh, which is located at altitude of about 1500 m from sea level and the 

area falls under the heavy rainfall zone (Shukla, B.K. 1965:1). According to their traditions 

they have migrated from some places of far Eastern Himalayas, from where animals like 

mithun (Bos Frontalis) and pigs were brought by these groups. 

Subsistence and Economy  

 The subsistence of the Nishis is based on Jhum cultivation, which is supplemented  by 

hunting and fishing (Shukla, B.K. 1965: 36-42). The agricultural fields are  situated at about 

one mile from settlement. Apart from these lands, the plots adjacent to the settlements are 

also used as kitchen garden. The holding period of land is 2 to 3 years. Paddy, millet, maize 

and vegetables are grown in shifting cultivation. 

 The agricultural activities start in the month of December with forest cutting. Burning 

is done after one or two months. Normally wind days are selected for burning to avoid the 

second burning. The process of sowing starts in the month of February in nearer fields and 

continues up to April, in distant fields. In the nearer fields, only early variety of crops is 

sown. Sowing is done by women with the help of digging stick. They dig holes about a feet 

apart in succession and drop 2 to 3 seeds of maize and 4 to 5 seeds of paddy in each hole 

separately. Millets (Eleusine coracana) are simply broadcasted all over the fields. Each field 

weeded twice before the crops ripe. Weeding is done by men and women with a strip of hard 

bamboo, which is about one and half feet long, bent like a loop with two ends for holding.  In 

most of the distant fields, small huts are constructed for the guarding of the crops. Both men 

and women stay there during the reaping season. To protect the crops they use several 

devices. A common is the use of scarecrows. 

 Harvesting is generally done by hand but sometimes sickles are also used. The 

harvested crops are collected in conical basket and temporarily stored in the hut. Because the 
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paddy-ears are removed with stalks, for threshing the stalks are struck hard against a wooden 

piece. If second threshing is necessary, it is done by spreading the paddy on a mat and then 

rubbing with the feet. Light millets are also threshed in this manner. Maize grains are 

removed by hand. After threshing, the grains are preserved in large bamboo baskets or 

heaped on mats within the granary. 

 For preserving sweet potatoes, a sizable pit is dug on the slopes and dry straw of 

millet and paddy is put inside. The roots/potatoes which are dried of their skin moisture are 

then heaped up and covered with a thick layer of straw and dry leaves, on which large stones 

are placed and the pit is then covered with stones and tree trunk. These storage-pits are dug 

on the slopes to avoid the water seepage during the rainy season (Shukla, B.K. 1965:42). 

 Although, various phases of agricultural activities are determined by the weather and 

seasons, they also got the help with the appearance of particular types of birds and insects. 

With the coming of the Yaya insects they observe it is main time to burn the Jhum land. 

When the Pako bird sings, they sow maize. The chanting of Chepe and Pipe are taken to be 

an indication that paddy should be sown, for which distant fields are used (Shukla, B.K. 

1965:37). 

Hunting: The Nishis practice both individual and community hunting. Individual 

hunting is generally practiced for small game and birds, while community hunting is 

organized for big animals and may be practiced once or twice in a month. Their important 

hunting implements are bow-arrow, traps, spear etc. (Shukla, B.K. 1965:30). 

The bow is made of bamboo and is about 5 feet long. It is fitted with durable creeper 

string. During the shooting to protect the rebounding string after the release of arrow, a piece 

of cane around the fingers of the right hand and a hair rope round the left wrist are tied. 

Several types of  traps are used in which the important ones are Kuma and Noose-and-

spring (Shukla, B.K. :31). Kuma is a device in which a poisonous bamboo spear is fitted and 

it is connected by a lever with a cane string. When an animal passes through it dislodge the 

lever and then poisonous spear is released and the animal is killed. In noose-and spring trap, a 

sapling is bent down with an attached noose, which is held insecurely by a holder. When the 

animal caught in the snare, in its attempt to free itself from the holder, thus causing the 

sapling to spring back with its body or neck tightly noosed. Bird hunting is done by using a 

type of gum. The branches of trees where the birds frequent the gum is smeared here and 

there. When birds come their legs and feathers get stuck to it and they are unable to fly. After 
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the community hunting the game is equally divided among the hunters. The head and skin of 

the animal are given to the successful hunter who has shot it or has attacked the animal first. 

Fishing:The important methods of fishing are dam-construction, poisoning the water 

and nets and baskets (Shukla, B.K. 1965:33-34).In the shallow rivers or streams, which have 

man boulders, a dam is constructed with wood and bamboo across the riverbed, and finally 

tied with cane. The gaps are closed by leaves. Therefore, the flow of the river is directed 

through a long cage of bamboo on one side of the dam. The fish when swim in such a region 

are checked by the dam and automatically are to follow into the current passing through the 

cage. Once they enter the cage they are pushed forward by the flow of water and are caught. 

Fishing by constructing a dam is a community affair and usually results in a heavy catch as it 

continues for 3  to 4 days. The daily catch is equally divided and is smoked to be preserved 

for months. Big fishes, however, are struck hard with a stick and stunned and then picked up 

in their unconscious state. The poisoning method is generally used in shallow streams. For 

this the barricading of the required area is done in such a way that the flow of the water is 

directed to one side. After this juice of the bark of tam or mup plant is mixed into the pool of 

water. When fishes enter the pool, they are stupefied by the poison. Different types of nets 

are also used which are made of fibre strings. Stones are used as net sinker. 

Domestication of Animals: The important animals which are domesticated by the 

Nishis are mithuns, pigs, cows, goats and dogs. These animals are not used in agricultural 

activities but are mainly used as object of sacrifice to the God. Mithuns, are also used for the 

bride-price and form the standard of value for exchange of precious items. There is a 

distinguish mark on the ears of mithuns. Pigs are also used as mithuns but its importance is 

considered after mithuns. Cows and goats are available in smaller number and they are reared 

only for meat and are not very important for religious purposes. Fowling is also practiced for 

ritual use and exchange of goods. 

Food Habit: The usual or staple food of the Nishis are rice, meat, vegetables and 

beer. Rice is cooked in earthen pots and then excess liquid is collected in bamboo mugs for 

drinking. Fresh meat is roasted, while smoked meat is boiled in water. Occasionally maize is 

prepared for consumption in various ways like bread, popcorn. Light millets are also used as 

bread. A number of wild leafy vegetables and roots are also collected. Roots are roasted in 

ashes and coal, while vegetables are always boiled and mixed with rice. Beer has a social and 

ceremonial significance and essential part of daily diet. It is made with millet, rice or maize. 
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Making and use of fire: For making the fire Nishis use following indigenous 

methods (Shukla, B.K. 1965: 21): 

(A) By sawing a dry cane in between the two fork of a dry stick pitched in the 

ground. In this method at least three persons are involved – two persons for 

sawing and third for receiving on a type of wool (yangma). The sparks in such 

way are produced by friction, which lit fire. 

(B) A stick of talum bamboo is held in the left hand and a stone with yangma wool in 

the right. The stone is struck against the bamoo to produce the spark. In two or 

three attempts the wool catches fire. 

(C) This method is commonly practiced by the use of flint and steel. This is very 

much similar to the second method, in place of bamboo a steel piece is worn 

around three fingers. 

There is a native device for the lighting in which a pine stick is burnt. Being resinous, 

it keeps on burning with a bright flame. Where pine sticks are not available the people make 

torches of thin bamboo sticks. 

Weaving: Weaving includes making of blankets, skirts, loincloths, waist-hands etc. 

and is exclusively done by women (Shukla, B.K. 1965:25). Two types of raw material – 

cotton and indigenous fibre are used. The later is coarser like gunny bags. Yarn is prepared 

by spindle (made of bamboo with a round earthen piece at one end and notch at the other) 

which is rotated over a piece of earthen pot. For making of indigenous fibre bark of the Pudu 

plant is used. Its outer skin is removed, then fibres are dipped in water and hammered with a 

wooden stick on a stone or wooden log. When it completely dries up bees-wax is rubbed all 

over it to make the material strong and flexible. Then the fibres are taken out one by one and 

twisted with fingers to form one single thread. The cloths are weaved on the simple loom, 

which is portable and used in and outside the house. Its one end is fastened to a post and the 

other to the waist of the weaver. 

Basketry: Different types of vessels such as water jugs, mugs, spoon, plates, tongs 

are made of bamboo. Poisonous bamboo is used for making traps for large animals (Shukla, 

B.K. 1965:22). Cane is mainly used for making strings and ropes, mats, baskets etc. It is also 

used for tying. Both are also used for ceremonial purposes like sacrificial structures. A 

special species of bamboo (tajirr ) are used by priest in rituals and in curing of sickness. 
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Hides and Skins: The skin of mithun, cow and deer are very durable and are used 

mainly for sitting and sleeping purposes. The mithun’s hide is used to cover the chest while 

red monkey’s skin is used for making the hunting bag (Shukla, B.K. 1965:23). The skin is 

carefully removed from the body of the animal with the help of knife. Its inner side is 

scrapped and several holes are made on the edges. After this cane strings are passed through 

and tied, then it is stretched and kept in the shade for drying. After 6 to 8 days it is taken out 

and the inner side is again scrapped and then it is ready for use. 

Craftsmenship: In Nishis society craftsmen do not form any distinct class. Persons 

prepare daily utility items individually. However iron and silver work are practiced by 

specialists (Shukla, B.K. 1965: 29). These professions are only adopted as secondary means 

of livelihood, as their primary job remains cultivation. 

Settlement Pattern 

 The villages of Nishis are located on such mountain top, below which there are rivers and 

streams. Their settlements are widely dispersed, and do not follow a definite plan. The size of 

settlements varies from region to region. Some villages like Joram, Talo are constituted by 

about 30 houses but on the other hand there are very small villages like Layang have only 2 

to 3 houses (Shukla, B.K. 1965:9). 

The Nishis houses are invariably long, some times about 50 yards in length and usually 

surrounded by granaries and pigsty. The houses can be broadly divided into three parts – the 

porch (batung); the Centre portion (nyodang) and the rear portion (tumko) (Shukla, B.K. 

1965:10). The main entrance of the house is through porch, which almost at the ground level. 

From porch, a door reaches to the central part of the shelter. The porch is generally used for 

pounding the grains, as one or two sets of mortars and pestles are always kept there. The 

pigsty is often situated near or beneath the porch and reached by two logs, which is connected 

with the porch. This middle portion is a large rectangular hall having several compartments,  

which are used for different purposes. Within the house the hearth / fire-place is situated in 

centre. Hearths are square in shape and traditionally consists of three stones to support the 

cooking pots. Over fire-places are placed wooden racks with two or three trays, in which fire 

wood, grains and meat are kept for drying purposes. Rear portion is a specious platform of 

wooden beam, half portion of which is usually split bamboo. This part is used for worship of 

god of chase (Yobu Wiyu) and is represented by one or two sharpening stones. A notched 
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ladder placed slantingly connects it with ground (Shukla, B.K. 1965:10). For the protection of 

granaries, these are constructed away from dwellings. 

 The construction of the houses is done by the locally available resources (Shukla, 

B.M.1965:12-14). Walls are made of twilled mat while the floor is of flattened bamboos. The 

roofs are thatched and made by dried plantain or cane leaves and millet or paddy straw or the 

thatching grasses. The foundation is laid by wooden piles and for this work holes are dug in 

two rows by daos and then post is erected. Each post is further strengthened by two slanted 

supports. After this the horizontal wooden beams are tied to support the floor. During the 

construction of floor a space of about two square feet are left without the bamboo covering 

for the hearths. Later on these are properly fitted by wooden tray like object, which is filled 

by earth to make fireproof. 

Social Structure 

 The Nishis society is divided in several exogamous phratries, which comprise a 

number of patrilineal clans. The clans are not totemistic, but is named after an ancestor who 

is considered to be a historical figured (Shukla, B.K. 1995:48). All the clan members regard 

themselves as brothers. Neither a clan does function as a close social unit nor its all members 

occupy a common territory. Both nuclear and extended types of families are in vogue, which 

are based on patrilineal system (Shukla, B.K. 1965: 510). 

 The Nishis are polygamous community. The number of hearths signifies the number 

of wives a man has. There may be several reasons for this type of marriage, the commonest is 

the assistance or a help of women for agriculture. Social status is also responsible to a great 

extent. Cross cousin marriage (with the daughter of mother’s brother) is considered to be the 

ideal type of marriage (Dutta, P. et al. 1995:277). Marriage by service is also in vogue. Bride-

price consists of mithuns, cloths, beads, dao and usually is paid in installments. Once a part 

or full amount has been paid the marriage date can be fixed. Marriage rituals are performed at 

the bride’s residence. 

The position of women in the religious sphere is not equal. They do not take part in 

religious ceremonies except in the preparation of beer for ceremonial use. Although, they 

have more privilege and freedom in the household activities. They also own certain amount 

of property. Each wife has a plot of her own which she cultivates. (Shukla, B.K. 1965:52). 

 Dress and Ornaments: The lower garments include a coarse loincloth, and the upper 

part is covered by a blanket, woven from the fibre of a wild plant. In addition to this, 
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occasionally, a man may wear a piece of mithun hide to cover the chest(Shukla, B.K. 

1965:16). The dress of women consists of a skirt, which is woven by fibre. As upper garment 

they use the same type of blanket as men do. It is tie3d at the waist with the ribbon. During 

the sowing and weeding activities women often wear skirts made of millet straw (Shukla, 

B.K. 1965:40). 

 Both men and women use different types of ornaments, which adore various parts of 

the body (Shukla, B.K. 1965:17-19). Necklaces are generally made of beads of white, red, 

blue, green and grey colour; few are also made of metal bells. Ear ornaments; include lead 

rings of large size with or without bamboo plugs and bamboo plugs for decorating ear lobes. 

Besides, women use different types of bangles while the left wrist of men has a coil of hair 

strings. Waist ornaments, of this tribe are compared of number of cane rings woven with 

tame fibre; belt of cane decorated with a disc shaped is worn by women. Leg ornaments are 

also made of cane. Below the knees a pair of garters of woven cane is worn. Women also 

wear the tight fitting cane garter on the ankles. 

 Few people especially old men and women decorate themselves by tattooing marks. 

The belief behind the tattooing in this tribe is that it can conveniently be sold in Neli, the next 

world after death (Shukla, B.K. 1965:20). The design consists of circular line in the middle of 

the chin crossed by two horizontal lines and one line on each cheek connecting the corners of 

the lip to the ear. 

Religious Practices 

 The Nishis believe in spirit worship. Wiyus, the spirits are pleased by a large number 

of rituals and sacrifices with complicated techniques for their propitiation. Nishi’s pantheon 

of Wiyus is very expanded and most of them are malevolent (Shukla, B.K. 1965: 83-85). For 

examples, Wiyu or god of agriculture, is worshipped for good crops and is represented by 

small bamboo hung in the granaries. When god of hunting is represented by a small structure, 

decorated with Kra leaves. This structure is placed in the front balcony or the entrance of the 

house. In another instance, when Wiyu is worshiped for welfare of the family, and is 

represented by woven split bamboo and is hung from the roof inside the house. 

 Apart from these, there are several spirits, which are believed to be located in forests, 

deep valleys, high hills, bank of the rivers etc. All Wiyus love blood, so different animals 

such as mithun, pig, cow, goat and dog are offered to propitiate them. Cows are offered only 
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where they are available especially in the village lying near the plains. Goats and fowls are 

the commonest objects for sacrifice. Dogs are sacrificed to avert the witchcraft. 

 Sacrificing is normally done near the houses. A sacrificial structure / shrine is 

constructed to represent the spirit. This structure is constructed by bamboos and profusely 

decorated with bamboo savings and bamboos having engraved linear designs. Occasionally, a 

crude representation of a hornbill, carved out of a branch is also attached to the structure. All 

objects of sacrifice are tied to this shrine and the shavings are smeared with the blood of 

sacrificed animals. When the process is finished the strictures/shrines are neglected. The 

sacrificial structure is constructed under the supervision of the priest and the priest alone 

determines which form of the Wiyus is to be represented in the shrine. The priest does not kill 

the sacrificial animal himself. His duty is to sing songs and make incantations. For becoming 

a priest there is a belief among Nishis that it is a Wiyu who, while the baby lies in the 

mother’s womb, tells him that he is to become a priest. In early childhood, the boy feels the 

inspiration and picks up sacrificial songs and incantations 

Disposal of the Deed : The Nishis burytheir dead near the house, generally adjacent to the 

rear end. At the burial place a small tower or enclosure is erected which is profusely 

decorated with leaves and, bamboo shaving and the horn of sacrificed animals (Shukla, B.K. 

1965: 98-101). The corpse is buried the next day. After some rituals the earring, necklace and 

ankle garters are removed and beads strung in thread were put in ear and around the neck. 

The body is lifted in sitting position by four women and a male member and is taken out of 

the house. A mat is spread in the grave and then the body is placed. After this the grave is 

covered with a wooden slab. A mat is spread and nailed to the wooden ends and then covered 

with earth. A stone menhir is erected and a bamboo pole with a miniature conical basket at 

the top if fixed near it. After this, bamboo structure is erected. Two pots containing rice and 

beer are put near the deceased inside the grave. Before burying the corpse, mithun or pig or 

goats are sacrificed. 

 When an infant dies within a fortnight of birth, the body is placed in a hollow log 

piece and another similar piece is placed over it and then tied with cane. The joint of the 

pieces is sealed with clay paste. The longer un-hollow end is inserted in the earth with the 

baby reposing head up in the hollowed part above the surface. In some villages the coffin 

may be tied to the house or placed on two forked post. 
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 The incipient farmers of Arunachal Pradesh, the Nishi tribe, follow traditional slash 

and burn method of cultivation, which is supported by breeding of animals like mithun, cow, 

sheep, goat and pig. Cultivation of paddy practiced by this group is of very rudimentary type. 

Start from sowing of seeds to reaping and threshing involves very limited tools and storage 

articles. Bamboo and baskets in various forms are used for most of their day to day activities, 

be it cropping of paddy, hunting or ornamentation or other ritual items Storage of edible roots 

and sweet potatoes are made in the form of holes which is noteworthy practice, could have 

been practiced, in Prehistoric times. 

THE LEPCHAS 

 The Lepchas are confined to the Northern Sikkim and Darjeeling-Kurseong-

Kalimpong region of West Bengal. Their main concentration is found in the Dzongu are of 

Magan district of North Sikkim. The Lepchas prefer to call themselves Rongkup or Rong and 

the name Lepcha is regarded as a derogatory Nepali term. They belong to Mongoloid race. 

By tradition, they do not migrate and the original home is Mayal, which is situated in the 

Kanchenjunga Valley (Gorer, G. 1987:35). The region in which  the Lepchas reside, is severe 

cold and falls under the high rainfall zone. Their habitation and agricultural fields are usually 

located between 3500 to 7500 feet from mean sea level (Gorer, G. 1987:51). Sometimes, the 

fields are made at even higher altitudes. 

Subsistence and Economy 

 The subsistence and economy of the Lepchas are based on land and forest. According 

to the traditions, they are said to be in the transitional stage between food gathering and 

cultivation. Basically they practice shifting cultivation but now a days most of them are also 

practising terrace cultivation, which was introduced in the middle of the nineteenth century in 

North-Eastern India. Although, shifting cultivation has almost disappeared from the Dzongu, 

traces of it can still be observed in some higher altitude villages. Hunting and gathering, 

made of subsistence also continue. 

 The Agricultural lands may be broadly divided in three categories (Gorer,G. 

1987:75): 

The land situated near the house – Such a patch of land is fenced by bamboos and is 

used as kitchen garden. It receives more manure than the others. Barley, spring wheat, maize, 

vegetables and edible roots are grown in this type of field. Some fruit trees like orange, 

apples, plums, pears are also planted near the houses. Some of the available plants (various 
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lavatera, arums, and alliums) however are wild plants found locally, which are also 

artificially grown. 

Terrace cultivation land – These are scattered in the shape of strips surrounding the 

village and are situated on lower slopes of the valley, where the climate is suitable for 

cropping paddy, cardamom and some earliest varieties of millets. The fields are ploughed 

with a rough single pointed wooden plough drawn by oxen (Gorer,G. 1987.91). 

Large Fields – These are used for shifting cultivation, and situated mostly three to 

four miles away above the houses. Since, these are located at long distances, the cultivators 

make temporary houses near the fields. The main crops raised are paddy, buck-wheat and 

millet. 

The cultivated paddy shows several varieties of dry rice which differ in size and 

colour. These biological variations are due to difference in altitudinal location of fields, 

colour of seeds and duration of ripening (earlier or late). It is  noteworthy that wild variety of 

paddy is found in the neighbourhood and most of their varieties which are cultivated by the 

Lepchas, come from seed selected from these wild plants. One of their most esteemed types 

is black rice, which has been domesticated from a small amount of seed collected from the 

jungle. Its cultivation for some years in isolation produces sufficient quantities to be owned 

by all the villagers (Gorer,G. 1987:93). Earlier ripening varieties of millet are sown in 

terraced field and the main crops of comparatively later variety are sown in shifting 

cultivation. The lands are cultivated for 2 years and then left fallow for 5 to 6 years for 

regeneration. (Datta, A.1991: 102). 

The agricultural activities for shifting cultivation start in the winter months of 

December and January with cutting the vegetation. The dried twigs and leaves are set on fire 

just before the rainy season and the fields are immediately sown to avoid growth of weeds. 

Harvesting is done in the month of December. Sowing is done in the simplest manner – holes 

are made in the ground by digging stick and the seeds dropped into the hole. 

Every year two plots are prepared simultaneously – one for rice and another for 

millet. In autumn after the harvesting of paddy and millet, buck-wheat is sown which ripens 

in about five months. The agricultural work in the fields (sowing, weeding, harvesting) are 

done in large groups. These working groups constitute partly of blood relations and partly by 

friends. 
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The important agricultural implements are small hoes, curved sickles and knife 

(Bhasin, V.1989:139). Hoes are used for making terraces. The iron knife is multipurpose tool 

and is used for clearing the land for cultivation and cutting meat or wood for domestic 

purposes. Knife, an essential too is obtained from Tibetans by exchange of grains. 

Food Gathering: Gathering is an important aspect of the Lepchas subsistence. The 

naturally grown food form major part of the daily diet. Particularly, from June to August, 

when food supply is insufficient, collected jungle product supplement the cultivated cereals. 

The main edibles are bamboo-shoots, mushrooms, tuber, wild fruits, honey etc. (Bhasin, 

V.1989:98-99). Various edible plants are collected and steamed. There are different varieties 

of mushroom, which grow at different times. Some edible tubers are eaten only in winters 

because it is believed that in summer this variety became poisonous. The seeds of bamboo 

clump are collected and eaten as grain. 

Hunting: Now a days they do not practice hunting as a regular activity, but in past it 

was an important part of their subsistence. Different types of deer, wild pig, bear, are hunted. 

Different organs of these animals for medicinal purposes are also used (Gorer, G, 1987:85). 

The important hunting implements are bow and arrow, catapult and traps. Hunting is usually 

done in groups. If a new member joins the hunting party, he never eat the meat of first 

hundred animals, he kills. He can give the share to his family. 

Fishing: Net and traps, made of bamboo and fibre of trees are usually used for 

fishing. A hook made of bamboo is also used for catching fish (Bhasin, V 1989:224). It is 

also done by diverting water streams and clearing the dried up water channels. Fishing rod 

and line are occasionally used. 

Domestication of Animals: The important domesticated manimals are ox, cow, pig, 

goat and dog. The cattles are humpless and have small horn. The animals are domesticated 

mainly for socio-religious celebrations. They are never herded, and wander all over the 

common land around the village and every evening they return by themselves to their 

owner’s house where they are given a feed of salt and powered grain (Gorer, G. 1987: 102). 

Pigs are kept in large number and their meat is more popular. This is the only animal, which 

are usually killed for domestic eating. Dogs are domesticated mainly for hunting purpose. 

Fowls are kept for meat and eggs. It is a taboo for women to kill animals. 

Food Habit: The most favourite food items of Lepchas are meat, rice and beer. They 

eat almost all kind of meat in which pork is the favourite most (Gorer,G 1987:96). Buck-
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wheat is grounded and mixed with water and baked on cooking stone. Millet is mostly used 

for fermenting chi or beer. In the absence of millet other grains are fermented. If there is no 

grain bootleg liquor is made out of the pith of different tree-ferns. Though, fish is available 

throughout the year it is not a major part of diet. It is often offered to goods and spirits. Meat 

of goats, fowls, wild birds are eaten fresh. Sometimes roasted birds are preserved for 6 to 7 

months by drying or smoking on hearths (Bhasin, V. 1989:224). The Lepchas take usually 

two meals in a day – one at the morning before going to work and second is evening after 

returning. 

Settlement Pattern 

Most of the villages are scattered widely on the slopes of the hills by the side of rivers 

and streams. The houses are generally isolated but sometimes are found in small groups of 

three and four and constitute one hamlet (Gorer, G. 1987:54). There are few big villages 

which contain about 50 to 60 houses. 

A typical Lepcha house has a rectangular ground plan, with a circular or rectangular 

roof. The main entrance is generally towards the hill while the windows open out to the slope 

(Chattopadhyay, T. 1990:42). Usually the houses consist of at least two moderate rooms and 

an attic or verandah. First room is used for kitchen and sleeping. Near the dividing wall 

hearths which are square in shape and made of pounded earth and clay are placed for 

cooking. Four upright stones are inserted close to hearths, which support the cooking pots. 

The rooms are separated by wooden partition with a door or at least doorframe. The second 

room is more or less a ceremonial room in which numerous ceremonies are performed. 

The houses are constructed by bamboos, wooden planks, thatching grass, straw etc. 

The floor of the house is usually constructed with woven bamboo and occasionally by planks. 

The space beneath the ground is utilized to keep the domestic animals like pigs and chicken 

(Bhasin, V.1989:140). The walls are also made of bamboo and covered with a thin layer of 

clay. The most interesting feature of the construction is the absence of nails and screws to 

hold together wooden planks or timbers. The entire structure is built on raised platform 

(about two meters high) which is reached by ladder, made of roughly notched bamboo 

(Bhasin, V.1989:136).  Due to heavy rains, a wide overhanging thatched roof is constructed 

which often projects about 4 m beyond the walls. In such a manner walls are protected from 

the rain water. On the roof a number of bamboo drains are used to carry off the rainy water. 
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The field houses are built near the shifting cultivation fields. It is made of bamboo 

matting in some cases these field houses are permanently inhabited. Sometimes, these field 

houses may develop into another village (Basti) and in fact this is a way in which new Basties 

are often formed (Bhasin, V.1989.141). 

Household Objects: Most of the traditional household objects are made of bamboos 

(Gorer,G. 1987:67). 

Drinking vessels – These types of vessels are usually made of bamboo by cutting just 

below the natural joint of a bamboo in such a way that the natural joint rests at the bottom to 

hold liquid. 

Water carrier – These are made of long and thick bamboo nodes. Plates – Different 

types of leaves are used as plates. Rudely carved wooden plates are also used. In recent years, 

however metal and china clay dishes, which are obtained by trading from Tibet are also in 

use. 

Copper and Brass vessels – The category of vessels are use for cooking (Bhasin, V. 

1989:139). They do not know the art of pottery making. 

Apart from these utensils they also possess following implements: 

(A) Bows and arrows, quiver and scabbards which are made of different types of 

bamboos. 

(B) Circular grinding stone, mortar and pestle. These are the only stone implements. 

Social Structure 

 The Lepcha society is divided into a number of exogamous and patrilineal cleans 

(Pusto) and it is believed that they have originated from some supernatural or legendary 

ancestors. Upto the recent past clan was a land holding group and most of the village were 

usually uni-clan (Gorer, G. 1987:148). Now a days, the chief function of the clan is to 

regulated the marriage. Now, there is no any clan stratification (Bhasin, V. 1989:240). The 

clan is internally divided into families. 

 In the past joint family system was much acceptable but now a days both nuclear and 

joint family types are found, and trend is more towards nuclear family. The Lepchas 

generally follow the patrilocal system but few matriarchal families are also found (Thakur, 

R.N. 1988:71). As a rule Lepcha marriage is exogamous in nature and arranged by the 

parents. They usually practice monogamous marriage. Following types of marriage are more 
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prevalent – arranged marriage, marriage by sororate and levirate and marriage by service 

(Thakur, R.N. 1988:76-77). The arranged marriage is the oldest, commonest and most 

elaborate form of marriage involving great expenses. It is always arranged by uncles never by 

parents. The marriage procedure starts with the payment of bride-price, which generally has 

to pay in cash and kind (one milch cow, a bull, one pig, vessels, new dress for bride, rice for 

the feast etc.). But now a days it consists only symbolic items – bull’s head, one hindleg, 

money equivalent to cloths ( Thakur, R.N. 1988:80). 

The property is inherited by sons. The moveable property is equally divided among all 

sons, while the house is given to eldest son (Bhasin, V. 1989:246). Although women have 

equal status with men but they have no right of inheritance. 

Dress and Ornaments: The traditional dress of men consists of along, beautiful 

striped cloth loosely worn down to the knee leaving one or both arms free. As lower garment 

they use loose trousers. Women wear a full length robe held at the shoulders by a pair of 

brooches and fastened at the waist. Over this a loose coat is worn. The cloths are woven by 

themselves from the fibre of Sisnoo tree (Gorer, G. 1987:68). 

The Lepcha men use ear-rings, rings and amulet. Ear-rings and rings are generally 

made of Turquoise. The most important ornaments of women are the necklaces of various 

shapes and design. The heavy and elaborate necklaces are made of big and usually unworked 

semi-precious stones. These are usually decorated with a charm box of fretted gold or silver 

inlaid with turquoise and coral, suspended from them. Occasionally, glass beads are also 

used. Apart from this, women wear ear-rings, bracelets, brooch and rings. All jewels are 

obtained readymade. Pins and brooches are sometimes made of bamboo. 

Religious Practices 

The traditional Lepcha religion is called the Mun religion which is based on animism 

(Thakur, R.N. 1988:910). Apart from a number of benevolent and malevolent spirits they 

believe in the existence of one supreme god and several gods and goddesses. The dwelling of 

evil spirits are considered in rock, grove, mountains, trees, rivers and enimity, disease, illness, 

failure of crops and other hazards. They are propitiated, only at the time of problems. in 

recent years Lepchas have also taken to Buddhism and Christianity. 

For the Mun religion priesthood plays great role and actually the term Mun is broadly 

applied for priesthood. The Mun priesthood is known for the possession of manifestation of a 

supernatural spirit (Gorer, G. 1987:215). The Mun spirit is considered female spirit but both 
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men and women can acquire Mun priesthood. Munship is hereditary but does not appear in 

every generation (Bhasin, V., 1989:310). 

The other types of priesthood are the Padem, the Yaba and the Pau. The supernatural 

spirits of these three are male and only male can be a Padem. These spirits are considered 

deities. The main function of the Mun and other priesthood are to ward off the misfortunes 

and illness, through animal sacrifies. 

The Mun priests have no social organisation (Bhasin, V. 1989:311). They reside in 

family lines and are simply individuals, who through their possession of spirits have certain 

gifts and duties. The people of Mayel exclusively worship the crops of dry rice, millet and 

maize at the completion of sowing and harvesting (Gorer, G. 1987:238). But no important 

ceremonies are connected with barley, wheat, buck-wheat and wet rice because it is 

considered that these came from different supernaturals. 

Stones have considerable significance in Lepcha beliefs (Chattopadhyay, T. 1990:26). 

The most important are black granite like stones, which they call thunder stones or gifts from 

the thunder god. These stones are polished and of different shapes and sizes (sharp and 

elongated and splitting type). During the marriage ceremony the brides are presented one or 

more such stones by their parents to carry as good omen. Such stones are also placed on the 

navel of women to ease her labour pain. These are also rubbed on another stone, to prepare a 

paste, which is used, for curing the disease of both human and animals. Another sacred stone 

is vertical in shape and used in traditional burial ground. Such stone demarcates a particular 

grave and also serve as sacred symbols – replica of Kanchenjunga, which is considered a 

prominent god. 

The Lepchas perform several family and social ceremonies on different occasions. 

Among them the Cherim ceremony is most important which is performed twice a year in 

honour of the mountain God of Kanchenjunga, as well as for appeasing evil spirits, to protest 

the crops from hail and men from disease (Bhasin, V. 1989:315, 327). It is held at the 

beginning of rainy season and winter season. Each village has its own Cherim place. The 

male member of each house attends the ceremony with the contribution of grains. They offer 

vim (piece of wood0 wrapped in banana leaf to the identified Cherim place. Up to the recent 

past, instead of vim human bones were offered (Bhasin, V. 1989:326). The offerings to Gods 

or devils consisting of a large basket filled with earth into which are inserted a number of 

varied articles – devil’s walking-sticks (consisting of decorated bamboos), containers of 
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various sort of food (water, milk, rice beer etc.), stems of worm-wood decorated with threads, 

heap of grains etc. there also are offered two long sticks to which are attached wrapped in 

leaves samples of every sort of food and drink (Gorer, G. 1987:228). 

During some ceremonies the image of devil or god / goddess are constructed and then 

worshipped (Gorer, G. 1987:22). One female devil MamooMoong is made out of the powder 

of buck-wheat and established in a temporarily erected altar. After this a series of rituals are 

performed and offerings are offered. 

Disposal of the Dead: Three alternative methods for the disposal of dead body-burial, 

cremation and throwing into the rivers are prevalent among the Lepchas (Gorer, G. 

1987:346). The method adopted depends on the condition of the deceased. Each clan has its 

own burial or cremation ground, which is situated away from habitation area at a 

considerable height and may be in any direction. The traditional method of disposal is 

burying the dead body. 

The dead body is kept in the house for a long, period from one to forty nine days 

according to the decision of priest. The rituals are performed by Lamas and Muns either 

simultaneously or one after the other. 

The corpse is never removed through the door. It may be through either the walls or 

the floor. A hole is made especially for this purpose which is filled immediately after the 

body is taken away. The corpse is generally carried in the basket in sitting posture to burial / 

cremation place by a near relative. The corpse of Lama is tied to a pole along the back with 

bending knee, the head is propped up with a stick and the hands are joined with the palms 

together as in prayer. The corpse of laymen is also doubled up in the same way but the hands 

are crossed on the breast and the head is allowed to flop. 

The grave is circular in shape with depth of about five feet (Gorer, G. 1987:349). All 

sides are lined with stone slabs and a big stone is put at the bottom. The corpse is placed into 

the grave still sitting in the basket oriented to face Kanchenjunga. Then covered by a flat 

stone, which rest on side stones. On the surface level a little white stone is placed which 

indicates the grave. 

For the cremation the pyre consists of a square pile about 7 feet high with 8 layers of 

wood for men and 9 layers for women. The body is placed in sitting position facing to west. 

All the male relatives set fire simultaneously. The ashes of the dead body are often buried in a 

memorial tomb. 
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If the Lamas and the Muns are died in wet season the body is thrown into the river, 

otherwise they are cremated. If children die, either they are left in a cave or thrown in river. 

The Lapcha subsistence is very significant for Neolithic complex. As it mirrors a 

society in transition from hunting-gathering food collecting strategies to incipient farming. 

Also cultivation of paddy from local wild varieties is significant. In such an effort the process 

of cropping of a cereal from wild to cultivated variety in view to the gradual increase of 

quantum is also very important. Use of kitchen garden for vegetables, roots and millets and 

large fields for staple grains also influence the habitational format of all the Lepchas. The 

general food consumed requires minimum pots and pans. Except for such grains like rice, 

millet and leaf, which are used after boiling. The flour of grains like maize is prepared and 

baked primarily by the use of stone. 

Contrary to the comparatively archaic subsistence, the social format of the Lepcha is 

of mixed type. For example more than one type of marriage is performed. But dress and 

ornaments reflect affluence. Use of indigenous and imported semiprecious stones also 

valuable metals like silver and gold is another noteworthy feature. These items are obtained 

through barter system from northern foreign lands. 

THE NAGAS 

The Nagas are well known inhabitants of the North-Eastern India and are mainly 

concentrated within the administrative boundries of the present state of Nagaland. Some 

Naga villages have also been traditionally located in the adjoining area of Manipur, Assam 

and Arunachal Pradesh. 

“Naga” is a generic term, which includes several groups. At least fifteen Naga 

communities – Angamis, Aos, Changs, Khiamngans, Konyaks, Lhotas, Phoms, Pochury, 

Rengmas, Sangtames, Semas, Yimchungers, Kabui, Zeliangs and Chakhesangs are 

indentified (Das, N.K. 1995:371), Hutton has divided them into four main divisions – The 

Southern Nagas include Kabui, Kachha and the Naga tribes of Manipur; The Western Nagas 

are Angamis (including Memi, Maram and Chakhesang sub-groups), Semas, Rengmas and 

Lhotas; The Central Naga group have Tangkhuls, Aos, Sangtame, Yachumi (Yimchunger), 

Changs and Phoms and The Eastern Nagas is represented mainly by Konyaks (Hutton, J.H. 

1969:351). 

There are several legends about their origin. It is said that ancestors of the Angamis, 

Aos, and Semas have emerged from the earth either in their present habitat or in the 
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neighbourhood. Among the Maring Naga fo Manipur, there is a long and detailed story that 

they came from a hole in the earth (Shimray, R.R. 1985:17). Their traditions also indicate the 

migration from south (Hutton, J.H. 1969:6). Besides, in neighbouring foreign lands like 

Myanmar (Burma) also such Naga groups as the Konyaks, Somras, Yimchunger are living in 

the hills of Myanmar and many of them have close relation with the Nagas of India (Shimray, 

R.R. 1985:2). Main subsistence and living traits of the Nagas are more or less similar to each 

other. Moreover, when studies together a complete and coherent picture of shifting cultivators 

life is available. 

Subsistence and Economy 

Like the other tribes, land and forest are the primary resources for the Nagas 

subsistence. They mainly practice shifting cultivation, but few Naga groups such as the 

Angamis and the Chakhesangs also traditionally practice the terrace cultivation (Das, N.K. 

1995:382). 

Shifting or Jhum cultivation is an age-old traditional system among the Nagas. Four 

types of land owning systems prevailed – family land (only for terrace cultivation); village 

land; clan land and land owned by the chief (Saha, N & S.S. Mishra. 1994:215). Among the 

Sema and the Konyak communities, the chief owns bulk of the land and other resources and 

distributes them among villagers (Das, N.K> 1995:382). While in the Naga of Manipur the 

lands are owned by village (Hodson, T.C. 1989:51). The Nagas cultivate the plots for 1 to 2 

years and then left it fallow for 5 to 8 years for regeneration. Local people believe that fifty 

years ago the regeneration period varied from 20 to 25 years (Gangopadhyay, S. 1991:44). A 

number of crops such as paddy, millet, job’s tear, maize, yam, pulse, and cotton are grown in 

the Jhum field. 

In the months of December and January, the cutting of vegetation starts. Whenever a 

hill is to be cleared, intimation is given to the heads of the families of the village. Each family 

deputes a person for this work (Pemberton, R.B. 1969:44). Burning is done in the month of 

February. The most auspicious days for burning are the 7th or 9th days after the full moon. 

Burning is starts from the bottom (Mills, J.P. 1973:111). After this the burnt soils are 

scratched with little hoes and mixed thoroughly with ashes. During the cutting, it is usual to 

leave one tree in the middle of the field as a refuge for the tree spirit (Hodson, T.C. 1989:54). 

For preventing the soil erosion, unburnt trunks of the tree are laid which serve as dam. 
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Sowing is done in March to April while harvesting is completed during the months of August 

to September. 

Regional variation is found in the cropping pattern due to change in rainfall, soils and 

altitudes. Millet and other crops dominate in the eastern parts which are less humid and have 

acidic soils. Paddy is dominant in the other parts. Crop mixture is commonly found which 

consist of five or more crops along with one main crop (Gangopadhyay, S. 1991:47). From 

sowing to harvesting three to four times weeding is performed. 

Jhum fields are generally located at a long distance from the village, therefore, a field 

house is to be built. Infront of the field house, place of sacrifice is also prepared where 

throughout the year the family offers sacrifices for good crops. 

Agricultural Implements:  The important implements which are used for Jhum 

cultivation are axe, spade or hoe, and digging stick. The axe is made of iron blade and used 

by hafting. When it is required for splitting wood the blade is fitted in its vertical plan and 

called merr, when it is required for chiseling or dressing wood, it is fitted it is horizontal plan, 

used as an adze and called Kethi. The hole of the wooden handle is rectangular which 

receives butt. Its iron blade decidedly suggestive of a long stone celt in form (Hutton, J.H. 

1969:65). The spade or hoe is made of a flat spoon shaped blade handle of which is bound to 

a crooked stick. The wooden hammer is of T shaped. It head is about a feet and half in length 

and handle is about 3 to 4 feet long. It is made either in one or two pieces (Hutton, J.H. 

1969:78). The sickle, consisting of a light curved iron blade about a feet long, is set by a tang 

in a wooden handle and has rude saw edge. 

Several, Naga groups such as the Semas, Lhotas, Aos and Konyaks use a very simple 

and rudimentary form of bamboo hoe, which is made of bamboo strip. But, lately modified 

version of this implement may be seen in use. Balfour has studied these hoes in details and 

established successive evolutionary stages from bamboo strip-hoe to iron blade hoe (balfour, 

H. 1917:105). These types of hoes are mainly used for weeding. They are made of a narrow 

flat strip or band of bamboo bent into a small loop and form the shape of a necktie. Its central 

part is shaved down to form a sharp, flexible blade while the terminal parts are left thicker 

and form the hoe. The two ends are brought together and crossed and then bound with cane 

strip at the crossing point. After completed it is further hardened by smoking. These hoes 

wear out very fast and are often at the rate of 7 to 8 a day by per person. Therefore, this 

primitive bamboo hoe is being replaced by iron ones. In iron hoes, blades are usually seen 



229 
Ph ton eBooks 

fitted to wooden handles, which show a transitional form of hafted hoe. Presently they use the 

different types of hoe with convenient hafting, but the sources of all these hoe are the bamboo 

strip-hoe. 

Other types of iron bladed hoes are also found among the Nagas, which appear to 

have developed through passing of time. The iron blades of some hoes are flat and forged 

with very broad tangs and shoulders. These are hafted by bending a cane rod around the tang 

so as to grip the later, the ends of the rod being bound together with a sliding collar of 

canework. This type of iron blade may be derived from shoulder axe of Neolithic Period 

(Balfour, H. 1917:107). 

Another type of iron hoes are fixed into the holes near the ends of club like handles. 

The iron blade hoes have a well-defined single tang. This is used for clearing stubble from 

old fields by the Semas. 

Few other iron hoe blades are simply tapering upwards from the edge and looks 

similar to pointed butt end celts of Neolithic Period. These types are hafted by binding on to 

the front of the shorter limb of an angular handle, cut from the junction of two branches. This 

is more prevalent among the Lhota and the Sema Nagas. The Angami Naga haft their 

shouldered iron blade to a crooked stick, while the Aos often insert the end into a hole in a 

stick. 

The Nagas valued the stone celts which have polished and oily look. These are 

considered as the gift of god – some for war, some for fame and few others for bad luck also 

(Shimaray, R.R. 1985:15). The Angami belief is that these stone celts are thunderbolt 

(Hutton, J.H. 1969:405). Most of the tribes keep them in a pot or some such place covered 

with paddy. 

Terrace Cultivation:  this method is traditionally practiced only by the Angamis and 

the Chakhesang Naga. However, they also practice Jhum cultivation. In some of the Angami 

villages terraces are also built for Jhum almost as elaborate as those made for wet cultivation 

(Hutton, J.H. 1969:76). The Angamis grow paddy and millet in Jhum field as main crop and 

other crops such as job’s tears, beans, oil, seeds, gourds are grown is small quantities by 

sprinkling seeds here and there with main crops. cotton and a species of jute (used for making 

coarse cloth) are grown in patches by some villages. 

The Angamis follow an elaborate system of terracing and irrigation for wet rice 

cultivation. The hillsides are cut into terraces of width vary from 2 to 20 feet. Its edges are 
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lined by stones. Networks of water channels, which are so properly arranged that water 

follow down conveniently from one terrace to the other one, irrigate the fields. Hollow 

bamboos also are used for watering facilities between two channels. 

In preparation of the field, digging is done by spades, then the field is filled with 

water. When flooded it is puddled. Finally, the seedlings are transplanted in the month of 

June. Meanwhile, the paddy seed sown thickly in a patch of dry ground in the months of 

March and April germinate in to tiny plants. At transplantation the seedlings are never 

planted in bunches, but separately by one or two. Harvesting is done in October and 

November by a saw edged sickle and usually the head of plant is sievered and collected in 

basket. Sometimes, the whole stalk is cut. Among the Nagas, only Semas stripped the 

standing ear. Threshing is done by feet and then dried. Finally the grains are stored. 

Hunting:  The Nagas usually do hunting in large groups and use several weapons like 

spear, shield, dao, bow-arrow, sharpned bamboo etc. they also use the traps, snare and pitfall 

for capturing the animals. The important hunting animals are deer, elephant, leopard, bison, 

bear and birds. For the hunting of big animals, the use of pitfall is common. The size of pits 

may vary from 6 to 16 feet in depth (Hutton, J.H. 1969:86). Long bamboo spikes are fixed at 

the bottom to impale for the animal to fall in. for elephant, iron panjis are used. Finally, it is 

covered by thin branches, leaves and earths carefully. The pits are dug at such places, which 

the animals are frequented by. Simple fall traps are also used. A weighty spear is attached to 

an elastic creeper which sets as a spring and set with a stick in such a manner that the animal 

when passing, underneath displaces the stick which release the spear. The jungle on each side 

of the run is also fenced so as to compel the animal to follow the path of the trap. Apart from 

these hunting methods the Nagas also use several types of snares and nooses for birds and 

small animals. They follow a strict distribution pattern of the hunts. The man who first 

attacks the animal gets the head. But in same tribes like the Lhotas this goes to hunting dog’s 

owner (Hutton, J.H. 1969:89). 

Weapons: The important weapons of the Nagas are dao, spear, shields and bow- 

arrow. The Angami dao is double edged and has a large square blade and the handle is 

attached to the centre. The dao of the Nagas of Manipur is about 18 inch long and tip is 

sharpned on one side only (Hodson, T.C. 1989:36). It is used for multipurpose. The Tangkhul 

uses longer spear which is used only for trusting, while the shorter spears of the Mao, Maram 

and Kabui Nagas are used for throwing as well as thrusting action. Single barbed spear-head 

is popular among the Nagas and is very old and traditional. An exception may be seen in the 
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Angamis who use double-barbed spear-heads (Mills, J.P. 1973:63). Two types of shields are 

generally used – about four feet long, oblong shields with curve at the top, closely plaited 

with cane; and the rounded shield (Hodson, T.C. 1989:37). Both are made of buffalo’s hide. 

Sometimes, the exterior of the shield is fastened with the piece of fresh plantain or banana 

tree, to prevent the fire arm (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1989:65). Arrow-heads both barbed and non-

barbed are occasionally poisoned. Sharpned bamboos dipped in poison and hardened in fire 

are also used as weapons. 

Fishing: There are several methods and implements for fishing. The most interesting 

and common method is poisoning the water, which is used especially in smaller streams 

(Hutton, J.H. 1969:89). The poison is prepared from the roots, stem, leaves or fruits of certain 

plants. Generally, the root and stem of a reddish creeper are used. Few Naga groups use 

walnut leaves for this purpose. These are beaten into pulp and dipped from time to time into 

water. After sometimes fishes become excited or stupefied and are easy to catch by net or by 

blow from a dao. Among the Lhotas, the participation of women in fishing is regarded 

unlucky but in other Naga groups they take an active part. Fishing with rod and line is also in 

vogue. The fish-hook is made of a piece of bent iron or brass wire and the line being made of 

fibre attached to the end of a stick. The cast nets are circular and weighted at the edge with 

lead. Basket traps of several shapes and sizes are also regularly used. 

Domestication of Animals: The Nagas generally domesticate pig, cow, goat, dog and 

fowl. Mithuns are kept in a semi-domesticated state. These animals are kept for food as well 

as for sale, barter and bride-price (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:52). Mithun (Bos frontalis) is 

considered as a form of wealth and their value varies according to size, length of horn and 

colour. They are allowed to roam in forest and grazing land and are visited from time to time 

by their owner. Pigs do the necessary scavenging and stay in a pig-sty or outer room. 

Buffaloes are only kept by the Tangkhuls, the Rengmas and the Konyaks, and are slaughtered 

at feasts (Mills, J.P. 1973:78). It seems that buffalo as a domesticated animal is a recent 

adaptation, because it is an animal of swamp or plains. 

The ears of cattle are cut or silt as a mark of ownership, but the cutting the tails and 

boring the ears of pigs and dogs (male only) are done to distinguish the sex. Because, they 

never want to kill the females, which are kept for breeding value (Hutton, J.H. 1969:72). 

Food habit: The staple food of the Nagas is rice and meat. Beef, pork, meat of dogs, 

chicken are the commonest type of meat. Even the meat of elephant is also consumed except 
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of its skull and tusk. The Tangkhul does not eat the cat while the meat of he-goat is 

prohibited of the Angami ladies. The Maram men did not eat pork. Meat and vegetables are 

usually cooked together. Rice is also cooked in newly cut bamboo tubes and it seems that 

these are only used on journeys or when for some reason pots are not available (Hodson, T.C. 

1989:59). Job’s tear and millet form the staple food of many Nagas of high altitudes. 

Bamboo-shoots, edible roots are also form important part of their food (Shimray, R.R. 

1985:163). Rice beer or zu of several varieties are favourite drink. 

Trade and Currency: The Nagas also indulge in trade activities to some extent, 

which is mainly based on barter. The Ao Naga obtains salt from plains. For this they supply 

cotton, mats, gum of a tree, gourds etc. and much of the salt so obtained and clothes are sold 

to the Phoms and Changs for pigs and fowls (Mills, J.P. 1973:103). The Phoms and the 

Konyaks are poor weaver and they get cloths from the Ao village. Many of the domestic 

items such as salt, cloths, utensils, etc. are exchanged and bartered between the Nagas 

themselves and with other tribes also. In this process cow, mithun, pig are to be regarded as 

standard units of exchange. Among the Angami Nagas the following from of barter is 

prevalent (Mills, A.J.M. 1969:290) – a cow = 10 conch shell; a pig = 2 conch shell; a goat = 2 

conch shell; a fowl =1pocket of salt. 

Although, barter was undoubtedly the principle method of trade but a sort of currency 

existed in the form of conch shell and iron. One conch shell, in length equal to breadth of 

eight fingers is said to have been worth of a cow (Hutton, J.H. 1969:71). Two form of old 

currency are still to be found among the Ao Naga – a round brass dies about 12 inch in 

diameter with a slightly convex surface (Mills, J.P. 1973:102). These are only used for 

transaction with the Konyak, Phom and Chang villages. A strip of iron about six or seven 

inch long was the other form, which is now extinct. Its shape is very similar to that of the old 

long-tanged dao and it seems that these were derived from this old weapon. These currencies 

were known as chabili or jabily. Large numbers of this chabili are still to be seen in the 

houses of rich men in the Ao country. In the former times a mithun can be obtained for 100 

chabili. This currency is also used in ritualistic purposes. In case of serious sickness, certain 

number of this currency was offered to god and goddess to get blessing (Goswami, S.C. 

1984:132). The another feature is that it is handed down hereditary from generation to 

generation. The eldest male has the major share of the family collection. Among the 

Yachumis and other trans-frontier tribes, there is a form of currency, which is still in use and 

consists of a string composed of quite worthless pieces of broken conch shell beads alternated 
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with bits of bamboo. One string having the token value of about four annas of Indian money 

(Hutton, I.H.1969:72). 

Spinning and Weaving: The Nagas generally wear self-made cloths. Only women 

perform weaving. There is an interesting tradition among the few Tangkhul Naga villages of 

Ukhrul (Manipur), that as far as possible villagers prevent their girl from marrying into a 

village where a weaving industry is not practised (Hodson, T.C. 1989:47). This evidence 

indicates the importance of weaving craft in Naga tradition. The weaving process starts with 

seeding, which is done by rolling a round stick over the raw cotton on a flat stone. Then 

spinning is done by spindle-whorl. It consists of a long pen shaped hard wooden piece (Sagar 

Palm) with a stone whorl. For spinning, the operator places the lower end on a broken piece 

of pot and spins it with a drawing motion against her right thigh (Mills, J.P. 1973:91). The 

thread collects above the stone until the spindle is full. It is then damped with hot rice water. 

After draying it becomes hard and ready for weaving. The loom is a tension loom, which is 

made of wood and is handled by single woman. 

Embroidery work is done with a bamboo needle and a fine pick of hard wood. The 

decorative motifs comprise geometrical pattern. The thread is twisted with a little wax (Mills, 

J.P. 1973:92). The Nagas also paint their cloths by the indigenous method. The pigment is 

prepared by the juice of a tree (Chengko) which is mixed with very strong rice beer and the 

ash of bamboo leaves or chengko leaves. After this preparation finally grey fluid is prepared 

which is applied with a pointed piece of bamboo (Mills, J.P. 1973:94). 

Carpentry and Basketry: Wood works related to the daily articles are the 

manufacturing of different types of utensils. Wooden dishes are carved out from the   solid 

piece and polished with a certain type of leaf called poktsok. A cheaper, lighter dish is made 

of bamboo. For making this, a section of node free bamboo is cut and shaved down. When it 

becomes thin, then spilted in one side and warmed over fire until it can be opened out flat. 

Two slits are then cut at each end and folded and firstly laced with cane ( Mills, J.P. 

1973:97). They also make several drinking vessels and containers of bamboo. Besides utility 

items decorative carvings in wood with of conventional designs like men, tigers, hornbill, 

pythons, mitthun heads etc are also done. These designs are carved in relief and its purpose 

varies from head hunting; decoration of youth dormitory to funerary images erected for 

warriors and other important persons (Vidyarthi, L.P. 1986:101). In carving of human 

figures, main emphasis is paid to the head. For making the images, outline is first sketched 

with charcoal and rest of the surface is carved out sufficiently to leave it in high relief. 
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Basketry among the Nagas is highly developed. Split bamboo and cane are the usual 

materials for basket making. Among the Ao Nagas, men and boys exclusively do this work. 

There are no professional basket makers, every family produces baskets according to their 

own necessities. Carrying baskets are generally pointed at bottom. Some baskets especially 

the flat bottom cylindrical baskets, which are used for staining beer, are  so closed woven as 

to be practically water-tight. The only instrument, which is used for basket making is the 

spike of cow, dog or monkey bone (Mills, J.P. 1973:100). 

Stone Work: The stone work is not widely practiced by the Nagas. The Ao Nagas 

produce very few items of stone such as pipe bowl and spindle-whorl (Mills, J.P.1973:99). 

For these items soft grey stones are used as raw material. A suitable piece is selected and 

scrapped to the desired shape with an old dao and hollowed by a little chisel made of broken 

hoe. The outer portion is rubbed and smothered on stone. After being smeared with rice water 

it is left to be smoked over the fire. Finally, two coatings of a juice  of parasitic tree called 

charak is applied which give it dull black colour. 

Pottery Making: Among the Nagas only few groups or clans of the Semas, Aos and 

Mao manufacture the earthen ware. Two Tangkhul villages namely Hundung and Longbi are 

also traditionally engaged in pottery making (Shimmi, Y.L.R.:1988:28). It is exclusively the 

job of women, although men help them during the setting and firing of the pots. There is a 

belief among the Semas that if men approach, the pots break in firing (Hutton, J.H. 1968:54). 

The important types of pots are jar, cooking pot, miniature pot, ring footed bowls etc. 

Miniature pots with handle are exclusively used for ceremonial  purpose by the Semas 

(Hutton, J.H. 1968:55). They also make a double cooking pot with a partition in the middle 

for cooking rice and meat simultaneously. The storage pots are bigger than cooking pots. The 

rims are generally outturned with beveled labial flanged lip (Singh, O.K. 1999:62). The 

exterior surface usually bears cord impressions. The pots are generally made between the 

final reaping of harvest and the millet sowing. 

The pots are exclusively hand made (Mills, J.P. 1973:95). Few groups of the 

Tangkhul Nagas of Manipur follow the coil method in which clay rolls are spirally  round a 

bamboo stem as the shape form like a plaint cylinder and then it is modeled by hand to 

reuired shape (Hodson, T.C. 1989:48). 

The Changki group of the Ao Naga (Mills, J.P. 1973:94) and the Mao Naga of Oinam 

village (Senpati district) of Manipur produce the earthen ware by hand modeling with the 
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help of few simple implements(Singh, O.K. 1999:61-63).There are several implements, used 

in various stages of pot making. L. Wooden sticks – (a) about 1/2m. long cylindrical stick for 

moulding. (b) a stick with broad ends 2. Beater – (a) plain and cord wrapped (b) grooved 

beater. 3. Smoothing stick or bamboo sliver – It is used for smoothing the surface. It tapers at 

both ends with a lenticular cross-section and about 30 cm in length. 4.Anvil – It is made of 

both stone and terracotta and spherical in shape, used as support from inside during the 

process of shaping. 5. Wooden pestle and mortar are used for pounding the clay and 

tempering materials. Mortar is also used for kneading the clay. 

The process of pot making starts with the mixing and pounding the clay. Locally 

available red and grey clay are mixed in which the proportion of red clay is slightly larger. In 

the Tangkhul villages, Ferro magnesium mineral of quartzite is grounded into powder and 

proportionally mixed  with clay (Shimmi,Y.L.R. 1988:28). Through this mixture, clay balls 

of different sizes are made. 

The rough shape of the pot is prepared by the moulding of the suitable clay ball on the 

knee. One end is beaten with the help of cylindrical stick to obtain a wide hollow and slightly 

conical shape. For shoulder and neck portion the wider hollow end is pressed out from inside 

with fingers. Then it is lightly beaten with plain beater. After this the rim is made by fingers. 

Enlargement of pot is also done by plain beater. During the beating process whenever 

thin surface is found it is made thick by adding paste. When desired shapes and sizes are 

obtained it is finished by beating with the cord-wrapped or grooved beater. This gives a rough 

outer surface to the pot. Finally, it is smoothen by scrapping with the help of bamboo sliver. 

If needed ring, foot is made by fixing a roll of paste as ring at the base. The entire process, 

right from the making of paste ball to a finished product takes about one hour. Finished pots 

are dried for one full day in the sun. Sometimes pots are also dried on the rack over the 

family fire-place. 

Firing is done in open. Generally, It is done either before the sunrise or after sunsent, 

when fire could easily be controlled. There is a belief related to this, that fire is harder to 

control in the day than at night. Pots are piled over the bed of straw and small branches, on 

very low platforms of bamboo, and covered with the same materials. Two or three successive 

layers of pots are arranged, alternated with the layers of straw and twigs. Finally, it is covered 

with straw and looks like a small mound. Then it is lighted at one of the edges and takes two 

or three hours to get the pot completely fired. 
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Settlement Pattern: The Naga tribes traditionally live in a well-defined territory. 

Their villages are permanent and sedentary. Some of them are very large, containing as many 

as 500 houses and the smallest one have at least 50 (Rowney, H.B. 1969:100). The villages of 

Naga are generally situated on hill tops, at the altitudes of 1200 m (Das, N.K. 1995.384). In 

old days villages were fortified with stockades, deep ditches and stone walls with wooden 

gateways (Hutton, J.H. 1969:44). A village is traditionally divided into wards, normally 

based on clan. These clan territories had their own gates. There is no regular plan for the 

village. Houses are constructed all over the village in disorganized fashion. The main street 

gathers all the refuse of the village and serves as an outlet for rainy water (Hodson, T.C. 

1989:42). 

The houses are large and usually single storeyed. They are made of bamboos, wooden 

planks and locally available grasses. The houses invariably face east, especially in Manipur. 

It may be due to the direction of westerly winds which cause danger of fires inside the 

houses. The stones are piled two to three feet high from the ground on which rests the 

structure. However, the houses of the Angamis are directly built on ground (Hutton, J.H. 

1969:50). The walls are made of bamboo matting, but often dry missionary is used upto a 

height of about three feet. The front wall is of large wooden boards and the inner partitions of 

small planks(Bahadur, K.P. 1977:34). Roofs are thatched and gable, ended in which slopes 

are made towards rear portion, which is very low in height. To protect the roof from the 

strong winds, its sides almost tough the ground (Hodson, T.C. 1989:41)Thatching is done by 

the little bundles of the grasses, in which each are tied separately to the frame of the roofs. 

The Naga house may be broadly divided into three parts – front, middle and rear 

(Hutton, J.H. 1969:53). Front compartment is a big room used for husking the paddy and 

keeping the implements and household objects. The middle pat is multipurpose room, used 

for cooking and sleeping. The rear portion is long and narrow room, which is the bedroom of 

the owner. In this room paddy is stored in a giant basket. In some houses below the giant 

basket, a deep pit is dug. When fire or war breaks, the basket is simply cut open and paddy is 

poured into the pit (Shimmi, Y.L.R. 1988:14). 

The houses are usually windowless, although few have small holes. The doors are 

made of solid wood and bamboo. Their granaries are situated at the short distance from the 

dwelling house. They are constructed in same manner as dwelling houses. These have raised 

floors  and apart from grains valuable properties are also kept in it (Hodson, T.C. 1989:42). In 
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the Tangkhul  Naga village, store-holes are dug in the earth in which grains are placed for 

safety. 

The houses are decorated with paintings and carvings. Mainly geometrical patterns 

are used for decoration. The front part of the rich Angami houses are painted with men and 

women, shields, mithun, and hornbill feathers. The Chakesang frequently use clay models of 

men (in ceremonial dress), mithun and other animals. 

Household Objects: The Nagas household objects are mostly made of bamboo and 

wood (Hutton, J.H. 1969:57). They also use earthen pots of different shapes and sizes used 

mostly for cooking, and fermenting liquor. Cups, drinking vessels and small water containers 

are made of bamboo, while bowls, spoons and platters are made of wood. Horns of the 

domestic mithun are also used as drinking vessel. Gourds are used for storing and carrying 

liquor. 

Except the earthen ware each family makes almost all the articles. They also make 

several types of basket as per requirement. A large bamboo basket, narrow at the bottom and 

swelling towards the top is used for keeping cloths and other items (Hutton, J.H. 1969:58). 

Social Structure 

 The most important unit of Naga social system is the clan, which consists of a number 

of families. A Naga village may be defined as a cluster of independent clans occupying 

distinct territories. Each clan traditionally enjoys its autonomy in terms of economic rights 

and other political matters. The clans are strictly exogamous and are believed to be descended 

from a common ancestor, by whose name in many case the clan is known after. Among the 

Naga society clan hierarchy at village level is also evident by the recruitment of priests and 

other politico-religious specialists from specific clan (Das, N.K. 1995: 376). 

 The Changs are divided into four major exogamous clans – Kanghau, Ong, Hongang 

and Lamou. Among them Kanghau claim the highest position in village level stratification. 

The new village is normally founded by the member of this clan. The chief priest is selected 

from the Ong clan and the oldest member of this clan is regarded as religious specialist whose 

duty is to announce the time and date for village festival. The oldest member of Lamou clan 

announces the date and time for launching agricultural activities. At the same time a person 

with proven ability in war was given the status of the chief. 

Chieftainship has been another characteristic feature of Naga society. The village 

chief has to perform the dual responsibility as religious and secular head. Being a religious 
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chief he presides over all religious festivals and is the first man to sow seeds and to harvest. 

The chief of the Konyaks, Maos and Semas are the most powerful. Among the Semas there is 

a tradition that, theoretically if not practically, the chief distributed the land and forest area 

amongst the villagers as per their requirement and received some sort of tribute in return. 

(Das, N.K. 1995:377). 

Family is the basic unit of Naga society, which is of patrilineal character (Das, N.K. 

1995:378). The family usually consists of a married couple and their unmarried children, 

living in a separate house (Hodson, T.C. 1989:79). All sons inherit the fathers property 

equally, but the eldest son receives lion’s share. Though a woman can possess property but as 

a rule she cannot inherit ancestral property (Ao, P.S. 1954:54). But among several Nagas 

such as Angami, Chakhesang the married daughters enjoy legal right over paternal property 

(Das, N.K. 1995:378). 

Both ceremonial and informal marriages are practiced. For marriage, usually clan-

exogamy is followed. In the ceremonial marriage man takes the help of an old woman who 

acts as mediator and settles the bride-price, normally includes a spear, two pigs, sixteen fowls 

(Bahadur, K.P. 1977:62). Marriage by service is also prevalent but in a very limited scale. 

The nature of bride-price varies from one group to other. The bride-price to the Kabui Nagas 

of Manipur include seven buffaloes, two daos, two spears, two strings of beads of conch-

shell, two ear ornaments, two eating vessels, two cloth and two hoes. Among the Quoirengs 

and Chirus in lieu of bride-price, service is accepted (Hodson, T.C. 1989:91). The bride-price 

of the Aos consists of 50 to 60 baskets of rice, a leather shield and one or more daos (Mills, 

J.P. 1973:271). In the Tangkhul Nagas if the selected girl is from accepted village of the clan 

there is no bride price (Hodson, T.C. 1989:90). 

Dress and Ornaments: The traditional dress of male includes a small cloth worn 

round the waist like loin or kilt and a long cotton cloth as upper garment, which is used only 

in cold season as shawl (Hodson, T.C. 1989:25). The upper garment is made by 4 to 6 pieces, 

neatly stitched together. Occasionally, the one end of the kilt forming the flap in front is 

decorated with cowrie-shell as a sign of martial achievement.  

The female’s dress consists of a small petticoat, armless jacket and shirt like cloths, 

reaching up to waist or knee (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:52). A broad cloth is generally used as 

upper garment, the opposite corners of which are taken up and knotted over the shoulders 

covering the back and bosom. Sometimes, petticoats are ornamented with bells, beads and 
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cowrie-shells (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:78). The women of the Sema Nagas use a string of 

cowrie, as belt over the petticoat and also wear under belt a broad girdle decorated with 

yellow beads (Hutton, J.H.1968:17). 

The Nagas are very fond of ornaments. Both men and women use several types of 

ornaments made of marine shell, semi-precious stones, ivory, wood, cane and metals like 

brass. Almost all major parts of the body are ornamented. Now a days white seeds of jobs-tea 

are used as substituted to cowries (Hutton, J.H. 1969:27). 

Necklace – It usually consists of 5 to 7 rows of beads which are closely strung 

(Shimmi, Y.L.R. 1988: 17). These beads are generally of oval shaped and are made of white 

shell, polished carnelian (long hexagonal shaped), coral, coloured glass etc. Sometimes, 

beads are also made of row plantain boiled in some solution (Shimmi Y.L.R. 1988: 17). 

Another necklace like ornament which is worn occasionally as scarf also is formed of an 

oblong piece of wood, covered with alternate rows of white seeds and black and red hair and 

bunch of red hair all around. This is suspended from the shoulder by a cotton rope 

ornamented with cowries and long tuft of black and red hair. The hair used in Naga 

ornaments is human hair taken from scalps of enemies and the red ones are goat/s hair which 

is dyed (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:50) 

Armlet – Armlets and bracelets are made of ivory, cane, and are frequently worn in 

hand. These are sometimes decorated with cowries and hair. From shoulders to elbows men 

encase their arms with many rings of cane, large at shoulder and gradually decreasing 

towards the elbow. Usually wood and cane armlets are coloured. The girls generally wear 

coiled bracelets in upper arm and brass ring in each lower arm. On the wrist bracelets of 

cowrie are worn. The ivory and wood articles are comparatively lighter so are used in upper 

parts of arm (Woodthorpe,R.G. 1969:51,77). 

Earring – Among some Naga groups both men and women sear earrings flattened to 

the top of ears. The ear is pierced in several places to receive the huge hunches of cotton 

wool or brass rings. 

Legging – It is usually made of cane and worn tightly at the ankle and below the knee 

(Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:51). The Tangkhul wear cane or brass rings coiled below the knee 

and are said to give support during climbing (Hodson, T.C. 1989:32). 

Around the waist the canes are  drawn in several turns – one man had as many as 19 

runs, which total length is about 40 feet (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:77). 
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Shell, beads and cowries are obtained by trade. A number of people of a particular 

village named Khonama go to Calcutta to trade and come back through Burma and Manipur 

(Mills, J.P. 1973:49) 

Religious Practices 

 Now a days, although most of the Nagas have adopted Christianity, still the traditional 

religion is practiced and can be traced in their daily activities. The traditional religion is 

mainly based on the nature and spirit worship. 

According to the Semas belief all spirits are divided into three distinct classes-the 

spirit of supreme creator who regarded usually as beneficent; spirits of sky and spirits of earth 

(Hutton, J.H. 1968:191). The spirits of earth are generally harmful and beneficent only when 

they are propitiated.  The Angamis also believe in a supreme creator and the existence of 

several evil spirits which reside in rocks, trees and water-pools (Davis, A.W. 1969:506). 

These are usually propitiated in case illness by offerings of fowls, pigs or cattle. The Ao 

believes that Sun is the deity, which can straightway affect the health of their cattle and crops. 

They pray Sun and Moon as the spirits of field and village (Mills, J.P. 1973:215). During the 

every occasion Sun and Moon are addressed first but no particular ceremony is performed in 

their honour. Only those spirits or supernatural powers are worshipped who reside in stone, 

trees or peaks of the hills. 

Among the Nagas, stones are considered as objects of superstitious awe. Special 

stones, situated at different locations of the hills and riverbanks are regarded as the abode of 

spirits. Many Angami clans keep a stone usually near the village gate and regard these as the 

abode of the spirit. In the Lhota morung, a medium sized round stone is kept as the abode of a 

spirit. Rituals are performed before these stones. 

Apart from sacrificing to propitiate the spirits other means are also practiced. The Ao 

Nagas make wooden images and place them near the village gate to frighten the spirits away 

(Shimmi, Y.L.R. 1998:125). Other Naga tribes also erect images and branches of tree at the 

village gates or on door of the house for the same purpose. 

Priestly caste (with special power and status) is not found among the Nagas (Mills, 

J.P. 1973:243). For the simple ceremonies of the home and field a man performs the required 

rituals. But for the ceremonies, related to clan, clan priest is called. This is not a heriditory 

post. Generally, old and experienced persons are selected as priests. Each clan in a village 
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may have one to four priests. Another old man is attached to each priest as his assistant. On 

the death of the priest his assistant takes his place and a new assistant is choosen. 

Disposal of the Death: The Nagas generally follow the practice of burying the dead 

body. The burial place is usually situated near or infront. Of the deceased’s house. It may also 

be located at the side of the path within the village or immediate vicinity of the village 

(Hutton, J.H. 1969:47; Sahay, B.N. 1965:55). Very young childrens are usually buried inside 

the house (Hutton, J.H. 1968:244). Those who are killed in battle or by wild animals are 

buried in one place out side the village (Brown, R. 1969:487). 

The Angamis graves are normally built of stones, which are either circular or 

rectangular (Hutton, J.H. 1969:47, 226). The body is buried in a wooden coffin alongwith a 

dao, two spears, split stick (fire stick), a young alive chicken. A bitter seed is placed between 

the teeth and then brought out for the burial. Large flat stones are used as lid of the coffin. 

Finally, the grave is carefully filled with the rubble and earth. Next day the close relatives of 

the deceased come and feast and then they put the skull of the scarified animal (generally 

cattle) over the grave along with the ornaments, weapons and cloths of the deceased. Many 

rites and rituals continue up for several days. 

The Sema graves are lined with wooden planks and is about 3 feet deep. The body is 

placed on a plank at the bottom with a spear, dao, and at least one string of conch-shell beads. 

In Ashimi village a bead and some fragments of foodstuffs is placed between all the fingers 

of the dead (Hutton, J.H. 1968:244). A boy is given sharpened bamboo instead of spear. 

When the body has been laid in the grave a piece of resinous pinewood is taken and lit, and 

the body is fumigated to drive away worms, flies and insects. Cross pieces of stick are then 

put across the grave over the body. Finally, it is covered by plank and then filled with earth. 

Some people erect thatched structure over the burial like menhir. 

Occasionally, a wooden life-size status of deceased is made and setup over the grave 

(Hutton, J.H. 1968:246). Angamis also practice illustrative example of this type of custom 

(Pemberton, R.B. 1969:53). The orientation of corpse in such a way that when buried, look 

towards the house in which they lived when alive (Hutton, J.H. 1968:247). 

For burying the dead body, Tangkhul Nagas prefer the hard rocky place, with an 

intention to make the strong and leak proof grave. The another reason may be that a grave is 

used again and again till a new one is dug (Sahay, B.N. 1965:55). The grave is big enough to 

accommodate the belongings (spear, cloth, basket etc.) of deceased along with corpse. Dog 
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and pig must be offered near the bed of the dead. After some time (6 to 8 years) if another 

death takes place in the family the same grave is opened and the skeleton along with other 

materials are removed and put in ordinary pit in the garden or near the house. Then the recent 

dead is buried in the same grave with same rituals. Kabui Naga also follows the similar 

system. 

The Aos and the Konyaks do not bury the corpse in earth, instead the dead body is 

smoked on a platform or tree, which is shaped somewhat like a house, with all belonging of 

the deceased (Hutton, J.H. 1969:375). The body is kept in a coffin for ten days to two 

months. After being smoked the head is removed and put in an earthen pot, which is covered 

with palm leaf and put under the platform. The heads of the dead being ultimately collected 

in one place (Hutton, J.H. 1969:386). For smoking the dead bodies, the Aos wrap the corpse 

in cloths and keep on a platform in outer room and light a fire under it. The dried corpse is 

then kept till the text harvest is ready to consume. It is then laid out on a platform near village 

path (Mills, J.P. 1973: 279). After sometime body falls and bones becomes part of soils,  

Disposal of Animals: When a hunting dog dies, it is often buried with a bit of an old 

cloth. A favourite dog is usually killed when its master dies (Hutton, J.H. 1968:71). Among 

the Semas it is a tradition that if man has killed a tiger, leopard or bear and he possess no dog 

at the time of death, a dog is bought and then killed with this belief that the souls of the dog 

would go with the dead man and guard him from the attack of the animals, he has killed in his 

life time. Among the Ao Nagas when such dogs dies, three leaves of rice and three leaves of 

meat are put in the grave and buried them behind the house (Mills, J.P. 1973:135). It seems 

that all the Nagas pay respect to hunting dogs in burial. 

Stone Monuments / Megaliths: Few Nagas, mainly the Angamis and the Kachchas 

erect the commemorative stones in the memory of deceased persons. Sometimes, these are 

setup by individuals during their lifetime to commemorate the feast given on the occasion 

(Godwin-Austen, H.H. 1969:531). These memorial stones are erected along the sites of the 

path leading to the village. The boulders are dragged up to required place on wooden sledges, 

shaped like a boat and formed out of a forked tree (Pemberton, R.B. 1969:54). The memorial 

stones may be broadly categorised into two groups – menhirs and stone platforms (Rao, S.N. 

1991:118). 
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The menhirs are setup in a row and their usual numbers are one to three. These are 

placed, gradually decreasing in size from left to right, and height is about 10 to 12 feet 

(Godwin-Austen, H.H. 1969:531). 

Hutton has divided the stone platforms into four categories by Hutton ((Hutton, J.H. 

1926:74): 

(a) Dahu – Rectangular pyramidal structure. 

(b) Tehuka – A raised level space, surrounded by stones, on which man can sit. 

(c) Kwehu – built in the form of a mound of earth, leveled at the top and cirmounted 

with a circular wall or sometimes wooden statue of deceased. 

(d) Baze – it is a rectangular stone platform furnished with steps. 

Apart from these, the Konyaks use stone receptacles for keeping the skulls. It is a sort 

of box hollowed out of sandstones and covered with rough slab. However, its use is very 

limited and earthen wares are generally used for this purpose. 

All the groups of Nagas practice shifting cultivation. Though their main agricultural 

land is shifted from one to other place, they have permanent base camps in the form of large 

village. Due to long duration settlements the cluster of a number of shelters, along with 

devices for protection, granaries etc. feature the habitat. Domestication of animals though 

support the economy. Does no add substantially to the day to day food consumption. The 

animals are used for barter system and rituals in most of the cases. Use of rudimentary pots 

and a large quantity of bamboo and basket containers are noteworthy. Stone celts have 

special magico-religious significant and construction of menhirs for the disposal of dead are 

the features perhaps useful for archaeological remains. Placement of graves in front of the 

houses by the Sema Nagas is like wise noteworthy. Burial of hunting dogs with master too is 

a comparable feature with archaeological findings. 

THE LUSHAI-MIZO  

“Mizo” is a generic term, which includes several major and minor tribes from a single 

ancestry, inhabiting in Mizoram. The major groups are the Lushai, Ralti, Hmar, Paite and 

Paur (thanga, L.B. 1978:5). All of these are known to almost one language and common way 

of Life. Among these Lushai is a typical group, which is distributed throughout the Mizoram, 

except the northern parts of Aizwal. Mizos claim that they had migrated from a place called 

Chhinlung in Shan state of China, passing through different region of Myanmar (Burma). A 
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traditional belief is Prevalent among the Lushai that their ancestors have originated from a 

mythical cave (Goswami, B.B. et al. 1995:80). The migratory habit of the Mizos appears to 

develop due to the conflicts, raids and attacks among various tribal clans, as a result of which 

they keep changing their settlements (Nag, C.R. 1993:21). The following description is 

mainly based on the cultural pattern of the Lushai-Mizo. 

Subsistence and Economy 

The subsistence of the Lushai-Mizo is primarily based on shifting cultivation, supplemented 

by hunting and fishing. The land belongs to the community as a whole. earlier the chiefs were 

entitled to allot the land but now village council allots the land to each family for shifting, 

cultivation (Goswami, B.B.et al. 1995:87). The allotment does not imply its ownership right 

forever. The major crops grown are paddy, millet, beans, cotton, sweet gourd, maize and 

vegetables. Some of the Lushais are good horticulturist also. They cultivate one plot for one 

or two successive years (Nag, C.R, 1993:24). Knowledgeable persons were involved in 

searching for cultivable plots and then gets the privilege to choose the land first of his choice. 

Normally family members do the clearing of the field but if required, the help of borrowed 

labour are also opted. 

Hunting:  both collective and individual hunting are practiced by the Lushais. They snare 

animals like porcupine, deer, wild cat, monkey, tiger etc. The main hunting implements are 

bow and arrows, spear and dao (Nag, C.R. 1993:26). 

Fishing: fishing is done on limited scale. Different type of fishes are trapped either by 

bamboo traps or by using poisonous herbs to stupefy the fishes. Community fishing 

expeditions are also undertaken. 

Domestication of Animals: The main domestic animals are pig, goat, dog and fowl. The 

animals are breeded in captive for the purpose of meat supply during the off-season and easy 

availability of animal offering for sacrifices in the religious functions (Nag, C.R. 1994:23). 

Food Habit: The main food items of the Lushai are leafy vegetables, pork and rice. They are 

very found of meat Pig’s fat is used as oil for cooking and for lighting lamp also. The weater 

is preserved in bamboo containers after it has percolated through some concoction of ashes of 

fuel wood (Paul, G. 1955:160). Like other Mongolian tribes they do not take milk as part of 

their food. Local rice-beer or zu is a favourite drink of the Lushais, which is often consumed 

at the occasions of religious functions. Rice is simply boiled while meat, vegetable are 

cooked with chilly and salt. 
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Settlement Pattern 

The traditional village originally were uni-ethnic only, recently formed village are 

multi-ethnic also. Located on the top of hills or ridges, the villages do not follow any plan 

(Goswami, B.B.et al. 1995:81). The houses are constructed according to the nature of 

terrains. 

The traditional houses are rectangular in shape and built on wooden piles, with 

bamboo matting walls and thatched roof made of straw, grass and leave. Cane is used as tying 

item. Doors are also made by bamboo matting, while wooden plank is used for floor. After 

the main entrance, there is a covered varandah, followed by a big hall. The different parts of 

the hall are used for cooking, sleeping and dining activities. The hearth is always situated in 

one corner, usually near the front door. It is made of stone or an iron plate and raised about 6 

to 8 inch above the floor level (Goswami, B.B. et al. 1995:11). In few cases there is a small 

enclosure for pigs just below the dwellings. At some places in North Lushai hills, several 

caches are made out side the village, to store the grains (Hodson, T.C. 1989:44). 

Social Structure 

The society of Lushai-Mizos is divided in a number of clans and sub-clans. Family is 

the basic unit, based on patrilineal system. The youngest son inherits father’s property 

including the ancestral home and he continues to live with his parents (Goswami, B.B.et al. 

1995:84). But in the case of Chieftainship the inheritance is through the eldest son. Both 

nuclear and extended types of family are found. When a son gets married, he establishes a 

new house with the help of parents. Some share of property is also given to him (Paul, G. 

1955:162). 

Polygamy was the main format of the society in earlier days, but now it is confined to 

the class of chief only (Nag, S.C. 1993:89). Marriage is settled through negotiation and boy’s 

father initiates the proposal. There are two categories of bride-price – main and subsidiary 

(Bareh, H.M. 2001:31). The main price goes to father and brothers of the bride, while the 

subsidiary price is distributed among the close relatives of the bride. Those who receives the 

share of bride-price, give a cock which in collected form taken to groom’s house as a sign of 

blessing. The main bride-price is calculated in terms of mithuns. It is obligatory for the bride 

of bring some articles like cloth, blanket, basket, weaving materials, ornaments etc. to her 

husband’s house. The bride-price (either in cash or kind) is paid in installments, which 

continues even up to the old age (Paul, G. 1955:161). 



246 
Ph ton eBooks 

Traditionally, each village is governed by a chief, assisted by a council of elders 

(Bareh, H.M. 2001:324). Every year chief gets a substantial amount of paddy from every 

household of the village as a token of gratitude for his role as guardian. The main functions of 

the chief are the distribution of Jhum land, fixing the date of annual functions, to solve the 

village and family disputes. During the Jhumming the entire village works as a single unit. 

Dress and Ornaments: The dress of the Lushais are similar to that of Burmese (Paul, 

G. 1955:160). On festive occasions, both men and women wear a lungi made of locally 

produced cotton. The upper dress of male consists of a large piece of cloth, which is worn in 

such a way that the right arm always remains uncovered. The female’s upper garment is full 

sleeved. 

The important ornaments may be put into following groups (Nag, C.R. 1993:20). 

Hairpins are made of bone, brass and iron. Two-pronged pins, with brass head is a popular 

item. Since, both men and women keeps long hair a number of combs, hairpins are popular 

among them. Earrings are mostly used by men and made of wood and ivory. These are so 

made that its head looks flat. Necklaces are generally made of semi-precious stones such as 

agate, carnelian etc. tiger’s tooth and white goat’s hairs are also worn round the neck. The 

semi-precious stones are imported from Burma. 

Pottery Making: Few Mizo groups are also involved in pottery making, which is a 

quite specialized work and only few women know this art (Rengsi, V. 1991:316). The 

different size of pots are made by hand, only for cooking and storing purpose. In Mizo area a 

particular kind of clay, reddish-brown in colour, is found in forest which is used for pot 

making (Saraswati, B. & N.K. Buhura. 1966:80). It has gruable taste and sometimes children 

eat this clay. Even some animals especially tigers lick it and hunters trace their game by the 

source of this clay. 

After pulverizing and cleaning the clay lump, fine piece of potsherds or fine grift are 

mixed with clay, for making the pot strong. The mixture is well kneaded by hand and then 

poundered with mortar and pestle. The entire potting operation is performed by hand. For the 

pot making, first the neck is made and after hardening in sun the best of the body is joined to 

it. Finally, by beating the surface desired shapes of the pot are obtained. For firing, no proper 

kiln is used. Pots are fired by pilling up dry spilt bamboos and leaves all around the pots. 

Religious Practices 
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Before the advent of Christian missionaries they used to be animistic, believing in a 

supreme creator and number of other good and evil spirits, dwelling in the nearby streams, 

mountains, and valleys. To propitiate these spirits they used to perform sacrifice on almost 

every occasion like hunting, agriculture, sickness etc. there is no permanent place or an alter 

to perform sacrifices (Nag, C.R. 1993:57). The altars are made at the time of religious 

ceremonies, which are demolished after the rituals are over. For getting success in hunting, 

villagers annually perform a hunting sacrifice. It is done at night with the offering of a pig on 

the main road just out side the village at the southern entrance. The Lushai-Mizo has strong 

belief in superstition. For instance while burning operation of jhum field, if the flames 

produced a peculiar “huk-huk” sound by believe that jhum field should be abandoned. (Nag, 

C.R. 1993:52). Similarly, there is a belief amongst them that when a man dies his spirit enters 

the village with the spirits of all animals and human being killed by him in his lifetime 

(Tiwari, S.K. 1994:355). There is another belief related to the sacrifice of animals that the 

sacrificed animal will shown the path to the next world and shall also accompany the soul. In 

case of any attack on him the animals were there to receive the wound. 

Festivals: Almost all the festivals or Kuts are in some way or other connected with 

agricultural operations. The main festivals are Mim Kut, Chapchar Kut and Pawl Kut 

(Goswami, B.B.et al. 1995:20-21). Mim Kut is performed when any crop other than paddy is 

first reaped and usually celebrated in the months of August and September after the 

harvesting of maize crop. Maize-bread and fresh vegetables are placed on the memorials of 

dead. Chapchar Kut is held sometimes in March when the most arduous work, cutting, of 

jungle is finished. It is celebrated for 3 to 4 days. Many sacrifices are performed. Powl Kut is 

celebrated after the paddy harvesting in December. 

Village priest performs all the rituals. In the society two type of priests are worked - on which 

performs the religious rites of the village, and the other is to propitiate evil spirits out side the 

village (Bareh, H.M. 2001:325). 

Disposal of the Dead: the Lushais dispose the dead body by burial, and the burial 

place is usually located in front of the house or within the courtyard (Nag, C.R. 1993:67). 

Formerly, two methods were used for preparing the bottom and sides of the graves – sticks 

are arranged in graves of common people, while stones are used for special persons (Thanga, 

L.B. 1978:27). The corpse is always buried at the evening time and weapons and instruments 

used in the lifetime of the deceased are also kept in the grave. The recent in the burial 

practice is to wrap blue cloth for common person’s dead body. But in case of the chief’s dead 
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body, elaborate and expansive practice is followed (Parry, N.E. 1991:137). The corpse is first 

placed into a wooden coffin and is kept near the wall of the deceased house. A special hearth 

is made near the coffin, and a bamboo tube is so placed that its one end touches the stomach 

of the dead body through the coffin and the other end fixed into soil near the hearth. The 

coffin then is sealed airtight. The hearth is kept burning day and night continuously until the 

corpse has been entirely desiccated. After a month the coffin is opened to see the progress. A 

body usually takes about 3 to 5 months to desiccate. The tube also allows the decaying matter 

and gasses given off by the corpse to escape into the ground. In this process the fleshy part 

gets completely burnt and then the skull and long bones are collected and preserved in a 

basket and remaining parts are buried in an earthen pot. After one year a memorial stone is 

erected. 

In case of accidental death, the corpse is buried out side the village. Corpse of a child 

under one year is buried in a large earthen pot with a hard boiled egg and some porcupine 

quills with this belief that egg would lead the baby’s spirit to the spirit world and quills would 

escort the bay’s spirit. 

The Lushai-Mizo appears to be a migratory tribe of the East Asia. Though they 

practice Jhum cultivation, their social format is composed of a number of original and 

modern traits, which can be seen in case of disposal of dead and also socio-religious 

practices. 

THE GAROS 

 The Garos of Meghalaya are mainly concentrated in the Garo hills, situated in the 

western parts of Meghalaya Plateau. Few of them are also found in the valley and 

surrounding areas. They are short in stature and have Mongoloid features. Garos are divided 

into a number of sub-tribes (Majumdar, D.N. 1978:18). There is no authentic information 

about the origin of the Garos. According to their traditions they came originally from Tibet 

and after wandering in Brahmaputra Valley and North-Bengal, settled down in present habitat 

(Sangma, M. 1991:304). Playfair has mentioned that in Western Meghalaya, where the Garos 

migrated, was already inhabited by some other groups (Playfair, I.A. 1975). Linguistically, 

they are related to the Bodo group of the Tibeto-Burman family, distributed all over Assam 

(Majumdar, D.N. 1978:17). 

Subsistence and Economy 
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The subsistence pattern of the Garos is mainly based on traditional shifting 

cultivation. Since, this type of agriculture can provide food only for 6 to 7 months, they have 

to depend on hunting, fishing, and gathering of natural food. One plot is used for 2 

consecutive years and then left fallow for 7 years (Playfair, I.A. 1975:35). In past the 

regeneration cycle was 20 to 30 years and now due to the growth of population it has been 

reduced to 5 to 7 years (Roy, S.K. 1981:217). A number of crops such as paddy (Oryza 

sativa), millet )Eleusine corakana), maize (Zeamays), white gourd (Benincasa cerifer), red 

gourd (Cucurbita maxima), gourd (Lugenaria vulgaries) arum (colacasia antiguorum), yam 

(Dioscorea sp.), bean (Phoselus sp.), ginger (Zingiber officnale), and cotton (Gossypium) are 

grown in Jhum field (Roy, S.K. 1981: 198-99). 

The process of Jhum cultivation is almost same throughout the Meghalaya. The Jhum 

land is considered community land and with the permission of village headman, the villagers 

are assigned their stretch of land. Cutting of vegetation starts from late December to the end 

of January. Big trees are not felled, only branches are cut off. The plots are fired during dry 

months on a day fixed by villagers. After firing, the un-burnt logs are cleared and sowing is 

started after the first rain in the months of May. The following methods are followed for the 

sowing of different seeds and plants (Majumdar, D.N. 1978:54): 

(a) A hole is dug with the hoe and the root of the plant is planted; 

(b) Through the digging stick, holes are made in ground and 2 to 3 seeds are put and 

covered with soil; 

(c) Seeds (millets) are first broadcast and then soil is lightly hoed so the seeds are 

mixed with soil; 

(d) First the seeds are mixed with soils and then simply broadcasted. 

Two or three weedings are done during the entire period. For this the soils are slightly 

loosened with the hoe and then unwanted weeds are pulled out by hand. Harvesting is done in 

different phases in accordance with the maturity of the crops. Millet is harvested first in July 

while paddy in August to September. Cotton is cultivated during November to December 

(Playfair, I.A. 1975:34). 

During the first year, a number of crops are sown along with paddy but in second year 

only one crop (paddy) is grown. The fields are weeded twice in the case of forest and thrice 

in case of growth of bamboos. 
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From clearing to setting fire and exclusively done by male, while sowing, weeding 

and harvesting are the responsibility of female. 

Agricultural Implements: The important agricultural tools are hoe, digging stick, 

dao (choppers), bamboo rake etc. (Roy, S.K. 1981:202-203). Hoe is made in two parts – a 

blade and a handle. The blade is made of iron, pointed part of which is inserted in compact 

and slightly bented portion of the bamboo handle. The handle and blade form an angle of 40° 

to 50°. This tool is primarily used by female, exclusively for weeding. Digging stick is about 

1 to 2 m length and 5 cm in diameter. Its both ends are pointed. Axe or Chopper is 

traditionally used in a number of ways – type A is a pointed tang of the concavo-convex iron 

blade and is inserted into hard root of bamboo. This is a multipurpose tool and is use in 

felling the trees, chopping the branches and occasionally for weeding also. Type B is more an 

axe than dao and is used as heavy-duty tool. Type C is elongated in size and it’s pointed part 

inserted into wooden shaft and slightly inclined towards the shaft. In eastern parts it is mainly 

used as carpentry tool. It corresponds to the socketed axe used in plans. Bamboo rake has one 

split end which resemble the form of five fingers, and is slightly bent. It is used to collecting 

the dry roots and weeds into heaps for burning. 

Earlier village blacksmith manufactured the iron implements but now a days these are 

obtained from the markets for the plains. 

Fishing: Fishing is a favourite occupation among the Garos. The coomon methods for 

fishing are poisoning the water, use of different types of traps and nets (Playfair, L.A. 

1975:48-49). Spears, fitted in long bamboo with barbed iron-head are also used for this 

purpose. 

Hunting:  Unlike the other tribes of the North-Eastern region, the Garos are not much 

interested in hunting. For catching and trapping the animals traps are used. A popular kind is, 

by bending down a branch to which a noose of cane or string is attached. As soon as a animal 

touches its bait, the catch which keeps the branch bent is released, and jerk the hunt into the 

air. The stun animal, therefore, easy to kill (Playfair, I.A. 1975:48). 

On very few occasions people practice group hunting. The people of two or three 

village built a long V shaped stockade, and at the meeting point of the wings of stockade, 

several openings are left where men are present with spears and other weapons. When the 

animal passes through the opening it is attacked by the men and killed. 
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Food Habit: The staple food of the Garos is rice. In addition to rice the other cereals 

consumed are millet, maize, job’s tear. The food has strong supplement of various kinds of 

meat and fish, which also includes reptiles like snake, lizard and flying white-ant. Apart from 

vegetables they also consume many edible creepers and roots. The Garos are fond of bamboo 

shoots, which are either eaten boiled, or after special preparation (Playfair, I.A. 1975:51). 

Wanti, a mixture of several types of herbs and fruits also is a favourite of the Garos (Playfair, 

I.A. 1975:53). Its main ingredients are the leaves of sarat (Asplenium), chillies, achetra (a 

kind of sorrel), sugar cane and the fruit of the kumka (Solanum Indicum). After pounding 

these ingredients and rice flour is mixed and then round flat cakes are made. The preparation 

is preserved for two to three months. Their favourite drink is liquor, which is always brewed, 

never distilled. Few varieties of rice and millets are used for beer, which is mostly prepared 

by ladies. They believe that rice-beer cure many diseases. The Garos never use oil or fat 

during food preparation. 

The Garos manufactures very limited items in which few types of cloths, mats and 

some ordinary iron implements may be mentioned. These items are made according to their 

necessity. Apart from some cloths they also weave beddings and blankets ((Playfair, I.A. 

1975:57). These are made from the bark of several trees like the prap (Ficus rumphi), the 

charm (Artacarpus chaplasha), the pakram (Grewia liliac folia), the dimbri (Ficus 

glomerata) and the anisep (Kydia calycina). The branches of Kydia Calycina have to be 

heated before the bark can be stripped off. The manufacturing process starts with the cutting 

of straight branches. Due to the hardness it truck is not used. The branches are thoroughly 

beaten with a smooth stick to loosen its covering. After this with the help of a pointed 

bamboo the bark is peeled off, and outer layer is separated from inner because only the inner 

pith is used. Then the piece of bark (inner pith) is laid upon a smooth log and pounded with a 

serrated mallet. By continuous pounding, the layers of fibres are obtained and put in the sun 

to dry. These fibres are used for preparing fishing lines and nets.  

Settlement Pattern 

The villages are situated on the gentle slopes, near the running water sources 

(Playfair, I.A. 1975:38). Earlier the villages were dense and contained about 200 houses each. 

But now the settlements are found in small hamlets situated 4 to 5 miles apart. In the corners 

of the village, hut shaped granaries are placed. In these granaries the paddy is stored in large 

baskets made of bamboo strips. 
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The houses are generally long and usually divided into three compartments – outer or 

front, central and rear (Playfair, I.A. 1975:36). Outer portion is used for pounding paddy and 

keeping firewood and other objects. The floor of central part is slightly raised from the outer 

compartment. The room is very large in size and used as multipurpose room. In its centre 

hearth is placed within a wooden frame. Earth is laid on this frame on a bed of planning stem 

pieces. The rear portion is used as sleeping place for the owner of the house. In the Garos 

house there is no provision for windows. Under the eaves of the house, in front of the outer 

room it is customary to plant memorial posts erected for the deceased members of the family 

(Playfair, I.A. 1975:37). 

The plinth of the houses is made of wooden piles, which are not equal in length, 

because the house generally runs out from the face of the slopes. So the wooden piles of the 

back portion are longer than the piles of the front, in order to keep the floor level. Floor is 

made of bamboo, which is finally covered, with rough bamboo matting. Walls are made of 

bamboo matting, which is fitted in bamboo frame. Roofs are thatched by grass and sometime 

also by bamboo leaves. 

The houses near the agricultural fields are generally built on the trees to ensure safety 

from elephants and other wild animals, and are reached by a bamboo ladder. For the 

construction of these houses the branches of a tree, 20 to 30 feet high from the ground are 

lopped off. Then a platform is constructed over the stump and a small hut is made of bamboo 

and thatching grass (Playfair, I.A. 1975:38). 

Household Objects: the cooking pots are generally earthen ware and obtained from 

the plains. Few of Garo women can make earthen pots but now they rarely do this work 

(Playfair, I.A. 1975:41). The earthen pots used for cooking, , may be divided in three groups 

– the pots which are used for rice cooking has rounded bottom; the ones which are used for 

cooking curry have mouth is as big as body; and the large earthen pots are used to brew rice 

bear (Sangma, M. 1991:305). 

Cooking in bamboo pieces is also a popular way especially during the journey. A 

bamboo piece is cut in such a way that natural joint serve as bottom. It is filled with required 

amount of rice and water. These are propped upright and put vertically in the contacts of fire, 

which heats up the bamboo and boils the rice inside. When the rice is cooked the bamboos 

are split (Playfair, I.A. 1975:51). 
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Trays, drinking vessels, spoons etc. are also made of bamboo and wood. Leaves of 

plantain are generally used as plates. For carrying water, gourds and bamboo nodes/cylinders 

are used. The big and long bamboo, which is about 4 to 6 feet long and the inner knots of the 

bamboo are removed so that water can be filled up from the bottom to brim (Sangma, M. 

1991:305). A scooped tree trunk and a heavy wooden pile are used as pestle and mortar. 

Baskets of different shapes and sizes are made of bamboo. A bamboo rack or a platform 

made of bamboo matting, supported by four posts is placed over the fire-place on which 

cooking pots and other utensils are kept. Sometimes, meal is also kept on it for smoking 

(Playfair, I.A. 1975:36).  

Weapons: The important weapons are sword, spear, bow-arrow and shields (Sangma, 

M. 1991:307). The swords are very ill designed and heavy to use. The grip is curved and very 

thin. In fact the sword is more of use in clearing the bushes and small vegetation than as a 

fighting weapon. The iron blade of spear, is about one feet long and is attached firmly to a 

bamboo shaft with the help of lac and then are very neatly tied by canes. It is used for 

slaughtering pigs. Two types of shields are generally in use by the Garos – one which is 

entirely made of wood and is composed of flat pieces of wood and covered by thin strips of 

cane or bamboo and the other which is made of bear’s skin or cowhide stretched on a wooden 

frame. The Garos seldom use bow and arrow. 

Social Structure 

The society of the Garos is matrilineal, in which children adopt their respective 

mother’s clan. Their society is divided into several exogamous clans in which the major ones 

are Momins, Maraks and Sangma (Bahadur, K.P. 1977:58). Each clan has their own totem 

and a folk tale related to their origin. 

The Garos are polygamous, but usually the limits are three wives. Originally, 

marriage were not allowed within the clan but now people marry not within the clan but also 

within the same family. Besides, the arranged or formal marriage, marriage by capture was 

also prevalent during recent past. 

Inheritance is through the mother and restricted to female line. One of the daughters 

(not necessarily youngest one) is selected by parents to be the inheritress (Majumdar, D.N. 

1978:22). The preference is given to that daughter who would marry to one of her father’s 

nephew. If a couple has no female child, then the daughter of her sister is adopted as 

inheritress. 
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In a traditional Garos village, property means only movable items. Landed property is 

considered to be the property of the community (Majumdar, D.N. 1978:123). The husband 

acts as the defacto manager of property, while wife is the representative of the property 

(Majumdar, D.N. 1978:97). There is no strict chiefly class or clan among the Garos (Walker, 

G.D. 1991:138). However, a particular clan holds right of ownership of the village land and 

the title of ownership is inherited by a particular household (Majumdar, D.N. 1978:22). He 

also acts as the religious head of the village. 

Dress and Ornaments: The main garment of men is a strip of cloth, which passes 

between the legs and then tied round the waist. Sometimes, their end (flaps) hanging in the 

front are embroided with white conch shell-beads, which is called gando (Playfair, I.A. 

1975:24). Female wears a small piece of cloth around their waist in the form of a petticoat. It 

is called riking. On the shoulder they often wear a shawl. 

It is said that during the remote past the Garos covered themselves by sticking 

together the cockles and oysters. They also break the horns, teeth and bones of animals and 

smoothened them together to cover themselves (Sangma, M.S. 1991:308). In late stage they 

stitch these pieces along the border of the cloths. 

Both men and women wear ornaments but they posses very few types. The ornaments 

are generally made of brass, silver and semi-precious stones. Ear ornaments are worn both by 

men and women. Rings of different shapes and sizes are used for these purposes. The 

comparatively big rings are worm in the lobe and as many as 30 to 40 rings in each ear, 

though, the usual number is 12 to 20 (Playfair, I.A. 175:28). The womens ring is larger and 

heavier than men. In the upper parts of ear, small brass rings are used. Another ear ornament 

is made of small piece of ivory, which is long and sharpened to a point. It is stuck into the 

upper parts of the ear projecting upward parallel to the side of the head. It is made of silver 

also (Sangma, M.S. 1991:310). Necklaces are also worn by both men and women and are 

made of long barrel-shaped beads of carnelian or red glass. Another kind of necklace is made 

of brass. Waistbands consist of several rows of conch shell. These strings of beads are kept 

apart by a piece of curved bamboo through which they pass. It acts as a sort of girdle for the 

support of the female garment. Head ornaments are in the form of bamboo combs (about 8 

inch long) which has an attachment of a strip of cloth, ornamented with rows of white beads 

of conch shell. When the comb is stuck into the knot of the hair the cloth hangs down. 

Religious Practices 
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The Garos believe in a number of benevolent and malevolent spirits, which are 

commonly called mite. These spirits dwell everywhere in the sky, earth, water, mountains, 

rocks, trees, bamboo groves. Similarly, the Sun, the Moon and the Star are associated with 

some spirits, which are considered immortal. All of these have different powers and functions 

and are regarded as the creator of world, or who control the natural phenomena. In the Garos 

religious pantheon there are neither temples nor images. In front of every house a dry bamboo 

with its branches adhering is fixed. To this they tie the cotton threads and flowers and in front 

of it they make their offerings (Rana, B.S. 1989:216). 

There is no trace of ancestral worship. But they have great affection and respect for 

them, which they show after their death by placing food for spirits and by curving memorial 

posts. 

Priest performs important offerings or rituals. They are like general people who can 

marry, cultivate the ground and go to war like other warriors. Priesthood is not hereditary. 

Any man who has committed to memory of the requisite forms of prayer during marriage, 

funerals etc. may assume the office. The following are the some of the main spirits, which are 

worshipped and propitiated by the Garos (Sangma, M. 1984:96): 

1. Salujing is the god of fertility and represented by the Sun. He is worshipped 

because all crops are in his care, and without his favour there is no rain and no 

harvest would be reaped. The actual sacrifice to him is offered in the fields, and a 

festival wangala is celebrated in his honour in the village. 

2. Choraburi is believed to be another spirit, which protects the crops. Before 

partaking of the fruits of the season a small quantity of first time fruit is offered to 

him. 

3. Goera and Kalkame are considered two brothers who are believed to be the 

strength of God. They look after the health and strength of people and also cause 

of thunder and lighting. They are protectors from all the dangers. Sacrifices and 

offerings in their honour are always done beneath a tree during Asongtata 

ceremony. 

4. Susime is considered as giver of wealth and curer of blindness, lameness, deafness 

and other disease. She is represented by Moon. Pig, fowl and some liquor must be 

offered to her. 
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5. Tongrengma is also a female deity who causes ailment to man. A fowl is offered 

to appease her, near a river or a stream. 

Disposal of the Dead: The Garos usually practice the cremation, either on the 

evening of the death or on the next evening (Walker, G.D. 1991:140). When a person 

dies of leprosy or cholera or such other disease the body is buried, otherwise the 

corpse is cremated in pyres of woods and bamboos. The cremation ground is situated 

mostly a little far in front of the living house. 

After the burning of the dead body, the bones and ashes are collected in basket 

as well in certain posts and buried in front of the house of dead man. A stone slab is 

placed over that spot and an enclosure of bamboo mats is erected (Majumdar, D.N. 

1978:24). Sometimes, four bamboos are planted on the four corners of the funeral 

pyre. 

In some section of the Garos, bones are collected in an earthen pot and kept 

for one month and then thrown into a river after entertaining the relatives with feasts. 

The Megam keep the dead body on a raised platform at the back side of the house, 

until household of the deceased can procure food and drinks for the feat (Majumdar, 

D.N. 1978: 24). 

Almost all the traditional Garos erect memorial post for each dead in order to 

keep the memory. These memories are known as Kimas, which consists of wood 

carving of the dead person. It is about 2 to 3 feet high erected as early as the 

cremation is over. These Kimas helps in order to maintain good records of the clan 

from generation to generation. 

The cultural traits of the Garo tribe have changed during the years and the 

present form has a number of mixed characteristics. For, though the nature of 

subsistence and economy of these are similar to most of the tribes of the North-

Eastern region, the daily utility objects are modified and evidence modernity. 

THE KHASIS 

The Khasis of Meghalaya are mainly concentrated in the Khasi hills, situated in the 

Central Meghalaya. A number of Khasi village are also found in the adjoining districts of 

Assam and Tripura. The Khasis are divided into five groups which are located in the different 

geographical zones of Khasi and Jaintia hills (Gurdon, P.R.T. (1990:2): 
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(A) Khynriam or upland Khasi – This is the main of Khasi, concentrated in the 

higher regions of Khasi hills and has been extensively studied; 

(B) Synteng or Pnar  or Jaintia – Living in the Jaintia hills; 

(C) Lynhgam – They are found in the western border of Khasi hills; 

(D) War – Southern slopes of Khasi and Jaintia hills are occupied by the War. Those 

who live in Khasi hills are known as War Khasi and those living in Jaintia hills 

known as Jaintia War or Pnar War; 

(E) Bhoi – The Bhoi occupy the northern slopes of Khasi hills. According to 

Gurdon, the term Bhoi being a territorial name rather than tribal (Gurdon, P.R.T. 

1990:3). 

All these five groups basically share same language and social structure, but little 

difference can be observed in their dialect and political organization. 

The origin and migration of the Khasis have been discussed by several scholars. 

According to one tradition Khasi had some political connection with Myanmar (Burma), to 

whose king they used to render homage by sending, him annual tribute in shape of an axe as 

an emblem up to recent pas (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:10). There is a general belief that the Khasi 

belong to the Mn-Khmer family, whose original home is considered in Indo-China and they 

are settled in Assam Valley during their westward migration through the Patkoi range and 

finally settled in Khasi and Jaintia hills (Bhattacharjee, J.B. 1984:320). Therefore, 

linguistically Khasi with their sub-divisions, are quite different from other tribes of the North-

Eastern region as they speak a dialect of Mon-Khmer linghistic group, which belongs to 

Austro-Asiatic language family, while the rest of the tribes speak different language of Sino-

Tibetan linguistic group (Kar, R.K. 1994:5). 

Subsistence and Economy 

Like the most of the tribes of North-Eastern India, subsistence of the Khasi is 

primarily based on traditional shifting or Jhum cultivation. Hunting and fishing also play an 

important role in their subsistence. Now a days few of them are adopting wet rice cultivation 

also. The agricultural lands of the Khasis may be broadly divided in four categories (Gurdon, 

P.R.T. 190:39): 

1. Forest lands – Forest lands are exclusively used for shifting or Jhum cultivation 

and is allotted by village headman. The forest is cleared in the months of 
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December and January. Short tree stump and large tree boles are left intact. In 

higher altitudes only the lower branches of pine trees are slashed (Ramakrishnan, 

P.S. 1993:19). Male members of two or three families perform clearing of 

vegetation. The task is completed by the end of March. The remains of the cut 

vegetation are fired insitu. Before firing a fire line of cleared vegetation is made 

around the plot to check its spread. Burning is often repeated for complete firing. 

Sowing is done after the onset of monsoon. A number of cereals are cropped in a 

single field which may be from 8 to 35 (Ramakrishnan, P.S. 1993:16). The major 

crops are paddy, millet, cotton, maize, pulse, vegetables and tubers. Most of them 

are represented by a number of varieties. Seeds of pulses, vegetables are mixed 

with dry soils and broadcasted in the filed, where as the paddy and maize are 

dibbled at regular intervals with a digging stick or hoe. Few tuber crops are also 

dibbled, mainly on the ridges of the field. The crops are harvested at different 

period as they mature, making room for other crops. After the harvesting of tuber 

crops in July and August winter variety of potato is often sown along the ridges. 

The lands are usually cultivated for 2 successive years and then left fallow. Now a 

days the Jhum cycle or fallow period is reduced to 5 to 6 years, but in earlier days 

it was more than 20 years (Sarma, S. 1990:275). Undeer the short Jhum cycle the 

main emphasis is on tuber, vegetables crops, where as cereals are emphasized 

under long Jhum cycles (Ramakrishnan, P.S. 1993:16). However, paddy is still the 

important crop. Mainly women do weeding twice during the cropping, with the 

hoe. In the first year no fertilizer is used, but in second year organic materials are 

used in the form of pig dung and vegetable manure. During the second year, few 

crops are raised (Ramakrishnan, P.S. 1993:21). 

2. Wet paddy lands – These are mostly located at the bottom of the Valleys and 

require great deal of water. These lands are divided inn small compartments and 

the water is let by irrigation channels (made of bamboo) at times running upto one 

mile (Blah, H. 1991:140). With the help of hoe and plough the soils are prepared 

into thick paste and then seeds are broadcasted. Weeding is done on several times. 

Harvesting is done by pulling the ear through hand and the entire stalks are left is 

field. Few groups use sickle also for cutting the ear. After drying, these are 

threshed by beating them against a stone by men 



259 
Ph ton eBooks 

3. High grass lands – This type of lands are used for a completely different method 

of cultivation (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:41). First, a land having good deposit of clay 

is selected and during the early winter sod is turned out with the help of hoe. After 

two or three months when dried, these are placed in rows in the fields and then 

fired in such a way that sods are reduced gradually to ashes. The ashes are spread 

over the field. The crops such as paddy, millet, job’s tear etc. are cultivated by this 

process. 

4. Homestead lands – These are highly manured and cultivated with much attention. 

Mainly maize, potato and vegetables are grown in this land. 

Agricultural Impalements:  Following implements are mainly used by the Khasis 

during agricultural activities. 

A typical Khasi shouldered hoe, is large in size and has a far-projected shoulder. It is 

made of iron and known as Mo-Khiw. Referring to Forbes, Gurdon has established its relation 

with the Burmese name of the stone shouldered Celts (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:12). The 

Burmese name Mo-gyo is almost synonim to the Khasi name. Digging sticks are made of a 

branch of tree, and is about 5 feet in length. Its one end is made pointed and sometimes 

charred. Other tools are large dao, bill-hook, sickle etc. (Blah, H. 1991:142). Large dao is 

generally used for felling tree. The daos, bill-hooks and the sickles are fixed into a wooden 

handle. 

Hunting:  The Khasis practice both individual and community hunting. The major 

hunting implements are spear and bow-arrow. In recent past, large scale hunting expeditions 

were organized with trained hunting dogs. On a selected day, before proceeding, the hunter 

used to break egg in order to ascertain the amount of success and direction to be followed for 

the hunting (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:48-49). 

There is a popular method of hunting in which games are attracted by bait, which is 

tied on a platform. When the animal try to catch the bait the platform sinks under the weight 

of the catch and a bolt is released which brings down a heavy roof above, weighted with 

stones, which crushes the animal to death. The man who first shoots the animal gets the lion’s 

share with the head of the hunt. After performing some rituals to local deity, the flesh of the 

hunted animal is distributed (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:49). The most common method for 

catching the birds is the use of gum of jack tree. Cages are also used occasionally. 
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Fishing: Fishing is an organized community work, which is generally done during 

early summer. The people of a particular village do fishing within their village limits. There 

are several methods for fishing but the most common is poisoning the stream. All Khasis 

except the War, never use nets or bamboo baskets for fishing. For poisoning the water they 

use the bark and berry of certain tree and creepers, which are thoroughly beaten and the juice 

is mixed into water. After some time the stupefied fishes are caught with the help of bamboo 

baskets. Few Khasis also use rod and line. 

The fishing nets are made by the fibre of pineapple leaves and bark of several trees. 

Net sinkers of terracotta are also many a times made by them but in case of iron net sinkers 

specialized craftsmen of same or other villages are contacted. 

Domestication of Animals: The Khasis do not keep many livestock. Few War Khasis 

keep cows only for supply of bullocks for ploughing the paddy fields (Das Gupta, P.K. 

1984:35). In those parts, where there is no wet rice cultivation, domestication of cow is out of 

vogue. Few of them keep male piglings within enclosures for the supply of meat. 

Food Habits: The food items of Khasis include rice, meat, fish, edible root, millet, 

job’s tear and vegetables (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:51). Staple food is rice and dried fish or meat. 

Millet and job’s tear are consumed in the absence of rice. A delicacy food item is the inner 

parts of the bark of Sago palm tree, which are collected from the forest. After cutting the tree 

the bark is taken out and the soft inner part is cut into pieces and dried in the sun, pounded 

and then used. A reddish flower is also boiled with rice. Dried fish is a common item, which 

forms diet of almost every meal. It is generally prepared with vegetables or leaves. 

Sometimes, it is powdered and then prepared with spathe of plantain tree. Meat preparation is 

special feature of festive occasion. They frequently take pork, beef and almost all kinds of 

meat, except dog’s flesh. They are fond of bear, which is generally made of rice, but 

sometimes it is made of millet and the root of a plant. Fat of pig and the oil extracted from the 

brain of the fish are used as oil. The egg, brain and some inner organs of pig are boiled with 

water and the oil, which floats over is removed. 

The Khasis preserve the fish and meat for a long period (Das Gupta, P.K. 1984:68-

69). For which fishes are dried in sun for 10 to 15 days. An earthen pot is cleaned and dried 

and is coated with fish oil and dried in the sun for an hour. The dried fish are fried in fish oil 

and then stored in this especially prepared earthen ware. The mouth of this pot is covered 

airtight. In this procedure the fish can be preserved for six months. The preservation process 
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of meat takes about 8 to 10 days. The twigs and branches of mango tree are put in fire to 

produce smoke. Pieces of meat are hung over the smoke for about 4 hours. After smoking 

they are tied with string and are kept hanging. For preservation of yam it is cut into pieces, 

dried in sun and then kept in earthen ware for 4 months. 

Settlement Pattern 

The Khasi villages are located generally on the slopes, little below the top, to obtain 

some protection from strong wind. Like the Nagas, Khasi seldom change their village sites, 

because they are very much attached to the family tomb or memorial posts. But the Bhoi or 

the Lyngman villages never remains more than 2 to 3 years because their villages shift in 

accordance with the fields of Jhum cultivation. For, mostly the location of the village is 

amidst the agricultural field (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:34). 

The Khasis houses are generally scattered and do not follow a certain plan. But in 

case of the War Khasi longitudinal plan may be seen in which houses form south-east to 

north-west in the direction of slopes of the hills. The height elevation of this plan being about 

200 to 300 feet from the lower level of the village (Das Gupta, P.K. 1984:23). 

The houses are constructed on wooden piles, which is about 2 to 3 feet high from the 

ground level. The height of the piles is not equal and varies in accordance with the steepness 

of the slope of the side. Some War Khasi houses are constructed on levelled land also. For 

which the selected land is levelled in the form of miniature terracing (Das Gupta, P.K. 

1984:26). Floors of the housese, constructed on wooden piles are made on the platform by 

plaited bamboo, generally by smoothed bamboo pieces. Sometimes, it is plastered with mud. 

The walls are made of wooden planks or plaited bamboo. The roof is generally sloped and 

thatched with a type of palm. The partition walls are made of reed and are about five feet 

high and do not touch the roof. The houses are generally constructed or repaired in the 

months of March and April before the onset of monsoon. 

The Khasis houses are usually divided into three compartments – front, central and 

rear. The hearth is located in the central compartment or the room. Actually, the central 

compartment is larger and is used as main room, which serves sleeping, cooking and several 

other needs (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:31). Two types of hearths are used – moveable and fixed 

(Das Gupta, P.K. 1984:47). The moveable hearths are made in a rectangular or square 

wooden or bamboo frame. The pit within the frame is filled with earth and three stone pieces 

are fixed on it, to place the cooking pots. Fixed hearth is constructed by placing stone slabs 
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one upon the other from the ground below the kitchen place. The upper surface of this stone 

structure reaches to the floor, which are cut in that shape so that the stone structure emerges a 

little above from the surface of the floor. The upper surface of the stone is plastered with 

earth in which three stone are fixed to place the pots. 

Household Objects: The important household objects may be divided into following 

groups (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:33-38) – Earthen wares are mainly used for cooking. A long 

necked pitcher is used for fermentation of boiled rice when rice beer is prepared. Few earthen 

pots are also used for keeping yams and seeds. Other utensils include brass pitchers and pots 

for fetching and storing water, in well-to-do Khasis houses. Gourds and bamboo cylinders are 

used as water containers. The important husking implements are wooden mortar with heavy 

wooden pestle and stone saddle-quern. The bamboo baskets of different shapes and sizes are 

used for storing and other purpose. Large circular bamboo receptacles with a capacity of 

about 82 pound are used for paddy storing. A conical shaped basket having broad mouth at 

top is used for carrying articles. Other utility items include net bag, which is made of 

pineapple fibers; and wooden trough made by the hollowing the trunk of a tree which is used 

for feeding the cattle. 

The important weapons are sword, spear, bow and arrow etc. (Gurdon, P.R.T. 

1990:24). The swords are made of wrought iron and never fixed in wooden or bone handle. 

Spear is also made of iron and used for both casting and thrusting. The bows are made of 

bamboo, which average height is about 5 feet, while the string is made from split bamboo. 

The arrow-heads, which are made of iron are generally of two types – barbed and plain. The 

barbed headed arrow is used for hunting while the plain headed is for archery matches only. 

The iron implements are made by local smiths. Other items are more or less made by 

each household according to their need. 

Social Pattern 

The Khasis society is matrilineal, and is divided into several exogamous clans. Each 

clan traces their origin from an ancient mother (Bhattacharjee, J.B. 1984:320). Mother is the 

custodian of the family right and property. She also holds the position of family priestess, 

although her brothers perform the actual sacrifices and other ceremonies. In Khasi family the 

role of mother’s elder brother is very important and respected. Actually, he works on behalf 

on his sister, the family head. The father is considered the executive head of the family and is 
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responsible for the upbringing of children and security of the whole family. The Khasi family 

is generally of nuclear type, but few examples of the extended families are also found. 

Monogamy is the general rule prevalent among the Khasis. The marriage within the 

mother’s clan and father’s clan is strictly prohibited (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:76). The common 

form of marriage is by negotiation. Proposal should always come from boy’s side. Divorce 

and remarriage of widow, widowers are allowed. A widow who does not want to remarry is 

allowed to keep her husband’s bones. 

The inheritance is on female line. The youngest daughter has lion’s share and inherits 

the mother’s residential house or foundation house (Bhattacharjee, J.B.1984:322). However, 

the foundation house remains as the sacred ground of the family rituals and the meeting place 

of the brothers, sisters with their families. She also inherits the right of family rituals and 

succeeds her mother as the priestess of the family. Her duty is to take proper care of parents 

and other family members. When the youngest daughter dies the next elder takes the position 

of youngest daughter. When a mother is issueless her next elder sister possesses the property 

and it goes to her youngest daughter. 

Gurdon has mentioned both public and private ownership of land (Gurdon, P.R.T. 

1990:87). The lands are generally under the possession of community / clan and distributed 

by a council consisting, maternal uncles and collectively shared by the constituent families 

(Bhattacharjee, J.B. 1984:325). The private ownership of land has possibly developed during 

the early settlements, when families could individually occupy and use lands. The chief may 

have some land and property of his own as an individual but he has no extra privileges over 

the land of a chief (Tiwari, S.K. 1994:257). 

Earlier there was no strict or rigid stratification in the Khasis society (Bhattacharjee, 

J.B. 1984:326). Now social hierarchy is found in limited way. Basing on the antiquity some 

clans enjoy social privilege, for example the Syiems or the royal clans hold the topmost 

position while the Lyngdoh enjoy an important social status being the priestly clan. 

Dress and Ornaments: The traditional dress of male Khasi is sleeveless coat with the 

fringe at the bottom. It is fastened on the chest with the help of row of tassels and frongs. The 

elderly men also wear white turban or cap with earflaps. The women dress consists a pieces 

of cloth wrapped round the body and fastened at the loin with a kind of cloth belt, hangs 

down from the waist to knee. Over this they wear a long cloth which is kept in position by 

knotting it over both the shoulders. Another garment is thrown over the shoulder like a shawl, 
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the ends of which are knotted in front and hangs loosely down the back and sides to the 

ankles.  

Both men and women are found of jewelry. Their principal ornaments are necklace, 

earring and crown. These are made mainly of gold and coral beads (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:22). 

The gold and coral beads are prepared locally and also obtained from goldsmiths of other 

places. Few outsider goldsmiths of Karimganj (sylhet) manufacture certain types of jewellary 

especially for the Khasis. The coral is obtained through trade but few Khasi groups gather it 

from the beds of local streams (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:23). Necklaces are worn by both men 

and women. It is made by coral and gold beads. The gold beads are made hollowed and filled 

with lac. The beads are round and large in size. Earrings are also worn by both men and 

women. Men generally wear large gold pendants, which is circular or oval in shape. It is 

worn round the ear with a chain fitted with a hook. Sometimes the War Khasi use the fine 

bamboo strip or fowl’s feather during the process of perforation in ear lobe (Das Gupta, P.K. 

1984:41). 

Crown and silver collars are considered as peculiar Khasi ornaments. Crown is made 

of silver or gold and worn by young women during dance. These are actually headbands 

(circlets), ornamented with filigree work. Silver collar is a broad flat piece, which is allowed 

to hang down over the neck in front by a fastening placed at the behind. 

Religious Practices 

The Khasis believe in one Supreme Being, who creates all mankind (Bhattacharjee, 

J.B. 1984:327). There is no definite abode and he is omni-presnt. This Supreme Being is 

assisted by numerous spiritual agencies, both good and bad. Ancestral worship is also 

prevalent among the Khasis and it is an important feature of Khasi heritage and beliefs. 

The Khasis never worship their god by making images or idols (Gurdon, P.R.T. 

1990:106). Their worship being offered to the spirits only. Both good and bad spirits are 

propitiated on certain occasions, mainly in time of trouble. Some of the important spirits are 

known as god of water, god of wealth, god of state etc. and propitiated yearly by sacrificing 

goats and cocks. Some evil spirits, who cause several disease and misfortunes, are also 

propitiated by sacrifices, whenever they are thought to be necessary. The natural forces are 

also worshipped on specific occasions (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:114). Few rivers are worshipped 

annually while others are worshipped from time to time. Before starting, community fishing, 

an altar is erected on the bed of river and in the middle, a branch of oak tree is planted and 
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then infront of this a goat is sacrified. Numerous hills, forests which are being regarded as 

abode of spirits and propitiated periodically by sacrifices. The cock occupies an important 

position in the Khasi religion. There is belief that the cock acts as mediator between God and 

man. Syntengs worship a number of household deities whose existence is based on legend 

(Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:108). The leaves of oak tree are wrapped round the post of the house 

and a fowl is sacrificed. 

The Khasis remember their dead ancestors by means of offerings, either periodically 

or at the time of trouble. Generally, food articles are offered to ancestors, keeping in view 

that they will help and bless the living members of the clan (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:110). The 

offering are placed on the ancestral tomb. Now a days the offerings are made in house. The 

War Khasi deposit food offerings to ancestor in a small thatched hut, especially erected in the 

compound for this purpose (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:113). They do not erect memorial stones. 

The Khasi priests who are invariably appointed from the Lyngdoh clan, perform the 

community worship and sacrifices (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:121). Family ceremonies are 

performed by the head of respective family, with the help of maternal uncle. During the 

communal worship, a female priestess who may be his mother, sister or some other maternal 

relation must assist the Lyngdoh. It seems that this arrangement is a survival of the matrilineal 

system, when all the religious ceremonies might have been performed by priestess. Still in 

few areas many religious duties are performed by priestess. 

Disposal of the Dead: The Khasis follows the post-cremation burial in which after 

cremation, the bones are placed in tomb. After bathing and clothing the corpse is kept in the 

house for 4 to 5 days and in some causes the dead body is kept for many months (Dalton, 

E.T, 1973:56). For this the dead body is put into a hollow trunk of a tree and fumigated, and 

on fixed day the remains are burnt. 

At the cremation ground, the corpse is laid on pyre with head towards west. The fire is 

applied first by elders and them by children. Before and during the cremation, animals like 

pig, goat and fowl are sacrificed. Jaw-bones of the sacrificial animal are placed at the head of 

the pyre before firing. 

When the body is completely burnt, the uncalcined bones are collected. Khasis collect 

the bones and ashes and put into stone box or earthen ware and keep in home until, by 

divination, a fabourable day is fixed for final disposal. Finally, the bones are deposited I a 

grave and covered by stone slabs. War Khasi collects the right femur bone and after some 
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ritual is thrown away (Das Gupta, P.K. 1984:136). Then the priest throws a cowrie on the 

ground and asks the deceased to come and take shelter in cowrie, and puts the cowrie in a 

new place of white cloth and wraps it in a spathe of betel nut tree. After this the cowrie is 

kept in bamboo basket and hanged from one post in a newly constructed hut made for this 

purpose, near the house. In few War village like Shella, the bone is buried under the earth in a 

rectangular wooden box, near the house (Das Gupta, P.K. 1984:38). 

Sometimes all the ceremonies are completed simultaneously and after cremation, the 

bones are taken straight to the clan tomb and deposited. The family, who can not afford to 

raise stone monuments, may perform only ceremonies and place the bones in clan tomb. 

An important aspect of the Khasis funeral is the erection of megaliths or monumental 

stones, which are made either for funerary or for commemorative purpose. These are usually 

made of locally available granite and sandstone. Gurdon has divided these monumental 

stones into three categories – vertical stones or menhirs: table stones or dolmen; and stone 

cromlech or cairns (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:145). But, according to S.N. Rao the table stones 

cannot be termed as dolmen as they are not the graves (/Rao, S.N. 1991:109). The third group 

is the cromlech or a tomb but not a cairn. He has, therefore, reclassified the Khasis 

monumental stones in two broad groups – the funerary stones and the memorial stones. 

Funerary Stones: There are several types of stone burials under the category of 

funerary stones: 

(a) Individual Cist (Mawphew) is a small Cist located in the garden or hillock on the out-

skirts of the village. This is made of stone slabs about one square feet and covered by 

a flat stone. 

(b) Family Cist (Mawkynroh) is located either in garden or in the open, near the house. It 

is also built like individual Cist, in which bones from several individual Cists are 

brought and deposited after sacrifice and rituals. Sometimes, stones are heaped on the 

coverstone. 

(c) Clan tomb (Mawabali) is rectangular and is made with parallel-sided slab of about six 

feet high. It is covered with massive single flat stone. Bones from family Cist are 

deposited in this tomb. This is considered as the final resting-place of all the deceased 

members of the clan. 

There are some other structures which are directly or indirectly associated with funerary 

customs. These may further be divided into following groups: 
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(a) Path Stones are a set of three upright stones and a horizontal slab stone, planted on the 

way leading to the tomb. In front of the upright stones, which are always erect in a 

row, the horizontal slab is placed a little above the ground. The middle upright stone 

which is the tallest is called maternal uncle stone, whereas the horizontal slab is 

dedicated to the ancestress of the clan. 

(b) Stone enclosure is located near the clan tomb, and is built by arranging the rough 

slabs in a circle. It may take the form of an alignment of upright stones arranged as 

enclosure of entire complex of the clan cemetery. 

(c) Menhirs are placed as a set of five erect stones, with a flat table stone in front. The 

heights of these menhirs are unusual and the central one which is highest, 

occasionally rises upto a height of 12 feet. 

Memorial Stones: Apart from the ritualistic and funerary megalithic practices, the Khasis 

also erect stones to commemorate important social and public events (Rao, S.N. 1991:112). 

Oath’s stones are erected at a place in memory of a peace settlement, after the war between 

two villages. The Menhirs with table stone are also found to be erected to commemorate an 

unknown king. The stones are quarried by using iron-pick axes and with the help of process 

of heating and sudden cooling the surface. 

Khasis ethnographic account is particularly interesting for the construction of megalithic 

building. The variety in the construction of these monuments by a single clan is a noteworthy 

feature. The other traits of their culture are of mixed type. 

THE SEMSAS 

 The Semsas are a small section of Kachari Dimasa, which are mostly concentrated in 

the hilly area of North Cachar hills district of Assam,. They are found in a semi-isolated 

ecological setting and confined to the village Semkhor only( Danda, D. 1981:95). Due to 

living in a relative isolation, tey hae become a dintinct community,. However, they share 

certgain characteristics of Dimasa. They speak Dimasa language and hav established cultural 

contactgs with them. The area of Semsa habitation falls under high rainfall zone and is 

densely covered with bamboo, elephant grass and few scattered trees. Around the village, 

several saline pits (source of salt) are found (Danda, D.& S.Ghatak, 1985:7). There is a strong 

belief among Semsas that they cannot survive out side the village, where there is no saline 

pit. They do not even marry out side the village and have formed an endogamous group. 

Subsistence and Economy: 
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 The Semsas are primarily shifting cultivators. Besides, food gathering, hunting, and to 

some extent crafts also fulfill their economic needs (Danda, D.1981:96).  

 The cultivation lands belonging to the entire community and are traditionally divided 

among the patri-clans (Danda, D. & S. Ghatak, 1985:320). After cultivation, land goes back 

to the community. The area of Jhum plot depends on the size of the family. Big family can 

cultivate bigger area. One plot is usually cultivated for one year and in some cases for 2 

successive years also. Due to the high population density the jhum cycle or fallow period has 

shortened for 4 to 5 years. 

 The process of Jhum cultivation starts in the months of January and February. Before 

cutting the vegetation from the selected land, each family demarcates their plots by putting 

wooden cross marks at four corners (Danda, D & S.Ghatak. 1985:33). Cutting of vegetation 

starts in the months of January and February. The trees are cut (except big trees) upto a height 

of about 3 feet. Stumps are left, which help in identifying the plot after regeneration. For 

cutting one acre dense forest land, the day’s labour of 20 adults have been calculated. Firing 

is done in the last week of March or first week of April. If necessary reburning is also done. 

The important crops grown are paddy, cotton, sesame, yam, pulse, maize, beans etc. 

 The process of hoeing starts from the lowest parts and gradually rises upto the top. It 

is done with spade, after the first pre-monsoon shower. Sowing is done by the head of the 

family and his wife and is performed in the months of May to August. Paddy, the main crop 

is sown, during the months of July and August and starts from the first day of the darker half 

of the moon and continues up to the next full moon day (Danda, D. & S.Ghatak, 1985:36). 

Yam and other root crops are sown in May followed by cotton and sesame, which are sown in 

June and July respectively. Except Yam and other root crops all seeds are sown by 

broadcasting. Sometimes, mixed seeds of maize, sweet gourd, beans, brinjal, melon, pumpkin 

etc. are scattered along with paddy. Paddy is cultivated on the west-eastern slopes, which 

enables the crop to get afternoon shade. Conversely, cotton and sesame are cultivated in east-

west directioned slopes to get the morning shade (Danda, D. 1981:102). The Semsa produce 

paddy and vegetables from the same plot with same amount of labour, whereas sesame is 

cultivated in separate plot. 

 Weeding is done by both male and female during the months of June and July. 

Various kinds of vegetables and paddy are harvested at different time as they mature. Usually 

vegetables and paddy are harvested in the month of August. But few varieties of paddy are 
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also harvested in October (Danda, D & S.Ghatak, 1985:389). In the month of September, 

maize and sesame are harvested. Threshing of paddy and sesame is done by foot by women 

in the watch-hut. Paddy are husked daily according to the requirement and it is not stored in 

rice form (Danda, D. & S.Ghatak, 1985:40). Certain amount of paddy is preserved as seeds. 

 Trade: Few families which have no adequate economic support are based on the 

trade on paddy. General, women go in groups to neighbouring Dimasa villages in the valley 

and purchase paddy. They pound them at home and sold the rice to the Nagas on the hill top 

and others (Danda, D. & S.Ghatak, 1985:27). They barter some agricultural products with 

Nagas. All economic transactions are mostly based on barter. Those who produce surplus are 

respected and accepted as leaders and guardian of Society. The surplus productions are 

redistributed in society through the exchange of labour during agricultural season and 

ceremonial occasions ( Danda, D. 1981:106). 

 Food gathering is an important aspect of the subsistence of the Semsas. During the 

agriculturally off-season it becomes their primary source of livelihood. Every day the women 

collect some amount of food from the forest. The important collecting items are bamboo 

shoots, yam, vegetables, fruits, leaves, honey, insects growing on bamboo etc. (Danda, D. & 

S.Ghatak, 1985:24). Bamboo shoots, vegetables and insects are consumed after cooking, 

while the other items are taken directly. Honey is collected by men in the dark half of the 

moon. 

 Hunting: Unlike the other tribes of the North-Eastern region, hunting does not add 

much of the subsistence of the Semsas. Actually it is a part time occupation. No organized 

hunting is held. If big game like deer is hunted, it is distributed among the villagers, 

otherwise meat is consumed by hunting family, which is also preserved for long duration by 

smoking. 

 Domestication of Animals: The Semsas domesticate buffalo (cattle), pigs, dogs and 

poultry birds. Cattle are not reared for milk, as they never use milk in any form. Buffalo is 

kept usually for post-funeral sacrifice. Except dog all animals are sacrificed for ritual 

purposes (Danda, D. & S.Ghatak. 1985:25). Pigs are kept in pigsty. Buffaloes are kept in 

semi-wild condition. A portion of forest is fenced in which the buffaloes are left for grazing. 

The owner of the buffaloes keeps up-to-date information about their stocks. 

 Basketry and weaving are the two major crafts practiced by the Semsas . Basketry is 

done mainly by men. Different types of baskets are made of bamboo and cane. Some large 
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baskets have capacity of carrying and storing 40 kg paddy. The baskets of different shapes 

and sizes are used for measuring seeds or paddy. Cane baskets are mainly used for carrying 

bamboo water container, collecting vegetables firewood etc. Ropes are made from the bark of 

a particular tree while sleeping mats are made from the local grasses. 

Weaving is exclusively done by women. The major weaving items are the dress of 

family members. In earlier days they spun the thread and cololured it by indigenous method. 

The women do some sericulture from which they obtained endi thread. Endi wrappers (semi 

wollen) are also sold to the Nagas. 

Food Habit: The staple food of Semsas is rice. They usually take rice and curry. The 

important food items which are prepared as a single dish or in combination are – plain rice; 

seasonal vegetables + powdered rice + chilli+ few small dry fish; bamboo shoots + powdered 

rice; mushroom + powdered rice + dry fish; meat (fresh or smoked) + powdered rice; meat 

(buffalo) + vegetables’ dry deer skin (soaked in water) + powdered rice (Danda, D. & S. 

Ghatak. 1985:42-43). Another important food item is curry, which is usually prepared with 

seasonal vegetables. They do not use spice or oil. It is simply boiled with chili and salt. 

Semsa do not eat meat of cow and dog. Funeral feasts are family affair while harvest festivals 

are community affairs. Meat is also cooked without oil and spices. There are some 

uncommon food items like bamboo-seeds and insects grown inside the bamboo. It is believed 

that bamboo seeds appear after every 40 years and thus are considered delicacy. There are 

several kinds of rice beer ranging from mild to strong. 

Agricultural Implements:  Main implements used for agricultural operations by 

Semsas are billhook, spade, axe and hoe. All these are made of iron and wood. Wooden 

portion is made by themselves, while the iron parts are procured from the blacksmiths of 

market. Bill-hook is a multipurpose implement and mainly used for cutting. Both men and 

women always kept it. Its blade is made of iron while handle is of bamboo. Axe is used for 

felling the tree, while hoe is mainly used in Jhum field for weeding purpose. 

Settlement Pattern 

The Semsas village is found on the Bairal range, at the altitude of 1801 m (Danda, D. 

& S. Ghatak, 1985:3). Their village is dense and due to population growth extends laterally 

and downwardly. The village has several clans and each clan is located in a particular portion 

of their settlement. 
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The Semsas houses may be divided into two parts. One comprising sleeping area and 

the other is used as cooking activities. The inner most part is used for the later. There is an 

outer verandah, which is used for multipurpose such as husking, storing the fuel woods etc. 

the houses are provided with two doors, one at the front and other at the rear. There is no 

provision for windows. The houses are made of locally available wood and bamboo. Walls 

are made of split bamboo, sometimes boulders are also used for this purpose. The housese are 

constructed on mutual help basis labour. 

The Utensils of the Semsas consist of banana leaf and bamboo nodes. They use 

banana leaves as plate for taking meals (Danda, D. & S. Ghatak, 1985:5). Bamboo nodes are 

used for carrying water. Occasionally, they cook rice in bamboo tubes. 

Social pattern 

The Semsas follow village endogamy. They have no social interaction with any 

people or group out side the village (Danda, D. 1981:105). They have established only 

economic interaction with outsiders or neighbouring tribes. 

The basic unit of society is the family. Nuclear type of family predominates in the 

society, due to their typical system of descent in which married son and his wife can live with 

parents for one year only. After this they establish their own house. 

Usually the youngest son or daughter inherits the homestead land (Danda, D. & S. 

Ghatak, 1985:47). Utensils, agricultural implements are shared equally by the sons after 

parents death, while daughter inherits mother’s ornaments. Looms are always women’s 

property. Often one of the looms is burnt after the death of its owner alongwith the dead 

body, the rest are shared by the daughters of the ownder. 

Due to confinement in an isolation zone, the Semsas still appear to preserve a number 

of traits of their original culture. The expansion of settlement is a trend which reflects long 

duration / permanent settlements. This feature along with other rudimentary traditional is due 

to their resistence towards the change of the living areas, or it may also be due to the 

preference of a very specific type of habitat, the saline pit neighbourhood. 

The ethnographic accounts of the North-Eastern region provide a different picture. 

Almost all the tribes of this region are immigrants, and their entire way of life is primarily 

controlled by the practice of shifting cultivation. Their villages are located either on the hill 

top or slopes, near the water resources. The houses are invariably made on the platforms of 

wooden piles. The walls and floor are made of bamboo matting or wooden plank or twilled 
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mats. The rectangular houses are usually divided into three parts in that central one is used 

for cooking and sleeping. Front portion is used for husking and for keeping the implements 

while the rear portion act as the bedroom of the owner. The Nishis use the rear portion also as 

worship place. The area beneath the floor is used for keeping the domesticated animals. 

The chief and traditional mode of the subsistence is the shifting cultivation, which is 

supplemented by hunting and fishing. A plot is cultivated for 1 to 3 years and then left fallow 

for 5 to 10 years. It has been observed that the land holding period and fallow period are 

mainly controlled by rainfall and population density. In high rainfall and less population 

density zone the land holding period is less, while fallow period is high in other areas. The 

tribal traditions indicate that in recent past the fallow period was more than 25 years. With 

the increase of population density land holding period also increases. A number of cereals, 

tubers, vegetables are grown along with paddy in a single plot. The major crops are paddy, 

millet and vegetables. In those areas where land holding period is more than one year, mixed 

cropping is done during the first year and paddy is grown in second or third year. During the 

cultivation very few tools are used. Axes and daos are used for cutting the vegetation. Sowing 

is done by wooden or bamboo digging stick while for weeding iron or bamboo scraper and 

hoes are used. Weeding is an important stage of shifting cultivation. 

Food gathering, hunting and fishing are also important aspect of subsistence. Food 

gathering is done in specific season by family members, especially women. Unlike this, 

fishing and hunting are usually performed on community level and sometime last for several 

days. The daily catch is equally divided among members and preserved for several days by 

smoking. Trade and barter also play an important role. The tribes, especially of higher 

altitudes have established trade relation with other countries also. They obtain several types 

of beads, salt, implements and sometime cereals also by providing animal skins, foest 

products (medicinal items, mat, gourds etc.) and animal also. Mithun and pigs are the 

important medium of barter. Weaving and basket making are also done according to their 

needs. 

The daily utility items such as utensils and baskets are made of wood and bamboos. 

However, the Sema Naga, the Ao Naga, the Tangkhul Naga and few groups of the Mizos 

manufacture the earthen wares in a limited scale. The earthen wares are mainly used to hold 

liquids and cooking. The manufacturing of earthen wares is exclusively women’s job, who 

manufacture pots by hand and bake in open. Due to the substitutability of cane and bamboo 

crafts the earthen wares are not largely found. 
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Table 9 

Comparative Table showing the Cultural Pattern of the Tribes of North-Eastern Region 

Tribes 

 

Cultural 

Traits 

Nishi Lepcha Naga Lushai-Mizo Garo Khasi Semsa 

Area of 

Concentration 

Subansiri dist. 

(Arunachal 

Pradesh) 

Northern 

Sikkim 

Nagaland Mizoram Giaro hills 

district (West 

Meghalaya) 

Khasi hills district 

(Central 

Meghalaya) 

North Cachar 

hills district 

(Assam) 

Subsistence 

Pattern 

Primarily 

based on 

Jhum 

cultivation 

supported by 

hunting & 

fishing 

Based on 

Jhum & 

Terrace 

cultivation. 

Also practice 

hunting and 

food 

gathering 

Both Jhum. 

Terrace 

cultivation are 

practiced and 

supported by 

hunting & 

fishing 

Jhum 

cultivation, 

hunting and 

fishing are the 

major source 

of subsistence 

Based on Jhum 

cultivation and 

supported by 

fishing and food 

gathering 

Jhum cultivation 

hunting and fishing 

are the major part 

of subsistence, 

Terrance cultivation 

is also practiced 

Primarily based 

on Jhum 

cultivation and 

food gathering. 

Distance of 

Jhum Fields 

About I mile 

away from 

settlement 

Located at 

long distance 

Located at 

long distance 

N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A 

Holding period 2-3 years 2 years 1-2 years 1-2 years 2 years 2 years 1-2 years 



274 
Ph ton eBooks 

of Jhum Land 

Cultivated 

Cereals 

Paddy, Millet. 

Maize, 

Vegetables. 

etc. 

Paddy, Millet, 

Buck-wheat, 

Vegetables 

Paddy, Millet, 

Maize, Job’s 

Tear, Yam, 

Cotton, 

Vegetables 

etc. 

Paddy, Millet, 

Cotton, 

Vegetables 

etc. 

Paddy, Millet, 

Cotton, 

Vegetables etc. 

Paddy, Millet, 

Cotton, Maize, 

Tubers etc. 

Paddy, Yam, 

Pulse, Cotton, 

Mize, etc. 

Domestic 

Animals 

Pig, Mithun, 

Cow, Goat, 

Dog etc. 

Pig, Cattle, 

Goat, Dog etc. 

Pig, Mithun, 

Cow, Goat, 

Dog etc. 

Pig, Goat, 

Dog etc. 

N.A. Pig, Cow, Goat, 

Dog etc. 

Pig, Cattle, Dog 

etc. 

Settlement 

Pattern 

Widely 

dispersed 

Scattered Compact on N.A. Dense Scattered Dense 

Location of 

Village 

On the 

mountain top 

On hill slopes Hill top On hill top On hill slopes On hill slopes On hill slopes 

Shelter Houses are 

constructed 

on wooden 

piles. 

Bamboo, 

wood. Straw 

are used as 

Bamboo, 

wooden 

planks and 

reeds are 

major 

building 

materials. 

Foundation of 

house is made 

of wooden 

pillars, while 

other parts are 

constructed 

by plank 

Built on 

Wooden piles 

with Bamboo 

matting walls 

and thatched 

roof of straw, 

grass and 

The plinth of the 

house is made of 

wooden piles, 

while the other 

parts are 

constructed by 

wooden planks 

Houses are 

constructed on 

wooden piles. 

Walls, floor and 

roof are made by 

plaited bamboo or 

wooden planks. 

Houses are 

exclusively 

constructed by 

wood and 

bamboo. 
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building 

materials. 

Entire House 

rests on 

wooden 

platform. 

bamboo and 

straw. 

leafs. and bamboo. 

Domestic 

Items 

Mostly made 

on wood and 

bamboo. 

Made on 

wood and 

bamboo. 

Besides 

wooden items 

few groups 

also 

manufacture 

earthen wares. 

House-hold 

objects are 

invariably 

made on 

wood and 

bamboo 

Most of the 

house-hold 

objects are made 

on wood and 

bamboo. 

Earthen wares are 

used for cooking 

while other utility 

items are made on 

wood and bamboo. 

Principal items 

consist banana 

leaf and bamboo 

nodes. 

Disposal of 

Dead 

Bury the dead 

body near the 

houses. 

Burial, 

Cremation 

and by 

throwing the 

dead body 

into river. 

Bury the dead 

body. 

Bury the dead 

body infront 

of the houses. 

Usually practice 

cremation. When 

a person dies of 

leprosy or 

cholera or such 

other disease the 

body is buried. 

Practice post-

cremation burial. 

N.A. 
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Making scientific scense of indigenous knowledge & Learning from Traditional 

Ecological knowledge Practices 

ANALYSIS: RAPID ASSESMENT OF TRADITIONAL PRACTICES:  

There is a general tendency among the scientific community to brush aside traditional 

practices citing lack of systematic documentation and testing procedures. While it is true that 

all traditional practices cannot be subject to the same scientific testing procedures and 

criteria, their efficacy in providing solutions to problems cannot and should not be ignored. 

What is required is, developing a different set of criteria and codes for validation of this 

knowledge. 

The Rapid Assessment of Traditional Agricultural Practices (RATAP) is one such tool that 

has been developed. This approach evaluates the traditional remedial measures adopted by 

organic farmers for problems faced by them in agriculture. It involves the participation of 

farmers, subject specialists, researchers and scientists in a consultative process.  

Description of RATAP Approach: 

The RATAP process itself can be broadly divided into the following stages, each stage 

following the next sequentially 

1. Identification of problems 

2. Identification of remedial measures 

3. Designing experiments 

4. Field testing of experiments 

In summary, the following are true with respect to indigenous agriculture: 

• The social organization of Indigenous knowledge of agriculture is such that there is a 

substantial body of knowledge, experience and wisdom not only with the texts and 

experts but also as folk tradition with farmers. 

• Various efforts including and particularly the work of ICAR itself has shown that a 

vast amount of this knowledge is valid when subject to testing and validation as per 

the modern research procedures. 
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• Indigenous agriculture has its own parameters to build scientific theories and 

sometimes theories are constructed in ways that may sound very different or novel to 

the modern trained scientist. 

It is this service and the resulting support and appreciation of the farming community which 

keep on the network going. The network emerged spontaneously and has experienced an 

organic growth. It exists because of the need that it helps to meet. The experimentation and 

prediction are likely to continue without the help of external support. In the process, valuable 

meteorological data will be generated and additional beliefs will be tested. We believe that 

such a network can serve as a model for other dry land areas, which rely on traditional 

experts for prediction of monsoon. 

India is rich in plant biodiversity, because of its origin and evolution involving both northern 

and southern hemisphere and location between the three realms of plant domestication. 

Indian agriculture is one of the oldest in world and has evolved over centuries with 

bioprospecting of plant biodiversity, domestication, introduction and genetic enhancement to 

harness maximum productivity. The ancient scientists did realize the need to classify plants 

according to their various properties. In some cases they come close to modern 

classifications. Some of the practices followed by the India farmers in the past appear valid 

even for the present situations; therefore, there is a need to revisit traditional farming 

practices to harness their science-based benefits by integrating them with advanced 

technologies. 

Utilizing Traditional Knowledge in Agriculture 

Indian agriculture is at least 10,000 years old. Over millennia, farmers and sages developed 

innumerable practices to successfully grow crops raise animals in the highly diversified agro-

ecological regions of the Indian subcontinent. Basic principles to grow crops and manage 

animals were worked out through experience and experimental research. The last 170 years 

have brought in new techniques, some useful and some harmful. 

After the “Green Revolution”, it was realized that high-input agriculture could only benefit 

about 30% resource-rich farmers, leaving out the remaining 70% resource-poor farmers. If 

these poor farmers are to raise living standards, they will need more efficient techniques that 

will only require locally available, low-cost inputs. I believe our ancient knowledge can help 

these poor farmers, especially those who depend on rainfall alone. 
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Over the last 10 years, it has been possible to document traditional practices and to discover 

“lost” texts on agriculture. We know of many techniques that were used in the past but have 

been forgotten. There is a great need to validate many of these potentially useful techniques 

through research.  

Indian agriculture is at least 10,000 years old. We know this because by the time the Rigveda 

(c. 8000 BC) was compiled, basic farm operations, as practiced today, had been worked out. 

Animals were domesticated and utilized for various purposes. New crops and the agronomic 

knowledge associated with them were being added to farming over the millennia. Today, 

India grows a very large number of crops because of the availability of diverse agro-

ecological conditions. All through this period, until the advent of “modern” agriculture in the 

last two centuries, farmers themselves, with advice from sages, developed and fine-tuned 

crop production technologies. Almost all farm activities were based on the local availability 

of material and human resources. In other words, there was hardly any need to “purchase” 

external inputs. 

During British rule, India’s agriculture suffered a lot because of insecurity, interference with 

land ownership systems and emphasis on Europeanizing Indian agriculture. Farmers carried 

on their own traditional agriculture only halfheartedly. When India became independent, its 

food security was minimal. This led to regular annual import of food. 

Though the Green Revolution is criticized today by many people, I must state that it was 

absolutely necessary to increase agricultural production. Food security is a basic prerequisite 

for the self-respect of any country. Since the Green Revolution was resources and also the 

neglect of resource-poor farmers. If the resource-poor farmers are to raise their living 

standards, they will need to learn highly efficient techniques that depend on locally available, 

low-cost inputs. I believe the knowledge that we gained in ancient medieval periods can help 

resource-poor farmers today, especially those who depend on rainfall alone as source of 

water. 

We must give credit to George Watt, a British botanist, who included a compilation of 

traditional agricultural techniques in his multi-volume Economic Products of India, published 

between 1889 and 1893. From his books, we can get a glimpse of the practices followed by 

farmers of the Indian subcontinent in the 19th century. 
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After a long gap, interest in documenting traditional agricultural practices rose as the ill 

effects of the Green Revolution became evident. The Indian Council of Agriculture recently 

documented currently used traditional practices. 

While we have a good knowledge of the traditional agricultural practices followed by 

resource-poor farmers, we have very few research institutions willing to carry our validation 

research involving traditional techniques. The national agricultural research system (the 

Indian Council of Agricultural Research, agricultural universities and others) by and large has 

focused its attention on agri-business, i.e., on resource-rich farmers. This is very unfortunate! 

There are many techniques of traditional agriculture that require validation 

 

Conclusion: 

In the last twenty years, there has been a sharp and significant rise in interest and work on 

various aspects of traditional knowledge systems the world over and particularly in India and 

other parts of Asia. It is now widely recognized that traditional knowledge has much to offer 

that is of great value in varied areas particularly medicine and agriculture, to name just two 

specific areas. However, the comprehension of the nature of traditional knowledge in totality 

continues to be an area where there are a lot of different and divergences of viewpoints. As 

per the “classical viewpoint” that has its origins in the later part of the colonial period, it was 

considered that what goes by the name of traditional knowledge in most areas has the 

following features. 

• It is a collection of recipes or empirical knowledge. 

• It is often found to be a mixture of observations and interesting information above the use 

of bio-resources coexisting with an enormous amount of superstition, mumbo-jumbo and 

wholly incorrect or impressive information and observation. 

In order to make sense out of traditional knowledge and “separate the wheat from the chaff”, 

one needs to make an examination and assessment of all the aspects of traditional knowledge 

using modern scientific research methodology, and this would help us assess what is 

worthwhile and valuable in traditional knowledge. 



280 
Ph ton eBooks 

However, there has also been a distinctly different view and perception of traditional 

knowledge that has existed for a long time and that is slowly gaining increasing voice and 

ascendancy in the last few years. Some of the features of this viewpoint are 

• Traditional Indian knowledge is not merely a collection of recipes but an entire 

knowledge system in itself. 

• Underlying this knowledge system is a set of values and a world-view that is drawn from 

the culture, civilization and the geographical location where this knowledge originated. 

• Traditional knowledge has its own methods and criteria in terms of how knowledge is 

generated, validated and propagated. 

In this presentation, I will make an attempt to provide an introduction to the mature of 

traditional knowledge and highlight what I consider to be some of its basic features, focusing 

on the following. 

• The type and nature of parameters with which theories are made in traditional knowledge. 

• Some of the important aspect in which traditional knowledge has a viewpoint that is 

different from what is accepted in modern western scientific methodology such as the 

idea of measurement, the idea of controlled experiments etc. 

• The necessity and importance of comprehending traditional knowledge as an entire 

knowledge system. 

I believe that currently we are not in a position to provide a detailed and comprehensive 

description of the nature of traditional knowledge, but it is still worthwhile to explore and 

comprehend at least some aspects of traditional knowledge systems as outlined above. This 

presentation will make a beginning in this direction. 

Empowerment of Women in North East India 

In recent past, a number of studies have come up with the deliberation on different issues 

related to gender bias, 

status and empowerment of women in various fields. But there has not been any attempt to 

provide a single measure of empowerment, related level of empowerment with the 

indications status and empowerment of women in the family and society as well in the North 

East.   
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Tribal agriculture and modernization-Women in hill agriculture 

Tribal people constitute a considerable percentage in our country.Rural women in north east 

India share abundant responsibilities & perform a wide spectrum of duties in running the 

family ,maintaining the household,attending a farm,tending domestic animals and 

extendingon helping handin rural artisanship and handicraftsbesides looking after allied 

activities. Hence they are the most silent participantsin the economic life of developing 

countries. 

Religious beliefs & practices 

Inhabitants of North East India are mostly tribes& they have bewildering culture & religions. 

Their religious & cultural afflictions vary from Buddist , Christians and Hindu.  

Their defined religious and ethnic boundry does not make an exact fit with cultural boundry. 

This region is connected with rest of India by a narrow corridor between India  and South 

East Asia.  

Adoption of New Technology in agriculture by tribals and non tribals farmers  

India has the second largest concentration of tribal population in the world. As per 2001 

population ,ensus of the total population of the country. Although the technological break 

through as such as an Indian Agriculture in no longer a new phenomenon ,yet at has got a 

significant relevance particularly for the region.  

Agriculture is the primary source of livelihood for the overwhelming majority of the tribal 

population , India.  

Agriculture modernization has since long been introduced in the tribal areas of West Bengal, 

primarily with a view to raise the level of income , standard of living & life style of the tribal 

people.  

 

How to Make India a Knowledge-based Society 

Leveraging our traditional wealth 

India has had an unbroken tradition, built over five millennia, of unusual varieties of arts, 

crafts and practices that collectively go under the name of “traditional and cultural 
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knowledge”. Some of this knowledge is documented, while the rest of it is not adequately 

documented; further, where documentation exists, in many cases, it does not allow one to 

immediately cull out the information that one would need today to optimally utilize the 

traditional or cultural knowledge in various areas. In spite of valiant efforts by the 

Government of India after Indian independence some six decades ago, and the equally 

important efforts of a number of highly talented, knowledgeable and committed individuals, 

the fact remains that, in its engagement with mediocrity, India has far from optimally utilized 

its traditional knowledge for social and economic gain. Not only has this knowledge the 

potential of providing full employment or additional employment to over 200 million people, 

it can also generate a revenue for the country of over 600,000 crores of Indian Rupees (one 

million US dollars roughly equals Rs.5 crors) and can provide products and services of great 

social and economic value, thus enhancing the prestige of the country. Further, the traditional 

wealth of India has the potential of serving as a vehicle for the creative abilities of Indians in 

diverse fields, generating new kinds of tourism and providing opportunities for research in 

new areas, besides, of course, adding to the repertoire of knowledge for the peoples of the 

world. the fact is that all this is possible, and it is only when that happens that India will be an 

effective knowledge-based society, for it would have then encompassed both modern and 

traditional knowledge and married the two where necessary. It is hoped that the National 

Knowledge Commission will work out a plan to accomplish the above objective. 

In will now make some comments on the following areas of our traditional knowledge: 

a. Plant-based drug formulations 

b. Traditional agricultural practices 

c. Traditional water-harvesting practices 

d. Our creative and cultural traditions 

e. Food in regard to the indigenous varieties available 

f. Some new aspects of tourism 

The interaction between humans and the environment is on on-going process and research in 

this sector has led to the development of a new kind of science called ‘Sustainability 

Science’. This science, besides recognizing that the well being of the human race is 

dependent on the well being of our natural systems also acknowledge the contribution of 

traditional knowledge/practices and local innovations to development of science.We should, 
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however, take care to distinguish valuable knowledge from myth; this is possible through a 

process of validation. However the process of validation need not and should not be confined 

to the strict ‘reductionist’ approach that is characteristic of western or conventional science. 

Collaborative research between local people and formally trained scientists would help create 

knowledge systems that are sustainable, efficient and effective.based on their world view of 

humans as a part of a community of beings. 

We had started with a reflection on the question of the reason why so little of indigenous 

knowledge of agriculture has found its way into the mainstream agricultural agenda. In 

summary, we have shown the following with respect to indigenous agriculture. 

• The social organization of Indigenous knowledge of agriculture is such that there is a 

substantial body of knowledge, experience and wisdom not only with the texts and 

experts but also as folk tradition with farmers. 

• Various efforts including and particularly the work of ICAR itself has shown that a 

vast amount of this knowledge is valid when subject to testing and validation as per 

the modern research procedures. 

• Indigenous agriculture has its own parameters to build scientific theories and 

sometimes theories are constructed in ways that may sound very different or novel to 

the modern trained scientist. 

It is this service and the resulting support and appreciation of the farming community which 

keep on the network going. The network emerged spontaneously and has experienced an 

organic growth. It exists because of the need that it helps to meet. The experimentation and 

prediction are likely to continue without the help of external support. In the process, valuable 

meteorological data will be generated and additional beliefs will be tested. We believe that 

such a network can serve as a model for other dry land areas, which rely on traditional 

experts for prediction of monsoon. 

India is rich in plant biodiversity, because of its origin and evolution involving both northern 

and southern hemisphere and location between the three realms of plant domestication. 

Indian agriculture is one of the oldest in world and has evolved over centuries with 

bioprospecting of plant biodiversity, domestication, introduction and genetic enhancement to 

harness maximum productivity. We also see that the ancient scientists did realize the need to 

classify plants according to their various properties. In some cases they come close to modern 
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classifications. Some of the descriptions, especially by Parasara, make one wonder if they 

could magnify the views of plant parts for more detailed study. Some of the practices 

followed by the India farmers in the past appear valid even for the present situations; 

therefore, there is a need to revisit traditional farming practices to harness their science-based 

benefits by integrating them with advanced technologies. 

All of this suggests that we must get down to the business of conservation of sacred groves 

very seriously indeed, for religious beliefs are rapidly declining and many a grove is already 

gone.Natural biological resources, be they forests, fisheries or grazing lands have played a 

key role in supporting human populations over millennia. Like all other animal species, 

humans entirely depended on such resources till they began to husband plants and animals 

some 10,000 years ago. But even after they began to till land and herd animals, many human 

societies have continued to remain strongly dependent on natural biological resources 

gathered with their own labour, or with the help of their livestock from a relatively restricted 

resource catchment surrounding their settlements Through a process of trial and error, the 

ecosystem people all over the world have therefore evolved many cultural practices of 

sustainable resources use. Such practices are often grounded in a religious idiom, based on 

their world view of humans as a part of a community of beings.  

Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Natural Resource Management examine how 

traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) is taught and practiced today among native 

communities of India. Of special interest is the complex relationship between indigenous 

ecological practices and other ways of interacting with the environment, particularly regional 

and national programs of natural resource management. 

• TEK is important for its own sake and for its social/cultural value. But, it is also 

significant for a number of practical reasons, many of them relevant to Biodiversity 

Conservation.  

• TEK offers new biological knowledge and ecological insights.  

• Some TEK systems provide models for sustainable resource management 

• TEK is relevant for protected areas and conservation education 

• The use of TEK is often crucial for development planning  

• TEK may be used in environmental assessment.  
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• In this project I made  an attempt to provide an introduction to the nature of traditional 

knowledge and highlight what I consider to be some of its basic feature, focusing on 

the following: 

• The type and nature of parameters with which theories are made in traditional 

knowledge. 

• Some of the important aspects in which traditional knowledge has a viewpoint that is 

different from what is accepted in modern western scientific methodology such as the 

idea of measurement, the idea of controlled experiments etc. 

• The necessity and importance of comprehending traditional knowledge as an entire 

knowledge system. 
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