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Glotfelty, Cheryll and Harold Fromm. Ed. The Ecocriticism Reader. The University of Georgia
Press, P.xx : The term Ecocriticism was possibly first coined in 1978 by William Rueckert in
his Essay "Literature and Ecology: An experiment in Ecocriticism."

Glotfelty, Cheryll and Harold Fromm. Ed. The Ecocriticism Reader. The University of Georgia
Press, P.Xviii : Ecocriticism is the study of the relation between literature and the physical
environment. Just as faminist criticism examines language and literature from a gender-
conscious perspective, and Marxist criticism brings and awareness of modes of production
and Economic class to it's reading of text, Ecocriticism takes and earth-centered approach to
literary studies.

Glotfelty, Cheryll and Harold Fromm.ed.The Ecocriticism Reader. The University of Geor-
gia Press, 1996, P.xxi :In philosphy, various subfield like environment ethics, deep ecology,
ecofeminism, and social ecology have emerged in an effort to understand and critique the
root causes of environmental degradation and to formulate an alternative view of existence
that will provide an ethical and conceptual foundation for right relations with the earth.
SR AN | I | SRR A o-1Re) S (T%1% 76 | AFE,R0%5,%.35 |
Baruah, Sanjib. INDIA against itself. Oxford India Paperbacks, 2022. P. 173 : Historically
they have seen themselves as a part of the composite “indigenous” population of Assam, but
they now seek to withdraw from the Assamese subnational formation and, in the case of the
Bodos, even seek teritorial Separation.(P. 173)

NI, ({8 | A[{-73ceTsa) ©G(Ecocriticism )3 SNYFE A2fes SRz oA i
RcsRreae Sz | SR sieael &g, @qt] ReRverm, 20k, 7.541

Glotfelty, Cheryll and Harold Fromm. Ed. The Ecocriticism Reader. The University of Georgia
Press, P.107 : This is what ecologists like to call the self-destructive or suicidal motive that is
inherent in our prevailing and paradoxical attitude toward nature.

.5, 6t | sfF=nfals sTf2er STacensaIT Seenee I3 917 SPIRN 5lo9E ¢ 9% [eaee
S | SIS IRl 2, Foe PfRWer, 20, 9.2%1
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Barry, Peter. Beginning Theory. Manchester University Press, 2018.

Baruah, Sanjib. India against itself. Oxford University Press, 2008.

Buell, Lawrence. The Future of Environmental Criticism: Environmental Crisis and Lit-
erary Imagination. Blackwell Publishing, 2005

Glotfelty, Cheryll and Harold Fromm. Ed. The Ecocriticism Reader. The University of
Georgia Press,1996.
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Abstract :
This study explores the complex relationship between religion, custom
and the transformation of tribal women’s roles in family life, focusing
on various tribes of Assam such as the Bodo, Mising, Karbi, Dimasa,
Tiwa, Rabha and Deori. Each of these tribal communities possesses
distinct social and cultural systems, yet all share a deep connection
between tradition, belief and gender relations. Historically, women in
Assam’s tribal societies enjoyed considerable respect and freedom,
actively contributing to household management, agriculture, weaving
and cultural rituals. However, with the gradual influence of modern
education, organized religions, market economies and urban exposure,
the traditional balance between men and women has undergone
significant changes. Customary practices such as marriage,
inheritance and property rights continue to shape women’s position
within the family. In many tribes, women remain central to economic
activities and cultural transmission, yet their decision-making authority
in traditional councils and religious rituals is still limited. The study
observes that in the Bodo and Rabha communities, modernization
and education have encouraged women’s participation in public life
and local governance. Similarly, among the Misings and Deoris,
women’s engagement in education and cultural organizations reflects
an ongoing transformation in their self-perception and societal roles.
Generational differences are also evident. Younger tribal women,
exposed to higher education, media and employment opportunities,
increasingly question customary gender restrictions. They seek a
balance between preserving their ethnic identity and pursuing
individual empowerment. The research finds that religion and custom,
rather than being rigid systems, are continuously negotiated and
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redefined within tribal families to accommodate changing aspirations
and social realities.

Key Words: Religion, Customs, Tribal Women, Family Life, Cultural
Transmission.

Introduction :

Tribal societies have always held a distinctive place in India’s cultural and social
landscape. Assam, located in the northeastern region of the country, is home to a large
number of tribal communities such as the Bodo, Mising, Karbi, Dimasa, Tiwa, Rabha and
Deori, each with unique traditions, religious practices and kinship systems. Within these
societies, women occupy an important position both in domestic and community life. However,
the forces of modernization, education, urbanization and religious transformation have brought
considerable changes in the social fabric, affecting women’s roles, rights and status.
Traditionally, tribal women in Assam have enjoyed relatively better social recognition
compared to women in many caste-based Hindu societies. They participated actively in
agriculture, weaving, rituals and decision-making processes. Family systems in tribal societies
were often egalitarian, where the division of labour was based more on functionality than
hierarchy. However, with the advent of modernity, the introduction of formal religion and
contact with mainstream social systems, these traditional structures have undergone gradual
transformation. Customary laws and traditional institutions such as the village councils among
Karbis or the Kebang among Misings, continue to regulate family and marriage relations.
Yet, these customs are increasingly being reinterpreted to adapt to the modern context.
Women’s participation in education, self-help groups and local governance has empowered
them economically and socially, challenging old gender norms. Thus, the transformation of
tribal women’s roles in Assam is a complex process shaped by the interaction of religion,
custom and modern socio-economic forces.

Theoritical Framework :

The study draws its theoretical grounding from multiple disciplines to understand how
religion and custom influence the transformation of tribal women’s roles in family life. The
complex interrelationship between gender, culture and religion demands a multifaceted
theoretical lens that can explain both continuity and change in tribal societies. Feminist
theory provides the primary foundation for this research. Feminism argues that gender
relations are socially constructed and maintained through cultural norms, religious ideologies
and institutional structures. In tribal societies, gender roles are shaped by both indigenous
customs and external religious influences. Indian feminist scholars such as Nivedita Menon,
Sharmila Rege and Uma Chakravarti emphasize the need to contextualize gender relations
within caste, class and community structures. Their insights highlight how patriarchal power
is not uniform but mediated by local customs and religious practices. Max Weber’s theory of
religion as a driver of social organization offers key insights into how belief systems influence
family life. Weber observed that religious ethics shape moral values and gender norms. Emile
Durkheim’s perspective on religion as a collective force binding society together also applies
here. Religion defines community boundaries and regulates acceptable gender behavior. In
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many Assamese tribal groups, rituals surrounding fertility, agriculture and marriage assign both
sacred and domestic roles to women. Indigenous feminist thought, emerging from tribal
intellectuals such as Bina Agarwal and Sumi Krishna, insists that gender relations must be
analyzed within indigenous knowledge systems and environmental contexts. In Assam, where
women play vital roles in weaving, agriculture and rituals, their empowerment is intertwined
with ecological and cultural survival. This framework guides the study in respecting indigenous
epistemologies and ensuring that tribal women’s narratives remain central.

Statement of the Problem :

The transformation of tribal women’s roles in Assam is both a social and cultural
phenomenon that reflects broader processes of change. While tribal societies were
traditionally characterized by more egalitarian gender relations, the introduction of mainstream
religions, modern education and capitalist economic systems has significantly altered these
dynamics. The central problem lies in understanding how religion and custom interact in
reshaping the social position of tribal women. The persistence of customary practices often
clashes with new religious values and state laws concerning gender equality and women’s
rights. For instance, issues related to inheritance, marriage and divorce among tribal women
often create a dual legal framework- customary versus modern, which can both empower
and constrain women. Another problem is the limited representation of tribal women’s voices
in mainstream academic discourse. Much of the existing literature either generalizes “tribal
women” as a homogeneous group or overlooks the internal diversities shaped by religion
and locality. There is also inadequate documentation of how new social forces such as
migration, market exposure and religious conversion impact domestic life and gender relations
within tribal families. Hence, this present study attempts to fill this gap by focusing on a
multi-tribe, multi-religious analysis, highlighting both the continuities and changes in the
everyday lives of tribal women in Assam.

Research Objectives :

U To study the traditional family structures and gender roles of women among
different tribes of Assam such as the Bodo, Mising, Karbi, Dimasa, Tiwa, Rabha
and Deori.

To analyze the influence of religion on women’s familial responsibilities, deci-
sion-making and social status.

To investigate how customary laws and traditional practices regulate women’s
rights in areas such as marriage, inheritance and kinship relations.

To assess the impact of modernization, education and economic participation
on the changing roles of tribal women within their families and communities.
To compare intergenerational variations in attitudes and practices concerning
women’s family roles across different tribal groups.

To identify the challenges faced by tribal women in balancing traditional cus-
toms with modern expectations of gender equality.

Research Methodology :

The proposed study adopts a qualitative and quantitative mixed- method approach,
combining ethnographic depth with empirical data collection. Since the topic deals with

O 0o o o U
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sensitive and layered issues like religion, custom and women'’s transformation within tribal
societies, a single methodological framework would be insufficient to capture its complexity.
A multi-method design including interviews, focus group discussions, case studies and survey
questionnaires will enable triangulation of data, ensuring both accuracy and depth. The
study aims to analyze how religious beliefs and customary practices shape and transform tribal
women’s roles in family life, with a focus on different tribes of Assam such as the Bodo,
Mising, Karbi, Tiwa, Rabha, Dimasa and Deori communities. The research methodology will
be based on ethnographic fieldwork supported by sociological and anthropological tools. The
ethnographic component will help document cultural practices, rituals and gender relations
through observation and participation, while sociological techniques will help analyze the changes
within the structure of family and community life. Both primary and secondary sources will be
used to develop a holistic understanding of the subject. Primary data will be collected through
in-depth interviews, participant observation and focus group discussions with tribal women,
men, elders and community leaders. These methods will bring forward authentic voices from
within the communities, allowing for an insider’s perspective on transformation processes.
The interviews will explore topics such as family decision-making, marriage customs, division
of labor, inheritance patterns, religious participation and social mobility. Focus groups will enable
comparative discussions between generations and genders, providing a collective insight into
cultural transition. Secondary data will include published books, research articles, ethnographies,
census data and government reports related to tribal societies in Assam and Northeast India.
Sources like the Census of India, National Family Health Survey (NFHS), Tribal Research
Institute reports will be used for contextual grounding. These secondary materials will help
frame the historical and policy context of religion and gender among tribal groups.
Literature Review :

There have been some works done which have attempted to study about tribal women
in Assam and it shows how their roles in family, community, religion and economy are
shaped by custom and are undergoing transformation through modern forces. R. Shanmuga
Sundari’s “Changing Dynamics of Women Role in Family Structure” explores how
modernization, education and gender equality have reshaped women’s positions in Indian
families. It highlights the transition from traditional homemaker roles to those of co- decision
makers, professionals and financial contributors. The paper effectively traces social, legal
and cultural shifts influencing this change. However, it lacks empirical data, relies mainly on
descriptive analysis and generalizes urban experiences without addressing rural disparities
or intersectional challenges. Shreyasi Bhattacharya & Suresh Chandra Murmu in their article
“Women in Tribal Society: Balancing Multiple Roles in a Family’ highlights the socio- economic
position of tribal women in Odisha’s Santal, Munda and Ho communities. It reveals women’s
vital roles in agriculture, household care and income generation despite systemic inequalities
and lack of property rights. The study highlights their agency through self-help groups and
community participation but also exposes persisting patriarchal barriers and gender-based
discrimination. While the empirical depth enriches understanding of women’s lived
experiences, the paper could strengthen its critical edge by linking these micro-level findings
to broader policy implications and feminist theoretical frameworks. Again, Archana Pole in
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her article “Role of Women in Tribal Area” examines the socio-economic, educational and
cultural conditions of tribal women in India, highlighting their vital yet marginalized status. It
discusses their extensive participation in agriculture, family management and social life but
emphasizes persistent gender disparities in education, property rights, health and political
representation. The study effectively outlines how patriarchal traditions and illiteracy constrain
tribal women despite their central role in sustaining households and communities. However,
the paper is largely descriptive and lacks empirical data or critical engagement with feminist
theories. It overlooks intersectional aspects like caste, class and regional variation, which
influence tribal women’s experiences. The paper “Empowerment at the Crossroads: Tribal
Women and Religious Minority Rights in India” by Dr. Sheeja Kuriyakose & Jishnu Suresh
explores the intersectional challenges faced by tribal women belonging to religious minorities.
It highlights how historical injustices, patriarchal norms and weak policy implementation
combine to marginalize these women in education, healthcare, employment and political
representation. Using a qualitative approach, the study critically assesses legal frameworks
such as the Forest Rights Act and Prevention of Atrocities Act, revealing their limited impact
due to bureaucratic inefficiency and corruption. Overall, it presents a strong critique of
systemic neglect and advocates holistic empowerment through inclusive policies, economic
self-reliance and social awareness for ensuring gender and minority justice in India. In
“Tribal Women and Social Change in India”, Abha Chauhan examines the shifting socio-
economic and cultural roles of tribal women amid modernization and development policies.
The book explores how education, industrialization and political awareness have brought
partial transformation in tribal societies, influencing women’s participation in economic and
social life. Chauhan highlights the dual reality while modernization offers new opportunities,
it simultaneously weakens traditional tribal solidarity and exposes women to new forms of
exploitation and marginalization. The author insightfully critiques government schemes for
their top-down, gender-blind approach that often fails to address local realities. Despite
these gaps, Chauhan’s study remains a significant early contribution to understanding tribal
women’s evolving status in India and the contradictions of social change within a patriarchal
and development-driven context. In “The Status of Women Among Scheduled Tribes in
India”, A. Mitra analyzes the socio-economic and educational conditions of tribal women
using national-level data to assess gender disparities within tribal communities. The study
finds that despite relatively greater gender equality among Scheduled Tribes compared to
other groups, tribal women remain disadvantaged in literacy, health, employment and income.
Mitra effectively highlights the paradox of tribal women’s visible economic participation
alongside their persistent social subordination and limited political representation. The paper’s
strength lies in its use of quantitative data and comparative analysis across regions. However,
it lacks qualitative depth and fails to capture the intra-tribal variations influencing women’s
status. The book “Tribal Women and Development: Understanding Intersectionality and
Agency”, by P. Rao offers an insightful analysis of how gender, ethnicity, class and geography
intersect to shape the lived experiences of tribal women in India. The book critiques
mainstream development paradigms for overlooking indigenous perspectives and women’s
agency, emphasizing how tribal women actively negotiate power and identity within restrictive
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socio-political structures. The strength of the work lies in its theoretical sophistication and
ethnographic grounding. Leela Dube in her book “Women and Kinship: Comparative
Perspectives on Gender in South and South-East Asia”, critically explores how kinship systems
shape women’s social status, identity and power relations across cultures. She argues that
patriarchy is deeply embedded in kinship structures, influencing inheritance, marriage and
gender roles. Dube reveals how kinship not only regulates women’s access to resources but
also determines their autonomy and social value. The book’s strength lies in its interdisciplinary
and comparative approach, linking anthropology, sociology and gender studies to expose
cultural variations in gender hierarchies. However, while theoretically rich, it tends to
generalize complex regional dynamics and gives limited attention to contemporary
transformations brought by globalization and education.

Traditional Roles of Tribal Women :

In many tribal societies of Assam, women have traditionally played a central and
indispensable role in both family and community life. Their contributions extend across domestic,
economic and cultural spheres, making them vital to the functioning and continuity of tribal
social systems. Within the household, women are primarily responsible for managing domestic
affairs, which includes cooking, caring for children, maintaining cleanliness and ensuring the
overall welfare of family members. They play a key role in nurturing and socializing children,
teaching them values, customs and everyday skills necessary for community life. Through
these responsibilities, women help maintain harmony and stability within the family structure.
Another important traditional role of tribal women is their involvement in weaving and handicraft
production. Weaving is a culturally significant activity in many tribal communities of Assam,
where women produce traditional garments and textiles using indigenous techniques. These
handmade products are not only used within the household but are sometimes sold in local
markets, providing an additional source of income for the family. Through weaving and handicraft
skills passed down from generation to generation, women contribute both economically and
culturally to their communities. Tribal women also serve as important custodians of cultural
traditions and heritage. They play a major role in preserving and transmitting indigenous
knowledge, language, customs and rituals to younger generations. During festivals, ceremonies
and community gatherings, women participate in preparing traditional foods, performing cultural
practices and maintaining ritual traditions that strengthen social bonds within the community.
In this way, they help sustain the cultural identity of their tribes.

Influence of Religion and Custom :

Religion and customary laws play a significant role in shaping gender roles and family
structures in tribal communities of Assam. These traditions form the foundation of social
organization and strongly influence the responsibilities, status and expectations of women within
the family and the wider community. Tribal societies have long followed their own indigenous
belief systems and customary practices, which guide everyday life, social relationships and
important life-cycle events such as marriage, inheritance and religious ceremonies. Through
these traditions, the roles of men and women are defined and maintained across generations.
Traditional tribal religious beliefs are often closely connected to nature and the environment.
Many tribes in Assam practice forms of nature worship, ancestor worship and community-
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based rituals that honour spirits believed to protect the land, forests and the well-being of the
community. Women actively participate in many of these religious practices and rituals. They
assist in preparing offerings, organizing ceremonial activities and maintaining ritual purity within
the household. Their participation reflects their important role in preserving religious traditions
and maintaining spiritual harmony within the family. However, despite their involvement,
leadership positions in religious rituals and ceremonies are often held by male priests or elders.
Men generally perform the main ritualistic roles and act as spiritual leaders, which reflects the
gender hierarchy embedded within certain customary traditions.

Marriage customs in tribal societies also play a crucial role in shaping the roles and
responsibilities of women. In many tribes of Assam, marriage is not only a union between
two individuals but also an important social institution that strengthens relationships between
families and clans. Customs such as bride-price, clan exogamy and community-based marriage
ceremonies are common features of tribal marriage systems. The practice of bride-price,
where the groom’s family offers gifts or wealth to the bride’s family, symbolizes recognition
of the woman’s value and her contribution to the new household. Clan exogamy, which
requires individuals to marry outside their own clan, helps maintain social harmony and
kinship networks within the community. Through marriage, women are traditionally expected
to take on roles as wives, mothers and caretakers of the household, contributing to both
domestic responsibilities and agricultural work.

Inheritance practices within many tribal communities’ further influence women'’s status
and rights within the family. In numerous tribes of Assam, property inheritance follows
patriarchal patterns, where land and major family assets are typically passed down through
male members of the family. Sons often inherit family property and carry forward the family
lineage, while daughters may receive fewer formal inheritance rights. However, this does
not necessarily mean that women lack influence within the household. In many cases, women
exercise informal authority in managing household resources, agricultural activities and family
welfare. Their contributions to economic and domestic life often give them a respected
position within the family, even if formal property rights remain limited.

Transformation of Women's Roles :

The roles of tribal women in Assam have undergone significant transformation over
time due to various social, economic and cultural changes. While traditional tribal societies
assigned women important responsibilities within the household and community, modern
influences have gradually reshaped their roles and expanded their opportunities. Factors
such as education, economic participation, religious change and political involvement have
contributed to this transformation, enabling tribal women to play a more active role in both
family and public life.

One of the most important factors contributing to this change is the growing access to
education. In earlier times, educational opportunities for tribal women were limited due to
geographical isolation, traditional beliefs and economic constraints. However, the expansion
of educational institutions, government initiatives and awareness programs has increased
the participation of tribal girls in schools and higher education. Education has helped women
gain knowledge, develop skills and become more aware of their rights and opportunities. As



svo FhEelig

aresult, educated tribal women are increasingly able to question restrictive customs, participate
in decision-making processes and pursue careers outside the traditional domestic sphere.

Economic participation has also played a crucial role in transforming the status and
roles of tribal women. Traditionally, women contributed to family income through agriculture,
weaving and other household-based economic activities. In recent decades, however, many
tribal women have begun to engage in wage labor, small businesses and community-based
economic initiatives. Self-help groups and microfinance programs have further encouraged
women to participate in income-generating activities and entrepreneurship. Through these
opportunities, women are able to contribute financially to their families, gain economic
independence and improve their social standing within the household and community.

Religious change has also influenced the transformation of women’s roles in tribal
societies. In many parts of Assam, exposure to organized religions and missionary activities
has led to the adoption of new religious beliefs and practices. Such changes have sometimes
modified traditional customs, rituals and social norms that previously defined gender roles.
While some religious influences have encouraged education and social welfare, they have
also altered certain aspects of family life, marriage practices and community organization.
As a result, tribal women often experience a shift in their roles as they navigate between
traditional cultural values and new religious teachings.

Overall, these developments have gradually transformed the roles of tribal women in
Assam. While traditional responsibilities within the household remain important, women are
now increasingly visible in educational, economic, religious and political spheres. This
transformation reflects a broader process of social change in which tribal women are
negotiating new identities while continuing to maintain elements of their cultural traditions.
Challenges :

One of the major challenges faced by tribal women is the persistence of patriarchal
customs within many tribal societies. Although women contribute significantly to household
management, agriculture and economic activities, decision-making power in matters such as
property ownership, marriage arrangements and community leadership often remains in the
hands of male members. Traditional beliefs and social norms may restrict women’s authority
in public and institutional spaces, reinforcing gender hierarchies that limit their ability to influence
important family and community decisions. As a result, women’s contributions are sometimes
undervalued despite their essential role in sustaining family and community life.

Another important challenge is the limited access to higher education. While primary
and secondary education among tribal girls has improved in recent years, many still face
barriers when pursuing higher studies. Factors such as poverty, lack of educational infrastructure
in remote areas, early marriage and family responsibilities often discourage or prevent women
from continuing their education. Without access to higher education and professional training,
many tribal women find it difficult to obtain stable employment or leadership positions, which
affects their ability to achieve economic independence and social mobility.

Economic inequalities also remain a significant issue for tribal women. Although many
women participate in agricultural work, weaving, handicrafts and other income-generating
activities, their work is often informal and poorly paid. Limited access to financial resources,
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markets, land ownership and credit facilities further restricts their economic opportunities.
In many cases, women’s labor is considered part of their domestic responsibilities rather
than recognized as formal economic contribution. This economic marginalization can lead to
financial dependency on male family members and reduce women’s bargaining power within
the household.
Conclusion :

The study of tribal women in Assam highlights the complex relationship between
religion, customary practices and the evolving roles of women within family life. Traditionally,
tribal societies in the region have maintained distinct cultural systems in which women played
vital roles in maintaining the household, supporting agricultural production, preserving cultural
traditions and contributing to the economic stability of their families. Although women have
always been active participants in family and community life, their roles were often shaped
and limited by religious beliefs, customary laws and patriarchal social structures that placed
formal decision-making authority largely in the hands of men. Religion and traditional customs
have historically played an important role in defining the responsibilities and social expectations
of women. Indigenous belief systems, rituals, marriage practices and inheritance patterns
have structured family relationships and gender roles across generations. While women
actively participate in religious ceremonies, cultural traditions and household management,
leadership roles in religious and community institutions have often remained male-dominated.
Similarly, customary practices related to marriage and property inheritance have sometimes
limited women’s formal authority within family structures. In conclusion, the transformation
of tribal women’s roles in Assam represents a dynamic process shaped by the interaction of
tradition and change. While religion and customary practices continue to influence gender
roles, modern developments are gradually creating new spaces for women’s participation
and empowerment. Strengthening educational opportunities, promoting economic
independence and encouraging gender-sensitive social reforms can further enhance the
position of tribal women while preserving the cultural identity of tribal communities.
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Abstract :

The participation of women in public administration has increased
significantly in recent decades, yet their role in policy implementation
remains an area requiring deeper academic inquiry, particularly in regional
contexts such as Assam. This study analytically examines the role of
women bureaucrats in the process of policy implementation in Assam,
highlighting their contributions, challenges and overall impact on
governance outcomes. While policy formulation often receives scholarly
attention, the success of public policies largely depends on effective
implementation at the administrative level, where bureaucrats play a
crucial role. The study explores how women bureaucrats, serving in
various capacities within the state civil services, central services and
district administration, influence the delivery of government schemes
and development programmes. It evaluates their involvement in sectors
such as education, health, rural development, social welfare, women
and child development and disaster management, particularly significant
in Assam due to recurring floods, socio-economic disparities and diverse
demographic composition. The research concludes that while women
bureaucrats in Assam have made meaningful contributions to
strengthening policy implementation, institutional support mechanisms,
gender-sensitive administrative reforms and enhanced capacity-building
initiatives are essential to maximize their potential. Greater representation
of women in higher administrative echelons and decision-making bodies
can further improve policy responsiveness and governance effectiveness.
The study underscores the importance of integrating gender perspectives
within the broader framework of public administration to achieve
sustainable and equitable development in Assam.

Keywords : Gender, Policy, Implementation, Bureaucrat, Administration.
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Introduction :

In the contemporary era of democratic governance, effective policy implementation
is as crucial as policy formulation. Bureaucrats serve as the link between government
intentions and public outcomes, translating policies into tangible programs and services.
Within this administrative framework, women bureaucrats have emerged as vital actors
contributing not only to efficient governance but also to gender-sensitive and inclusive policy
execution. Over the decades, the increasing appointment of women in various administrative
services in India reflects the state’s commitment to gender equality, empowerment and
participatory governance. In Assam, a state marked by socio-cultural diversity, economic
challenges and developmental disparities, the participation of women in bureaucracy assumes
special significance. Since 1985, Assam has undergone major political and administrative
transformations, including decentralization, welfare expansion and gender-focused reforms.
In this evolving context, women bureaucrats serving in various fields have played important
roles in implementing government schemes, ensuring service delivery and promoting
developmental justice. Yet, their contributions often remain under-researched and under-
recognized, particularly at the district level, where most policy outcomes are realized. This
study, therefore, seeks to examine the roles, challenges and contributions of women
bureaucrats in policy implementation in Assam. It aims to understand how their leadership,
decision-making capacity and professional experiences have shaped the outcomes of public
policies across different sectors. By analysing their participation over nearly four decades,
the research will contribute to the broader understanding of gender and governance,
highlighting both achievements and structural barriers that influence women’s roles in public
administration.

Objectives of the Study :

1. To examine the involvement of women bureaucrats in the implementation of
government policies in Assam.

2. To investigate participation of women bureaucrats in developing or implementing
activities.

3. To explore the leadership styles, strategies and innovations adopted by women
bureaucrats to ensure effective policy execution.

4. To assess the barriers faced by women bureaucrats in the policy implementation
process.

Research Methodology :

The methodology that will be applied by the study has been chosen in order to
acquire information and deduce conclusions about the role of women bureaucrats in policy
implementation in Assam. The study has been based on descriptive method to understand
the actual scenario of women bureaucrats from a gender perspective. In regards to analyze
in comparative manner both quantitative and qualitative data have been collected. It will be
conducting field-based activities and interviews and secondary source of data mainly collected
from books, journals, research articles, newspapers, government reports, election commission
reports, internet. Apart from this survey method will be conducting to get appropriate
information. Firstly, a questionnaire survey will be conducted. Secondly, interview survey
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will also be carried out. For this research study a questionnaire survey will be conducted.
Both close-ended and open-ended questions were designed in order to call for responses,
which will help to gather information and views regarding the subject of study. This can be
employed among women bureaucrats in Assam to get the real picture. In questionnaire
survey mailed questionnaire can also be used to gather information. The technique of personal
interviewing is undertaken in order to reach the objectives. For this purpose of the study,
semi-structured face to face interview will be conducted involving the women bureaucrats
who are already in the administrative field. Focus group interview can also be taken. Direct
personal investigation will be beneficial to gather appropriate information.

Statement of the Problem :

Despite growing attention to women’s representation in public administration,
the specific contributions and challenges of women bureaucrats in translating policy into
practice remain inadequately understood in many Indian states. In Assam, where ethnic
diversity, gender norms and developmental disparities shape governance, the presence of
women in the bureaucracy may influence how policies are implemented at the local level.
Yet empirical evidence about their role, effectiveness and the constraints they face is sparse.
This study focuses specially in Assam and examines the role of women bureaucrats in
policy implementation since 1985, a period that spans major political, administrative and
socio-economic shifts in the state. The core problem is that there is limited systematic
knowledge about how and to what extent women bureaucrats influence the implementation
of development and welfare policies at district and sub-district levels in Assam. This research
will therefore investigate: How have women bureaucrats in Assam contributed to policy
implementation since 1985? What institutional roles, decision-making spaces and informal
practices have enabled or constrained their effectiveness? How have historical developments
like political changes, administrative reforms, gender policy shifts, affected their role? By
addressing these questions, the study aims to fill an empirical gap, illuminate mechanisms
through which bureaucratic presence affects governance and provide actionable insights
for policy-makers aiming to strengthen implementation in Assam.

Literature Review :

The role of women bureaucrats in the process of policy implementation in Assam
has been a subject of limited but growing scholarly attention. Literature on this topic draws
from broader studies on women in public administration, gender and governance. It also
touches upon specific political and social contexts of Assam, a state characterized by diverse
ethnic communities, regional disparities and socio-political complexities. The article “A Critical
Analysis of Gender Inequality in the Bureaucracy” by Urvi Chaturvedi highlights the
persistent gender disparity in India’s administrative services despite constitutional guarantees
of equality. Women constitute only about 13% of IAS officers, facing deep-rooted barriers
such as patriarchy, limited education, social expectations, workplace discrimination and lack
of role models. Although reforms like the Vishaka judgment and the removal of discriminatory
service rules have improved conditions, women remain underrepresented, especially in higher
and “hard” sectors like law enforcement and urban development. Cultural norms, distant
postings and family responsibilities further restrict their participation. The article recommends
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awareness programs, affordable coaching, supportive workplace policies, reservations and
attitudinal change within society and families. It emphasizes the need for equal opportunities,
shared domestic responsibilities and institutional support to ensure women can effectively
balance professional and personal roles, thereby promoting genuine gender equality in Indian
bureaucracy. In the article “Role of Education in Empowering Women: An Analysis in
Assam” Priyanka Hazarika, argues that education is a crucial means of women’s
empowerment in Assam, enabling improvements across economic, social and political
domains. It shows how increasing educational attainment among women boosts their
awareness of rights, self-confidence and the ability to participate in decision-making both
within households and in the public sphere. The study highlights gaps between urban and
rural, higher and lower socio-economic groups in access to education, which translate into
differences in empowerment. Barriers include poverty, cultural norms restricting female
education, infrastructural deficiencies and limited awareness. The article “Women
Empowerment in Assam” by Purusottam Nayak and Bidisha Mahanta (2009), examines
the socio-economic and political status of women in Assam using indicators such as education,
employment, financial autonomy, decision-making power and exposure to media. The study
reveals that Assamese women lag behind the national average in employment, political
representation and economic independence, though they show relatively better participation
in household decision-making. The authors conclude that development in Assam remains
gender-biased and emphasize the need for targeted policies promoting higher education,
economic participation, financial independence and gender-sensitive awareness to achieve
true empowerment across districts. The article “Bridging the Gender Gap in Bureaucracy:
A Call for Equitable Representation” by Dr. Charu Mathur highlights the persistent
underrepresentation of women in bureaucratic leadership despite legal equality and growing
participation. It argues that patriarchal mindsets, cultural stereotypes, institutional biases
and lack of supportive structures create barriers for women’s advancement in public
administration. The author emphasizes that gender equality in bureaucracy is essential for
fairness, inclusivity and effective governance. It concludes that bridging the gender gap is
not only a matter of justice but also crucial for achieving good governance, social equity and
Sustainable Development Goals. “Women in Indian Public Administration: Prospects
and Challenges” by V. S. Beniwal & Bulbul Dhar James examines the low and uneven
representation of women in India’s civil services especially the All-India Services like IAS
and IPS, despite formal legal changes over time and argues that women remain clustered in
roles deemed “suitable” under traditional gender norms. While women only held about 12%
of IAS and 6.4% of IPS in 2015, their presence in executive and managerial positions is
even scarcer. The authors identify three broad categories of obstacles: personal factors
(e.g. mobility constraints, family responsibilities), organizational factors (e.g. promotion bias,
hostile work culture, lack of mentoring) and institutional & cultural factors (e.g. patriarchal
norms, gender stereotyping, structural exclusion). They contend that meaningful gender
equity in public administration requires structural reforms to decision-making, institutional
practices and social attitudes to open access and enhance representation of women across
all levels of governance.
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Significance of the Study :

The study holds significant academic, administrative and social importance. Firstly,
it contributes to the understanding of gender and governance by examining how women in
bureaucratic positions influence the implementation of government policies at the district
level. In a state like Assam, where socio-cultural diversity and developmental challenges
intersect, understanding the role of women bureaucrats provides valuable insights into inclusive
and participatory administration. Secondly, the study highlights the contributions, leadership
styles and decision-making capacities of women officers, which are often overlooked in
policy research dominated by male-centric narratives. By documenting their achievements
and experiences, the study helps recognize women’s agency in strengthening policy execution,
service delivery and public welfare. Moreover, the research is significant for policy-makers
and administrative institutions, as it identifies the institutional and socio-cultural barriers that
hinder women’s effectiveness in governance. The findings can guide reforms aimed at
improving gender-sensitive policies, providing equal opportunities and enhancing the working
environment for women in bureaucracy. The study also offers a historical perspective,
covering developments from 1985 onwards, which enables an understanding of how
administrative reforms and women’s representation have evolved over time in Assam.
Academically, the study adds to the literature on public administration, gender studies and
policy implementation, serving as a reference for future researchers focusing on women’s
leadership in governance. Socially, it underscores the importance of women’s empowerment
in public institutions and its impact on effective governance and equitable development.
Overall, the study is significant because it not only fills a research gap in understanding the
role of women bureaucrats at the district level but also contributes to shaping a more inclusive,
efficient and responsive administrative system in Assam.

Role of Women Bureaucrats in Policy Implementation in Assam :

Women bureaucrats play a significant role in the effective implementation of
public policies in Assam, a state characterized by geographical diversity, ethnic plurality and
recurring developmental challenges such as floods, rural poverty and infrastructural gaps.
Policy implementation is the stage where government decisions are translated into practical
action and bureaucrats act as the key agents in this process. In Assam, women officers
serving in the Assam Civil Service (ACS), Indian Administrative Service (IAS), Assam
Police Service (APS) and other administrative cadres contribute actively at both the
secretariat and field levels. They are involved in executing policies related to health, education,
rural development, social welfare, agriculture and disaster management. Their presence in
district administrations as Deputy Commissioners, Sub-Divisional Officers, Block
Development Officers and departmental heads ensures that government schemes reach
the grassroots population. In sectors like maternal health, child welfare, nutrition programmes
and women empowerment schemes, women bureaucrats often demonstrate heightened
sensitivity and commitment, which improves service delivery and citizen engagement. In a
state like Assam, where a large section of the population resides in rural and flood-prone
areas, administrative coordination, empathy and communication skills are crucial qualities
frequently associated with women leadership in governance contexts.
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The contribution of women bureaucrats extends beyond routine administration to
strengthening inclusive governance and participatory development. Their leadership style
often emphasizes transparency, accountability and community involvement, which are
essential for effective policy outcomes. For instance, in implementing rural employment
programmes, self-help group initiatives and livelihood missions, women officers frequently
encourage the participation of local women, thereby linking economic development with
gender empowerment. In the education sector, they supervise enrolment drives, mid-day
meal schemes and initiatives aimed at reducing dropout rates among girls. Similarly, in health
administration, women bureaucrats play a vital role in monitoring primary health centres,
vaccination drives and nutrition campaigns. During natural disasters especially the annual
floods in Assam, women officers have been instrumental in coordinating relief distribution,
managing shelters and overseeing rehabilitation measures with compassion and efficiency.
Their administrative engagement often builds trust between the government and marginalized
communities. Furthermore, women bureaucrats serve as role models, inspiring young women
to pursue careers in public service, thus gradually transforming the gender composition of
governance structures in the state. Their increasing representation signifies a shift toward
more balanced and equitable administrative systems.

However, despite their valuable contributions, women bureaucrats in Assam
face several structural and socio-cultural challenges that affect their role in policy
implementation. Gender bias and stereotypes sometimes limit their authority or influence
within male-dominated administrative hierarchies. Balancing professional responsibilities with
family obligations can create additional pressures, particularly in field postings that require
mobility in remote or flood-affected regions. Security concerns, limited infrastructural facilities
in rural areas and occasional resistance from traditional community structures further
complicate their work environment. Moreover, while the number of women entering civil
services has increased, their representation in higher decision-making positions remains
comparatively limited. These constraints highlight the need for institutional reforms such as
gender-sensitive workplace policies, leadership training, mentoring systems and supportive
administrative frameworks. Strengthening these mechanisms would not only empower
women officers but also enhance overall governance effectiveness in Assam. In conclusion,
women bureaucrats play a transformative role in policy implementation by promoting inclusive
development, improving service delivery and fostering citizen-centric governance. Their
continued participation and advancement within the administrative system are essential for
achieving sustainable and equitable development in Assam.

Challenges Faced by Women Bureaucrats in Policy Implementation in Assam :

Women bureaucrats in Assam play an important role in ensuring that government
policies and development programmes are effectively implemented at the grassroots level.
However, despite their increasing participation in the civil services, they encounter several
structural, institutional and socio-cultural challenges in the course of their administrative
responsibilities. One of the primary challenges is gender bias and stereotypes within the
bureaucratic system and society. The administrative structure in India has historically been
male-dominated and women officers sometimes face doubts regarding their leadership abilities,
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decision-making capacity and administrative authority. In certain situations, they have to
constantly prove their competence to gain acceptance from colleagues, subordinates and
local communities. In rural areas of Assam, traditional social attitudes may create resistance
toward women in positions of authority, making it more difficult for them to enforce government
regulations or supervise development activities. Moreover, subtle discrimination in terms of
postings, promotions and access to influential administrative roles may limit their opportunities
to contribute fully to policy implementation. Such gender-based challenges can affect both
their confidence and the effectiveness of administrative work.

Another major challenge arises from the geographical and infrastructural conditions
of Assam, which often complicate policy implementation at the field level. The state frequently
experiences natural disasters, especially floods and river erosion, which require extensive
administrative coordination and rapid response. Women bureaucrats working as district or
sub-divisional officers are often required to visit remote villages, char areas and flood-affected
regions where transportation and communication facilities are limited. Travelling under such
conditions can pose safety concerns and physical strain. Furthermore, implementing government
schemes in these areas requires continuous monitoring, coordination with local bodies and
direct interaction with the population. Administrative officers also handle multiple programmes
simultaneously in sectors such as health, education, rural development and disaster management.
Limited manpower, bureaucratic delays and insufficient infrastructure can create additional
pressure. These operational challenges make the work of women bureaucrats particularly
demanding, as they must maintain efficiency while managing complex administrative tasks in
difficult environments. In addition to institutional and geographical challenges, work-life balance
and social expectations present another significant difficulty for women bureaucrats in Assam.
Women officers often have to balance their demanding professional responsibilities with family
obligations, which can be especially challenging due to frequent transfers, long working hours
and emergency duties during disasters or elections. Social expectations sometimes place greater
responsibility on women for household and caregiving roles, which can increase stress and
limit their ability to accept challenging field postings. The absence of adequate institutional
support systems, such as childcare facilities, flexible work arrangements and professional
mentoring can further complicate their careers. Although the number of women entering civil
services in Assam has gradually increased, their representation in higher administrative and
decision-making positions remains comparatively limited. This restricts their influence in shaping
policy priorities and administrative reforms. Addressing these challenges requires gender-
sensitive policies, supportive institutional frameworks and greater recognition of the contributions
of women in governance. Strengthening these measures will not only empower women
bureaucrats but also improve the overall effectiveness of policy implementation and public
administration in Assam.

Suggestions to Improve the Role of Women Bureaucrats in Policy Implementation
in Assam :

Strengthening the role of women bureaucrats in policy implementation requires
supportive institutional policies and a more gender-sensitive administrative environment. One
important suggestion is to promote gender equality within the bureaucratic structure by ensuring
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fair opportunities in recruitment, postings, promotions and leadership roles. Government
institutions should adopt transparent and merit-based systems that allow women officers to
participate equally in decision-making positions. Providing leadership training, administrative
skill development programmes and mentoring systems can help women bureaucrats enhance
their professional capabilities and confidence. Senior administrators and government departments
should also encourage a work culture that respects the authority and competence of women
officers. Awareness programmes within administrative departments can reduce gender
stereotypes and promote a more inclusive and supportive work environment.

Another important step is to improve infrastructural and operational support for
women bureaucrats, especially those posted in rural and flood-prone areas of Assam. Safe
transportation facilities, proper accommodation and improved communication systems are
necessary to help them perform their duties effectively. The government should also strengthen
administrative infrastructure by providing adequate staff support, digital governance tools
and efficient monitoring mechanisms to reduce excessive workloads. During disaster
management operations such as floods, special logistical arrangements and safety measures
should be ensured for officers working in difficult field conditions. The use of technology,
such as digital monitoring of government schemes and online grievance systems, can also
reduce administrative pressure and help officers focus more on effective policy delivery.

Finally, work-life balance and professional support systems should be strengthened
to encourage the long-term participation of women in bureaucracy. Policies such as flexible
working arrangements, childcare facilities, maternity support and family-friendly transfer
policies can help women officers manage both professional and personal responsibilities.
Establishing networks or forums for women bureaucrats can create opportunities for
experience sharing, collaboration and mutual support. Additionally, increasing the
representation of women in higher administrative and policy-making positions will ensure
that gender perspectives are better reflected in governance. When women are empowered
within the administrative system, they can contribute more effectively to inclusive development,
social welfare and citizen-centered governance. Therefore, implementing these suggestions
will not only improve the working conditions of women bureaucrats but will also strengthen
policy implementation and promote more responsive governance in Assam.
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Abstract :

Folktales can be studied through various theoretical lenses, with struc-
turalism standing out as one of the most influential. Today, structural
analysis is rarely used in isolation; instead, it is frequently integrated
with feminist, psychoanalytic, postcolonial, and eco-critical frameworks
to produce richer and more comprehensive readings of narrative mean-
ing. With interdisciplinary perspectives, folktales transcend their role as
mere narratives and emerge as structured cultural texts that encode
social norms, collective wisdom, and gender hierarchies passed down
across generations. Drawing on Levi-Strauss’s structuralist framework,
this study explores the diverse worldviews embedded within the
storytelling tradition of the Santal community of the Baksa district of
Assam. The main objective of this study is, firstly, to identify the binary
oppositions and mythemes of the tale. Secondly, it elucidates how these
structures reflect in-depth cultural meanings, including gender roles, power
structures, and ethical values within the socio-cultural context of the
Santal community.

Keywords: Santal, folktale, structural analysis, binary opposition,
mythemes, social norms etc.

Introduction:

Since time immemorial, civilizations have passed down their wisdom and knowledge
with narratives that were specifically tailored to appeal to the cultural desires and worldview
of the very folk they attempt to educate. Folktales of a community are preserved as part of
a folk tradition that mirrors the humour, romance, and wisdom of the people. The purpose of
storytelling is to preserve the culture of a civilization, to explain natural phenomena, to transmit
historical and important social information, or to teach important moral and ethical issues.
Different scholars have studied folktales to examine their structure, purpose, and content.
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The classification of tales is generally based on the narrative motif or content of the stories,
such as Animal tales, Fairy tales, Trickster tales, Cumulative tales, Wonder tales, etc. These
folktales are endowed with traditions of human life.

There are many theories of studying folktales, and structuralism is one of the
prominent approaches. In contemporary discourse, structural analysis is usually combined
with feminist, psychoanalytic, postcolonial, and eco-critical approaches to offer broader
interpretations of narrative meaning. Through these interdisciplinary lenses, folktales
become not only stories but also structured cultural texts that carry social norms and
wisdom, and reinforce gender hierarchies within a community that has been transmitted
over generations.

The structuralist theory of Levi-Strauss has been used as a framework for discussing
the multiple worldviews of the tribe. The main objective of this study is as follows: firstly,
this paper seeks to identify the binary oppositions and mythemes of the tale. Secondly, it
elucidates how these structures reflect in-depth cultural meanings, including gender roles,
power structures, and ethical values within the socio-cultural context of the Santal community.
The Santals:

Santals are one of the largest tribes of India, concentrated in the Indian states of
Jharkhand, Odisha, West Bengal, Bihar, Assam, Tripura, and Meghalaya. Various research
specifies that the origin of this nomadic tribe is the Champa Kingdom of northern Cambodia,
before migrating to India. This community worshipped nature and presently follows Sarna,
Sari dharam, Christianity, and Hinduism(Pandey and Singh, 27159). They have their own
language called Santhali, a part of the Austroasiatic language group, and its script is called
‘Ol Chiki’This tribe has a rich cultural heritage, which represents collective memories of
the tribe. Santal folk narratives are a crucial component of a rich repository for transmitting
tradition, knowledge, cultural values, and history from one generation to the next. They
reflect the Santals’ intimate relationship with nature, their social structure, and their spiritual
beliefs. These tales provide valuable insights and perspectives on their way of life, which
provide their worldview, connectedness with nature, and traditional principles, and also express
the social organization, kinship rules, gender relations, and cultural beliefs. “Santhal folk
tales are divided into two classes based on their origins, one is purely from Santhal culture in
origin, and the other is absorbed from external sources. Those of the first class are the most
numerous, and they throw a flood of light upon their social customs and traditions, besides
showing the superstitious awe. The second class consists of a large number of the more
popular tales prevalent among the Hindus and semi-Hinduised Santhals.” (Soren and Jamir,
72). They encode the tribe’s social organization, kinship rules, gender relations, and
cosmological understanding. Structural analysis helps reveal the cultural grammar embedded
in narrative patterns. This paper analyses one tale of the Santal tribe, ‘Seven Brothers and
One Sister’.

Tale: Seven Brothers and One Sister

This folk tale portrays a cautionary tale about maltreatment within families. The
story follows- Seven married brothers, traders, leave their younger sister in the custody of
their wives. During their absences, the wives harassed the young sister into constant labour.
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She attempts suicide by hanging herself in a sandalwood tree, but rather than dying, she
transforms into a fruit on the tree. On the return way of the brothers, they discovered the
fruit and rescued their sister. After knowing of the ill treatment of their wives, they made a
plan to punish them. The brothers hide their sister in a sack, covertly bring her home, then
dig a well to pretend to celebrate. While the wives started dancing around the well, the
brothers pushed them one by one into the well and sealed it shut. The wives are forced to
consume waste before being released from the well, and they promise never to mistreat the
sister again.

Structural analysis of folktales is an approach that reflects the underlying meaning,
patterns, narrative architecture, and deep cultural meanings submerged within traditional
stories. Structuralism looks into the connections between narrative elements, plot functions,
binary oppositions, transformations, and symbolic meaning to reveal how folktales convey
meaning. The main purpose of this paper is to disclose the deep structures, binary opposi-
tions, and intermittent narrative logics deeply rooted in the selected folk tale of the Santal
tribe of Baksa district of Assam, India
Binary Opposition:

The binary oppositions in ‘Seven Brothers and One Sister’ cohere an in-depth
cultural contradiction in Santal society, between blood kinship and affinal kinship, voice
and silence, nature and home, male and female, malice and justice. By sorting out these
contradictions through symbolic actions (transformation, punishment, voice, concealment),
the tale acts as a mythic therapy for the community. It not only entertains the listener but
also teaches how Santal culture thinks through the conflicts that shape social behaviour in
daily life.

Identification of Mythemes:

The mythemes are the smallest meaningful units of myth that gain significance
through their relationship with other units(Strauss, 211). Divide the story into its smallest
meaningful actions or situations. Identifying mythemes in a tale provides insight into deep
structural meaning and reveals how gender hierarchy is naturalized through narrative repetition
(Ortner, 1974). In this folktale, the ‘Seven Brothers and One Sister’ mythemes reveal how
the Santal society navigates gender relations, ecological consciousness, kinship structures,
moral order, etc.

Binary Oppositions Illustration in the Tale

Kinship relationship (Sister) vs.
Affinal relationship.

The sister, being the biological sibling of the
seven brothers, represents familial loyalty and
emotional attachment. In contrast, the sisters-
in-law are married into the family,

representing outside affiliations.
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Sibling loyalty vs. Spousal Loyalty:

The tale put down the brothers in a moral
conflicts- they are absent during the sister’s
harassments and later their choices between
defending sister or maintaining harmonywith
their wives. Their decision to punish the wives
validates that blood loyalty is sociallyand

culturally prioritized.

Oppression in Domestic sphere vs.

Natural space of transformation:

The sister endures struggle within the home,
though that space should be secure. She hides
to a sandalwood tree by transforming herself

into a fruit.

Death vs. Symbolic Rebirth:

The sister’s suicide attempt is physical death;
again it becomes a symbolic rebirth through

transformation into a fruit.

Suppression vs. Disclosure:

The sister suffers in silence, the wives too
remain silent to hide their guilt, but exposed
by their husband.

Cruelty vs. Justice:

The cruelty imposed by the wives get
unchecked until the brothers return. Their
punishment is trapping them in a well act for

reassertion of moral authority given by male.

1. The brothers, who are married and leave their sister at home with their wives.
Establishes the setting in which the absence of male guardians exposes the

sister to affinal power.

2. The wives abuse the sister during the brothers’ leave. Reflects anxiety of affinal
rivalry; non-blood relations are often viewed as threats to lineage unity.

3. The sister’s suicide on a sandalwood tree. Suicide reflects physical death;
sandalwood (valuable and sacred) signifies purity and reborn.

4. Her transformations into a fruit and remains on the tree. Symbolic
metamorphosis from suppressed girl to sacred object prompts rebirth and
unresolved injustice.

5. Brother’s homecoming and camp beneath the tree. Addresses male protectors;
suggests imminent shift of disorder.

6. A teardrop falls; the fruit is cut, and the sister comes out. Acts as a revelation;

symbolic of rebirth, truth appearing from concealment.
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7. The brothers hide their sister in a sack and return home. Protection from her
abusers while the truth is prepared to surface.

8. Brothers punished their wives, who remained silent. Here, silence reinforces
guilt; justice begins to take order.

9. Brothers dig a well, invite their wives into the well and drive them into the well.

Symbolic punishment; contrary to celebration to a death trap.

10.  The sister was asked to ease herself at the well. The sister, who was innocent
before, presently has power, and those who were mean to her are giving a
lesson in a very humiliating way.

11.  Wives beg for forgiveness and are eventually freed. Social order is reestablished
with a moral lesson.

Each mytheme builds on the previous one, moving from oppression to exposure,
punishment, and symbolic justice, thereby conveying key Santal tensions about affinal mistrust,
gendered power, and moral reordering.

Analysis of Deep Narrative Structure:

At the heart of this tale lies a cultural contradiction that assesses the perceived
instability of affinal relations and reaffirms the moral centrality of blood ties. The main
theme of the tale is how familial unity can be balanced when marriage relationships disrupt
the kinship harmony. The sister-in-law figures present an affinal relationship that disrupts
harmony and harasses the younger sister, and is an extension of the bloodline. The charac-
ter of the sister stands in for lineal purity and emotional core. The tale assesses the per-
ceived instability of affinal relations and reaffirms the moral centrality of as follows-

Core Conflict of Kinship : The tale is constructed on the deep contradiction between
natal kinship and affinal kinship. The structure focuses on how these two clashing loyalties
create moral tension within the household. It aligns with what A. R. Radcliffe-Brown
describes as the structural differentiation between consanguineal and affinal relations within
a family, where marriage simultaneously integrates and threatens lineage stability (Radcliffe-
Brown, 45).

Transformation as Moral Preservation : The sister’s transformation into a fruit is a
symbolic move; instead of death, she goes through moral preservation. This pattern is also
similar to Mircea Eliade’s understanding of mythic thought, wherein symbolic death frequently
precedes rebirth, reinforcing cosmic and social regeneration (Eliade, 18). The tale thus
resolves pain not through loss but through rebirth and continuity, a common quality in mythic
logic.

Justice through Ritual and Nature : Justice is achieved through symbolic actions such
as being trapped in a well, not being given food and water, and being exposed to bodily
functions. These acts ritually restore balance and show society’s moral code. Moreover, the
use of bodily humiliation as a form of justice signifies that societies express moral boundaries
through the symbolic control of purity and pollution (Douglas, 44).

Power Reversal : Earlier, the sister was powerless and tortured by her sisters-in-law.
Now, she is brought out publicly holding power, and the same sisters-in-law are trapped and
humiliated. The act of easing herself near the well is symbolic; it alters that once ill-treated
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girl into an agent of moral justice. The acts resonate with Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of the
carnivalesque, where hierarchies are symbolically turned around, enabling suppressed voices
to claim agency and visibility (Bakhtin, 15).

Spatial and Bodily Mediation : The tale presents space (tree, sack, well) and body (tears,
ease) to mediate moral meaning. In tribal thought, the natural world and body are moral
tools, and the story uses them to dramatise justice, shame, and cleansing, and nature is
perceived as sacred and morally structured.

Narrative Voice:

“Ever since the birth of spoken language, people have used stories to convey messages
to one another. Such messages include teaching morals or explaining the world, providing an
education for others, and even telling stories as a form of entertainment” (Rauer). This tale is
narrated with pity towards the lone sister and clear dislike of the sisters-in-law. The sister’s
feminine voice is suffering and silent, as reflected in her emotional subjugation. The wives,
on the other hand, conveyed a collective voice through their cruel actions - mainly, the tale
“speaks” for them by describing their abusive actions. When the seven brothers return from
work and ask about their sister, the wives’ only reaction is silence, which indicates their
crime; gloomy silence is their voice of betrayal. Thus, the narrative voice presents two
kinds of feminine voice: the sister’s silent suffering (eliciting the audience’s compassion)
and the co-wives’ malicious intrigue (eliciting the audience’s anger). The masculine voice
comes to the foreground after the brothers discover the truth. When the sister describes
her sufferings to her brothers, morality prevails in the tale. In Santal oral tradition, truth is
linked to speech, and the act of truth becomes a path to justice. This perspective shows
brothers as agents of justice. The brothers severely question their wives and even threaten
them - if they are unable to find their sister, “it will not bode well” for the wives. Here,
the male voice is authoritative and aggressive, breaking the earlier feminine silences.
When the sister is found alive (who transformed into a fruit and was rescued by her
brothers), the brothers made a conspiracy for punishment- they dug a well and trapped
the wives in the well. At this point, the sister’s voice finally rises; she confronts her
sisters-in-law about why they treated her so brutally. At this moment, her voice has power
for the first time; she questions them, and in answer, the wives’ voices convert into a plea
for mercy and words never to mistreat her again. This is a pivotal reversal. Thus, the
feminine voice of the sister is triumphant and morally justified, while the co-wives’ voices
are transformed into pitiful echoes from a well. However, it’s notable that the narrative
voice and agency are primarily attached to the brothers, the male authority who bring out
the justice as validated heroic measures. In contrast, the wives’ representation remains
antagonistic. This is like a pattern in folklore where women as women’s enemies are
condemned without nuance, reflecting the patriarchal notion that defames female cruelty
while honouring male intervention. A common literary tradition which constructs women
as divided figures—angelic or monstrous—often in opposition to one another (Gilbert and
Gubar,36). In conclusion, the narrative voice in ‘Seven Brothers and One Sister’ initiated
by marginalizing the victim’s voice and criticising the antagonists’, and ends by bringing
back a rightful female voice (sister’s voice) only under the protection of male power,
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which feminist narratology identifies as the structural suppression of female subjectivity
within patriarchal storytelling traditions (Lanser, 16). This structure shows that women’s
voices in Santal tales are only heard and given due consideration when they align with
men’s sanctioned authority.

The negative stereotype is a part of a larger folkloric trend in which women are
depicted as intrinsically untrustworthy, such as jealous sisters, stepmothers, and rival
wives(Warner, 210). Like other narratives, in this tale, women’s characterization is quite
problematic; the distorted representation of women has huge ramifications on society’s
attitudes towards women, and it provides a statement for their marginalization. This kind of
story reinforces prejudices and discrimination in society. The portrayal of women in Santal
folklore is a representative of patriarchal society that aims to subjugate women’s autonomy
and shape the cultural perception of women as suspicious and mistrustful. This kind of story
minimizes the diverse roles that woman plays in society and overemphasizes their
representation in false presumptions and biases. This social norm becomes a carrier of
gender inequality and presumes that women have the inclination to malicious intent, rather
than innate human qualities. In this identity formation, feminists questioned the traditional
norms/values imposed on women and encouraged the transformative narrative practice for
rereading the folktale from a gender perspective. From the feminist point of view, gender is
seen as the result of socio-cultural construction that exists in a society. The gendered roles
of men and women in human life are the consequences of human construction, which is not
innate. Therefore, gender identity is a political matter. The identity formation process does
not occur in a single process at the subject’s will.

The folktale revolves around the exercise of power and the meting out of punishment
within a family setting. It is a common dynamic in extended families where a husband’s
unmarried sister is tortured by the sister-in-law, and sometimes, sisters-in-law are tortured
by the unmarried sister of the husband. In fact, the story is aligned with a patriarchal worldview
where any woman who jeopardises lineage solidarity (here, by torturing a sister) becomes
an evil figure. This tale reveals patriarchal control; through it, violence is considered acceptable
while dealing with deviant female behaviour. Another norm reinforced in this tale is that the
ideal behaviour of a woman, as depicted by the sister, should be patient, self-sacrificing, and
forgiving. This saintly depiction of the sister reinforces the cultural ideal of female virtue in
the face of suffering. Unlike many other tales where male characters’ conflicts dominate,
here women’s conflicts are central. However, this subversion is only within the female
sphere and is eventually resolved by men.

Cultural Implications :

Culturally, this folktale strongly presents Santal values regarding family loyalty, justice,
and morality. The tale underscores the major importance given to maintaining a positive, life-
long brother-sister bond of reciprocity in traditional culture . In Santal society (as in many
Indian societies), an ideal brother is expected to protect and support his sister; conversely, a
sister is expected to be devoted to her brother’s family. This reveals a cultural belief that
sisters/women have a certain shakti, a form of auspicious feminine power that must be respected
and ritually honored (Kinsley,5). The folktale also highlights the realities and fears of joint
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family living. It serves as a kind of social warning to the community that jealousy and selfishness
can destroy a family. For example, if a folktale confers prominence to a certain character, let
us say an evil grandmother, it will be claimed that in such a society, grandmothers are actually
evil and that mythology reflects the social structure and the social relations(Strauss,429).

The symbolic representation of this tale is significant because wells in Indian folklore
are often symbolized as fate or moral judgment. Such symbolic use aligns with what Dundes
calls the “ritualized dramatization of taboo and transgression,” in which places like wells
serve to restore moral order and gender hierarchy (Dundes, 15). Importantly, every action
of the tale carried cultural meaning- for example, digging a well (a community act) turned
into a punishment place, and a marriage ceremony motif was subverted to convey justice.
Anthropologically, such tales validate the priority of consanguineal ties. There is a mild
subversive element: the supernatural Crow, who is indicating to the brothers that their sister
plays a significant role, as the brothers alone would not have known of the crime without
feminine aid. This suggests a minor acknowledgment of feminine help(a teardrop falling
from the sister). The supernatural elements (Crow, magic fruit) give the story a mythic
surface that subverts everyday logic but reinforces cultural mythos. In conclusion, ‘Seven
Brothers and One Sister’ predominantly reinforces key social norms: the sanctity of sibling
bonds, the expectation of women’s kindness and obedience within the family, and the authority
of elders(male) to judge and punish.

Conclusion:

From this tale, we find the traditional view of daughters-in-law in the Santal society
as outsiders with malevolent intentions, and it demonstrates how folk narratives sometimes
justify extreme punishment as a form of justice. It serves as a cautionary tale about family
dynamics and the existential crisis of women within patriarchal structures. The study of the
folktale of ‘Seven Brothers and One Sister’ provides insight into the Santal community’s
culture, revealing a narrative tradition deeply embedded in its identity. The rich symbolism in
this type of oral narratives reflects the collective consciousness of the society and acts as a
bridge between past traditions and contemporary self-expression. This paper has analysed
the folktale from Claude Levi Strauss’s structural approach. In this analysis, the researcher
explores the components of the tale via interpretation and analysis of the relationships of
elements, and reveals the connection between those elements, showing how these elements
interconnect to make a story complete in itself.
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Abstract

The Wanchuwa Festival of Tiwa community constitutes a most significant
ritual and cultural institution of Tiwa community of Northeast India
specially Assam and Meghalaya. This harvest festival signifies to the
tribe’s rich cultural heritage and their deep connection to the nature. It is
the showcase of Tiwa community’s profound respect and dedication to
the nature and their environment. This festival marks a prolific harvest
with ritual expressing gratitude to deities for the abundance. Wanchuwa
is not merely a seasonal celebration but a complex cultural institution
that integrate agrarian rhythms clan, solidarity religious faith, youth
socialization. But in recent decades the Wanchuwa festival has acquired
new display for the impact of modernization, negotiation religious
conversion and political and economic realities. Despite significant
transformation, wanchuwa continues as symbol of integration, sustain
indigenous identity, collaboration and cohesion. This research article
tries to examine the wanchuwa festival from historical, traditional and
contemporary relevance. This study tries to explore the origin and
evolution of wanchuwa festival, ritual structure symbolic meaning and
social function. This study also tries to analyze how wanchuwa functions
as a cultural institution and assertion, identity of preservation and
integration.

Keywords: Wanchuwa festival, Tiwa community, Agrarian, Cultural
identity, Indigenous.
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1.Introduction

India always has been the inhabitant of many ethnic group for thousands of years
where they belong to their own identity, culture, ritual, tradition, custom and living style
which make them special from different group of people. Tiwa tribe one of the most prestigious
community among all the tribal group where they have rich culture and heritage, ritual and
festival they observed. Among various festivals of this particular tribe, the Wanchuwa Festival
is celebrated most enthusiastically have a profound cultural, spiritual and socio-economic
significance. The festivals of indigenous communities are not just the iconic moment of their
life to be celebrated but they are deeply embedded within social structure, belief system and
ecological contexts. This festivals of tiwa community represents and showcase of collective
memory, moral values and social norms are articulated and transferred from generation to
generation.The Wanchuwa festival is such a platform of social institution observed with
great enthusiasm and follow some ritual discipline particularly among the hill Tiwas inhabiting
Karbi-Anglong district of Assam and some part of Meghalaya.

The Tiwas also known as Lalungs are indigenous community inhabiting a thousand
of years parts of Assam and Meghalaya. They have been categorized as hill Tiwa(2000)
and plains Tiwa(1950)(wikipedia), each with specific socio-cultural characteristic but united
by shared common ancestry ritual and heritage. Traditionally they are dependent on
agriculture, specially hillypeople in Jhum cultivation and plains are in paddy fields. Also they
developed a calendar closely align with seasonal cycles and agrarian activities. Within this
ritual calendar, Wanchuwa represents a major communal ritual associated with thanks giving,
social renewal and spiritual connection towards nature.

Wanchuwa is celebrated primarily among the hill tiwas which reflect the intimate
relation among community life, agriculture and indigenous cosmology with the nature. It is
not merely confined to the domains of faiths alone, rather it represents a broad socio-cultural
institution that regulates, socio-cultural relation affirms of leadership strengthen the collective
solidarity. Through the ritual offering, collective participation, symbolic performanceand
through the traditional dance and music, the festival articulates the tiwa understanding of
harmony human and nature and spiritual world as well.

In contemporary time, however the indigenous festival such as wanchuwa exists in
arapid changing social environment which is mainly influence by modernization, globalization,
formal education, migration, religious transformation and exposure of global cultural influence.
No doubt this process have inevitably influence the traditional practices leading to both the
adaptation and reinterpretation with wider socio-political negotiation. While some elements
of ritual have undergone some modification, the core value and symbolic meanings of
wanchuwa continues to resonate within the tiwa society.

Despite its importance, scholarly research on Wanchuwa remains a comparatively
limited. The available literature on the tiwa community focuses on broader ethnographic
description rather than in-depth analysis of specific ritual institution. Therefore, a systematic
study of Wanchuwa is necessary to understand the its traditional significance as well as
contemporary relevance. Such inquiry not only enriches the documentation of tiwa cultural
heritage but also contribute to broader academic discussion in such indigenous festival,
cultural preservation and conserve.
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This article therefore tries to seek to examine the Wanchuwa festival from both the
historical and future perspective. It also try to explore its origin , ritual structure, symbolic
meaning, social function and the role of tiwa community by emphasizing of rigorous study
aims to demonstrate that Wanchuwa is not merely a festival but a dynamic cultural institution
that continues to shape and reflective the daily life of tiwa community.

2. Review of related literature

Gargi Doloi, Bijoy Timung, Kongkon Bordoloi (2024) had done a study on
“The Tiwa community of Assam: A Historical and cultural Study”, where they present a
discussion on Tiwa Community. Tiwas are migrated from present day Meghalaya to the
plains and settle there in search of fertile and food for their permanent security. They are
predominantly agrarian rice is the staple crop also supplemented by fishing, hunting and
crafting. They have rich culture, customs and traditions, but sometimes these elements can
prevent them to get their amenities and development. Additionally lack of education and
awareness can hinder them from the development of whole community.

Another study conducted byPubalee Kakati and Humayun Bokth(2025), on
Festivals of The Tiwas where they have highlighted the significance of festivals for connecting
people in a society. They further explained in their study that the festivals are not only to
express feelings but also way to preserve tradition, social unity, cultural significance.
Dr.Himashree Hazarika(2021)in her study on “Wanchuwa Festival of Tiwa Tribe of
Assam,India” had expressed that the Wanchuwa festival is one of the most enthusiastically
celebrated festival of Tiwa community which is related to good harvest. It has a not merely
a cultural significance but also religious importace of willingness for the bountiful harvest.
These people are deeply rooted their colorful tradition and custom. But recent from the last
4-5 decades religious conversion becomes a main problem for them and also their religion
shares many elements with Assamese Hinduism specially the impact of Neo-vaishnavism.

Dr.Lakhinandan KhakarBordoloi, in his study says that the Wanchuwa is religious
festival of Tiwa community which is mainly a rice grinding festival. It is a series of four days
festivals and wanchuwa falls on third day celebrated by hill tiwas of Northeast. It is a
symbol of strength of unity of community, exchange the idea, beliefs with other people
which can increase the feeling of brotherhood and preserve the old culture and traditions of
the tiwa society.

3. Objectives of the study

> To discuss the historical origin and traditional practices of Wanchuwa festival

among Tiwa community.

> To analyze the cultural, social, and religious significance of the Wanchuwa

festival in Tiwa society.

> To explore the role of Wanchuwa in preserving the identity, values and unity of

Tiwa community.
> Toanalyze the present-day relevance of the Wanchuwa festival in promoting
cultural heritage and community development.
4. Significance of the Study
The Wanchuwa festival of Tiwa community is not only a festival but it is the reflection
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of community’s belief system, custom, social structure and traditional practices. It reflects
the cultural richness of that community. The researcher has felt that there is less studies on
Wanchuwa festival which is an important part of Tiwa culture as most of the studies focuses
on Tiwa community as a whole. While considering the gap, the researcher has selected the
present topic.This study will help to preserve and documented an important part of Tiwa
cultural heritage.

Again, in the contemporary context, many indigenous festivals are undergoing to change
due to modernization, impact of globalization, and urbanization. Therefore, this research has
become more significantas it tries to explore how the Wanchuwa festival adapts to these
changes while maintaining its own core identity. The present study will also provide an
insight on the role of festival in strengthening community unity, cultural identity and knowledge
transmission. Moreover, the study will contribute to the broader field of tribal studies and
cultural anthropology by undergoing scholarly studies. It may also support cultural preservation
initiative and policy planning related to indigenous heritage in Northeast India.

5. Methodology

The research has been adopted the descriptive analytical method to explore the
topic. The data are collected from the both primary and secondary sources. The primary
data are collected through Personal interview on village elder, community leader, festival
organizer and participants. The secondary data are collected from books, magazine, research
journal, article etc.

6. The Tiwa Community: Historical and Cultural Background

The Tiwa community is one of the most prestigious communities among other ethnic
groups of India which have own customs and cultural privilege. They are mainly inhabiting
in the Northeastern states of Assam, Meghalaya and parts of Arunachal Pradesh. The
derivative meaning of the word ‘Tiwa’ has come from the word ‘ti” which means water and
the word ‘wa’ which means the superior(Baruah,434). The famous Assamese artist and
scholar Kalaguru Bishnu Prasad Rabha, in his article on ‘Assamese Culture’, wrote about
that the Tiwa or Lalung community that in ancient time three clans of Deori’scrossed the
river ‘Luit’ and migrated to settle different place but one clan lost their track and consequently
they are known as Lalungs(Dewri, 110)

The Tiwas are one of the indigenous communities of Assam. They belong from the
Man-Tibetan branch of Sino-Tibetan language family. According to description found in
‘History of Assam’ the areas extending up to the Brahmaputra in the North, the Demoria
region in the west and the district of Nagaon, Morigaon and Karbi-Anglong, and in south to
Bor-Amli tiwas were inhabited. That means they are primarily inhabited in Morigaon and
Nagaon district of Assam. Moreover,they are also found in some part of Kamrup(M), Dhemaji,
Jorhat Titabor and some part of Sadiya. Earlier they are known as Lalung, but now they love
themselves to identify as Tiwa.

They belong to the ‘Scheduled Tribes’ category which gives them the opportunity to
enjoy certain benefits by the constitution. The Tiwa people are divided into various clans
such as: Masrang, Masereng, Pamchang, Magar, Madurr, Puru, Chagara, Maslai, saara,
Famchang, Chalang, Amchi, Muni, Melang, Laram etc. Among these, the Masrang and
Masreng clans are considered to be as superior.
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Every clan in the Tiwa society is exogamous. This means that a particular clan can
only enter into and maintain marriage relations with another particular clan. They believe
that relationships between people of the same clan are like brothers and sisters. Therefore,
inter-clan marriage is prohibited. The titles they use are Bordooli, Deuri, Hukai,, Manta,
Lalung, Konwar, Patar, Senapati, Deoraja, Dolai, etc.

The Tiwa people have been rich in their culture since ancient times. There are
many different types of festivals celebrated by different ethnic groups in Assam. The Tiwa
people also celebrate different festivals with different folk customs and religious traditions
at different times. The majority of the Tiwa people are agriculturalists. Their economic life
is mainly agricultural. Therefore, the festivals they celebrate and the dances and songs
associated with them are also related to agriculture. The festivals celebrated among the
Tiwa people include Barat festival, Chhagra Kham, Fuja, Mishawa, wanchuwa, Yangli,
Jungkong Puja etc.Most of these festivals are celebrated in different seasons and are
agricultural.

7. Historical origin and Traditional Practices of Wanchuwa

The Tiwa tribe is one of the oldest tribes of Northeast India, and the all the various
festival has been celebrating since the Tiwa tribe exist along with their ritual, customs and
tradition. They have been strictly following all the rituals and other principle because they
believe that if they donot follow the ritual properly, they ensure the harm themselves. The
historical origination of Wanchuwa festival is quite uncertain. But an elderly man of a village
said that the Wanchuwa festival mainly related to good harvesting, a harvest that is done by
both human being and Goddess itself. Since childhood their ancestor used to say that every
season Goddess came down to earth to celebrate the festival, but they could not have good
production so they decided to include human resulted a bountiful harvest (Baruah,2002).
And from that point of time Tiwa people have been celebrating this festival so enthusiastically
in every five years ending.

The wanchuwa festival is celebrated by hills Tiwa. The Marjowali and Amkhawali
tiwas are two branches of hills Tiwa among twelve phoid of hills Tiwa. The tweleve branches
are 1.Amsai 2.Rongkhoi. 3.Marjong. 4. Amni. 5 Makro. 6.Malang. 7.Sogra. 8.Lumphui.
9.Amjong 10. Amri.11. Amkha. 12.Ligra(L.N Kholar2025). The Amkhawali and Marjongwali
tiwa celebrate the Wanchuwa festival by the way where other donot.

Preparation for the festival:

The preparation of the Wanchuwa among the Tiwas is systematic and collective
process which reflect the social cooperation, ritual discipline and most importantly cultural
responsibility. The panthai of Tiwa start to prepare from the one month before the main
festival. They used to collect essential items like rice, rice beer(chu magra) bamboo, straw,
chicken and pig and make a new Shamadi for the purpose of this festival by all the panthai
of the village. They invite the people of neighboring area by offering betel nut and leaves
which is a symbol of respect. After this they also prepare a new lomphor and sham for the
festival which is partly buried for their distinctive look.

Celebration and practices:
The origin of the Wanchuwa festival was from a village called Bormarjong which is
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currently located in West karbi-anglong district of Assam near to Meghalaya border. Later on,
itis spread into other hills Tiwa villages. But now a day, plains Tiwa also celebrate this festival
among Amkhawali and Marjongwali phoid. Some of the Tiwa villages of West Karbi-Anglong
like Aamdoba, Kengabat, Mugaguri, Makhaguri, MeshaKungri,Silangkhinchi, Sobleng Nadralbar,
Hadawgaon etc. organized and celebrate the Wanchuwa. Moreover, some of the villages of
plains Tiwa are like Marjong gaon (Amsoi), Daborghat also observing this festival.

The Wanchuwa festival is celebrated within the three months of April, May, June,(
jeth,ahar,khaon)and celebrated once in a four or five year. It continues from four consecutive
day starts from Monday and conclude on Thursday, but the main ritual is performed on
Tuesday and Wanchuwa is observed on wednesday day because Tiwas consider
wednesdayday as sacred day for their community in the residence of Shangdoloi. One of
the main characters of this festival is Shangdoloi, the head of the bachelor dormitory (samadi)
where the Shams(rice grinding instrument or wooden mortars) are located. The panthai
rawa (bachelor) all the members of shamadi start dance in the rhythm of khram pangshi and
thurang ( musical instrument) grind the wet rice with a “lomphor”( wooden pestle) till the
rice is into be a powder. After the dance the rice powder is mixed with a light water and
sprinkle on people present in the festival, and reminding mixture is distributed among villagers
to prepare Wanrusa a type of steam cake and the very next morning, they all bring the
Wanrusa to Shangdoloi’s house and offer with purity to the deities Sodonga Raja, Lampha
Raja Maldewa Raja. By the Thursday the Wanchuwa comes to an end.

The very first day of Wanchuwa dedicated to ritual perform and purification. They
generally perform animal sacrifice (four pig) near shamadi in the name of God and seeking
blessings from God so that they can run the festival without any fault. After this, new
officials like Shandoloi, Shangmaji, Huruma, Khuramul, Khurasa are appointed where the
festival is looked by the old officials. The traditional chu lau is offer to new one as a symbol
of respect. The newly appointed officers have tenure of five years and they run the Samadi
affairs. While assigning the new officials, the old officials sing’

“He tawyedi fana hingya, o’ cha phandonda

He xona nedi fana hingya, o’ cha sidonda

Hebe chare nem hongaido’ kuru lampha rajane nem

Hebe sare sem hongaido’ kuru sadonga rajane lem”
Meaning : “Hey youth this ritual and principles are not yesterday’s or today’s. It’s from the
days of lord king Lampha raja and Sadanga raja. Even if you go far from your village, don’t
forget this rule.”

Second day of the festival, thousands of people gather to enjoy the festival both
from hill and plains. The local people of the village make temporary arrangement to stay in
the night. Among them the officials select some Tiwa panthai to do dance and perform
traditional ceremonies. On the second day the panthai rawa stay all the night in Samadi and
usually sings the tiwa songs and perform tiwa traditional dances by biting khram, pangshi,
thurang. They usually singto identify themselves as

“Chinga padone thukrasa hongaidgo

Wathi phang karaine saang
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Padone thukrasa hongaido

Chinga koi phang karai ne thukrasa”( sung by a villager)
Meaning : Where does we from, we are from the land of where a lot of betel nut tree is
found. Where does we from we are from we are from a place where there are a lot of
bamboo tree.

They actually donot mention or reveal their identity directly.

On third day of the festival, the Tiwa panthai include the other village go to wear
traditional dress in the Shangmaji house. They wear Tagla, Faga, thanas, lok and paint
themselves with mixture of rice powder. At the time of performing the Wanchuwa they
used to sing

“0Oi kosai shari-kora shari-bhai

Lampha rajane nem kara chang

Tawe phara hya dosh hajar

Phirine phara hewe nem shinge thaidong...”

The above line says that we are offering our deep faith and worship to fa mahadew (Lord
shiva) and God sari bhai sari kora(tiwa God) and they are performing their old traditional
duties according to their society.

The girls have only role to help in making the mixture and various type of cake from
the mixture. Before the dance of Wanchuwa 21 mortars are placed on the ground of
shandoloi house who play a great important role during Wanchuwa. During the rituals, the
Shangdoloi, Shangmaji, Khurama along with Munship(a person like priest) and some village
people sung chant the mantras and sacrifice the pigs in the name of God. During the course
of wanchuwa dance one or more particular person throw the wan (grinded rice) and ti
(water) to the people assembled in wanchuwa believed it’s a blessing from God. And in
between the dance, the girls’ group who assist the boys performing wanchuwa , the boys
sing for their loved one which is known as khorla rojawa kit in tiwa language as

“ Haa paga kharai ne khunguri chyolom son
Mungo maniamang
Haa paga tilunge mahadi chyolom son,
Nago maniamang
Mungo’ mangaidom
Salokowane sajo’go
Cholog tigamang
Cholo nangane sajo’go
Sadar tigamang....... 7
Meaning : “which riverside princess are you? I don’t know your name. if I had your name, I
would have sung it, I would have put it to may poem, my life said by a village panthai.”

At ending of the festival, all the panthai placed their Lomphor at the centre of the
people who surrounded the yard of Shandoloi and in evening they perform phuja in the name
of Maldeo and Sodonga Raja. The Munsip distributed grinded rice to the villagers to make
wan(cake) and collect it in the evening and offer it to Maa Lukhumi (goddess laxmi) and
distribute all the people. And this ceremony is known as Wan tunga chawa.
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8. Cultural and religious significance

The analysis of Wanchuwa demonstratesthat it is multidimensional cultural institution
which encompasses a social solidarity, religious devotion and purity and collective symbolism
of identity. Culturally the festival is the showcase of traditional songs, dance folklore and
ceremonial performance. This artistic element is a symbol of pride, dignity and values of
tiwa people. Wanchuwa strengthens communal unity through collective participation.
Preparation of the festival — such collecting, items food, cultural performances - require a
collective effort and cooperation, which reinforcing social bonds.

Religiously, Wanchuwa signifies indigenous belief system which have intimate bonding
with nature, ancestral spirit, deities of their tradition, and natural forces, the religious code
affirms the moral order of the society, respect, discipline and ethical code of conduct.

The findings include that cultural social and religious aspect of Wanchuwa are inseparable part
of tiwa society and collectively sustain the moral values of Tiwa community. Therefore,this
aspect operates as a holistic institution preserving the ethical framework of Tiwa society.

9. Role of Wanchuwa in preserving identity, values and unity

The present study shows that Wanchuwa plays a significant role in preserving the
ethnicity of tiwa community. In the context of rapid transformation of socio-economic
condition this festival functions as an institution of collective reaffirmation. Through traditional
rituals, song, dance, dress, food the community reconnect with their main root and follow the
practices of their ancestors.

> Wanchuwa helps to maintain the tiwa community’s distinctive culture through
their traditional practices, ritual, dress, music, food, dance, language and
hospitality.

> This festival works as a transmission of knowledge of history, custom, tradition
from elders to younger generation.

> Wanchuwa as a platform unity of different clans and families, which strengthen
the social bond and mutual understanding.

> Wanchuwa develop the moral values among young generation such as gratitude,
honesty, discipline, and respect for the nature.

> Collective preparation for Wanchuwa encourages team work and unity among
new generation. Participation of youth and elders create strong connection
between two generation.

> The festival also as a symbol of love and forgiveness towards nature, peace
and harmony among the tiwa community.

> It also maintains spiritual and ecological values and motivate the people to
protect their tradition.

10. Relevance of Wanchuwa festival in present context

The finding of the present study reveals the relevance of Wanchuwa in contemporary
period. In the era of globalization and modernization, without a doubt, more or less there is
impact on traditional society. But the festival serves as a safeguard of cultural heritage. It
reinforces the cultural confidence among tiwa community. Today wanchuwa plays a
prominent role in strengthening ethnic and cultural consciousness among the new generation.
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As education and urban lifestyle influence our daily life, Wanchuwa provide us as opportunity
of reconnecting the root and culture with their own language, ritual, custom music and
language. It promotes the unity among all the people belong from different clan and village
and also the other people of other social background.

Furthermore, Wanchuwa has an ecological relevance, because as we already discuss
earlier that Wanchuwa is agrarian festival which have an intimate relation with nature.
Moreover, it also promotes cultural preservation and conservation in regional diversity of
Assam. It attracts academic interest among student and increases awareness about tiwa
heritage.

Thus, Wanchuwa festival is not merely a festival of celebration but also a living
style of Tiwas that remain socially, culturally and environmentally significant even in the
present day.

Conclusion

The Tiwa tribe of Assam and Meghalaya observed various festival and all this

festival in mainly agrarian centric during, pre or post harvest period. The Wanchuwa of tiwa
tribe show a profound connection towards nature.The study shows that Wanchuwa is not
only a ceremonial celebration but a comprehensive socio-cultural institution. In the face of
modernization, it plays as a role of transmission of cultural knowledge, strengthening the
bond among different community, preserving the distinctive identity of Tiwa people.
In the contemporary context also, Wanchuwa occupies a prominent place as a symbol of
cultural continuity and pride and indigenous wisdom. Therefore,Wanchuwa should not
recognize not only as a festival of celebration but as living legacy that continues to shape
and sustain the cultural life of Tiwa community.
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Abstract
Northeast Indian indigenous peoples have deep and diverse traditions of
health, in which physical healing, spiritual belief systems, and ecological
knowledge are united. Such practices have developed over time through
engagement with various landscapes and social-cultural environments,
providing holistic responses to health that address the body, psychology,
social, and spiritual aspects. The review is a critical analysis of peer-
reviewed literature on the health/spiritual practices of indigenous
communities in Northeast India, focusing on ethnomedicine, ritual healing,
community care, and the cosmological models that structure local health-
seeking behaviour. Based on research in anthropology, ethnobotany, public
health, and medical sociology, this paper summarises the literature on
how traditional healers, sacred rituals, herbal pharmacopoeia, and spiritual
cosmologies function as parallel or complementary systems to
biomedicine. The review shows the resilience and flexibility of indigenous
systems of healing, while questioning issues of marginalisation, exclusion
by epistemic violence, and the pressure of modernisation and medical
dominance. The results of the study indicate that indigenous health
practices play arole in primary healthcare access in remote areas, cultural
identity, and prevention and psychosocial health. Their continuity, however,
is threatened by the loss of transnational knowledge transmission and
the inability to be recognised as an institution. The review supports the
integration of indigenous health knowledge into public health structures,
grounded in ethics, and emphasises cultural autonomy and intellectual
sovereignty. This paper critically synthesises existing scholarship as a
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contribution to a broader discussion on pluralistic healthcare, decolonising
health systems, and the use of indigenous knowledge in the realisation of
culturally responsive and sustainable health outcomes in Northeast India.
Keywords : Indigenous health systems; Spiritual healing; Ethnomedicine;
Northeast India; Traditional knowledge

Introduction

One of the most vulnerable regions in the country where the effects of climate
change will be felt is northeast India. The area, which is mountainous and rain-fed, is constantly
subject to hazards due to climatic variability, including flash floods, landslides, variable rainfall,
and even weather-related events such as thunderstorms. The Northeast Indians, comprising
over 200 ethnicities dispersed across Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya,
Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim, and Tripura, have, over an extended period, relied on traditional
ecological knowledge (TEK) to survive amid environmental changes. Such communities
have developed proven methods in agriculture, water management, forestry, and disaster
preparedness that make them more resilient to climate stress. This appreciation of the value
of these practices is becoming widely recognised, as scientific reports promote various ways
to integrate indigenous practices into modern climate adaptation. This paper offers a general
synthesis of how Northeast Indian indigenous peoples use traditional knowledge and practices
to adapt to climate change, providing important examples and their advantages. We also
explain how difficult it can be to maintain such practices and how they should be incorporated
into modern climate resilience practices.
Methodology

The study employs a qualitative research methodology based on secondary sources.
Itreviews relevant peer-reviewed articles, books and institutional reports concerning indigenous
communities of northeast India. Using thematic analysis, the research explores traditional
ecological knowledge -such as farming practices, water management,forest conservation
and disaster-resilient strategies to assess how indigenous knowledge systems support climate
change adaptation.
Climate Change Challenges in Northeast India

The climate trends in the Northeast are already disturbing. There have been increasing
temperatures (meaning 0.1 °C/confirming, in certain places, at 10 to 10) and changing rainfall
patterns (including increasing variability). Indicatively, Mizoram has seen a drop in annual
rainfall (~5.2 mm per year over 1986-2017), and the number of dry days has increased.
Meanwhile, extreme events such as floods and landslides are becoming more frequent. Assam
is the most climate-affected state in India due to frequent flooding and river erosion across its
extensive Brahmaputra floodplains. The greatest populations of tribes tend to occupy the most
ecologically sensitive regions - riverbanks, slopes of hills, and forest interiors- and are therefore
disproportionately prone to these risks to climate hazards. The effects are not only on the
environment but also on culture. As houses come down along with harvests due to unpredictable
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weather patterns, the native population finds itself without its means of livelihood and without
traditional ways of life and earth-related practices. These issues highlight the immediate need
for a set of adaptive measures tailored to the region’s ecological and cultural situation.

However, local wisdom has helped the tribes of Northeast India to live with climate
variability for ages. Traditionally, societies forecasted the weather based on natural indications,
timed agricultural activities to the monsoon cycles and constructed houses that matched a
flood-prone environment. The magnitude and rate of climate change are evident today, making
these conventional approaches a strain. Sporadic downpours and rising temperatures are
causing greater uncertainty in relying on historical patterns; e.g., ancient planting calendars
based on anticipated rains are frequently disrupted by abnormal droughts or unexpected
rains. Despite such strains, indigenous knowledge remains an important resource. It provides
localised, cost-efficient and environmentally friendly ways of adaptation that have evolved
on the ground. We discuss key types of traditional adaptive coping in the Northeast of India
and their effects on communities’ ability to deal with climate risk below.

Traditional Adaptation Practices of Indigenous Communities
Sustainable Farming Systems and Food Security

Northeast India’s agriculture is long accustomed to both challenging topography and
unpredictable weather conditions. One foundation is the transition to cultivation, locally known
as jhum, which is practised by most tribes (in Mizoram, Nagaland, Meghalaya, etc.) as a
system of rotational agriculture. When under jhum, families cut an area of forest, plant a
variety of crops over several years, and then leave the area to grow on its own. Although this
practice has been criticised, it has traditionally ensured that the soil remained fertile and that
any pests introduced were minimised through rotation and diversity. It allowed the communities
to live in the rugged areas without deforestation. Nevertheless, the recent shorter phases of
fallow cycles (due to population pressure and policies) have put the sustainability of jhum in
question. Under climate stress, many communities are now establishing food security through
innovative methods within or next to jhum.

An example of an impressive indigenous system is the wet-rice farming practised
by the Apatani tribe in the Ziro Valley of Arunachal Pradesh. The Apatanis have developed
a complex system of irrigation that directs streams of the adjacent hills into terraced paddy
fields. On these terraces, they use paddy-cum-fish farming: common carp fingerlings are put
into flooded rice fields and allowed to coexist with the rice seedlings. The fish also assist in
pest and weed management, in circulating oxygen in the water through their movements,
and in enriching the paddies with naturally occurring fertiliser from their droppings, increasing
rice yields. However, the steep terraced bunds and channels interfere with the villages
positioned uphill, which catch the nutrient-laden runoff and manure, recycle nutrients, and
keep the soil fertile. An example of sustainable farming is this integrated rice-fish system,
which is low-input, climate-resilient (protein, fish), and grain in a single landscape. It illustrates
the customisation of sustainable agriculture to high-rainfall conditions on hillsides.

Terrace agriculture by other tribes is simply a method of soil and water conservation
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thatis used on steep slopes. Indicatively, in the highlands (e.g. Chandel district) of Manipur,
communities have constructed bench terraces - flat step-like fields cut into hillsides - that
have a catastrophic effect on the reduction of soil erosion and runoff in torrential downpours.
Such terraces make the cultivation of rice and vegetables possible on other slopes prone to
erosion, thereby preserving productivity even during heavy, fierce monsoons. The fact that
traditional terrace farming does not cause land degradation, and that it increases water
retention in the soil as a buffer against drought spells, which at times occur after irregular
rainfall.

Agrobiodiversity can also be considered an insurance against climate variability for
indigenous farmers. This was the case in Meghalaya, where the Khasi people practice
diversified jhum and home gardening, growing a wide variety of tubers, grains, and vegetables.
Such a variety of crops and wild foods ensures that, if the weather turns unpredictable or
pests ravage a crop, there are other crops that will feed the community. An example of how
cultural values can support agrobiodiversity is presented in Nongtraw village, Meghalaya:
there, Khasi villagers harvest wild honey only after performing a ritual to inform the bees,
and only as much as they need, as they have a profound respect for nature’s boundaries.
These practices have helped them endure food stress, including shocks from climate, as the
ecosystem has sustained them during lean periods.

Societies are also trying new foods and organic ways of changing. In Nagaland, a
section of farmers is moving to cultivating coffee on hill slopes instead of the traditional
jhum. The rationale for this paradigm shift is to manage stable soil erosion caused by jhum
and to provide a cash crop that is resilient to climate change. Farmers grow coffee on
sloping hillsides, thus stabilising the soil (coffee is a perennial that forms roots that cling to
the soil) and diversifying their income. The preliminary outcomes in Nagaland have
demonstrated that they have helped conserve soil and boosted the economy through coffee
harvests, indicating adaptive innovation in agriculture. Organic farming methods and practices
are also being reborn across the region (through the use of farmyard manure, compost,
green manure, and traditional pest control) to improve soil health amid fertility depletion
driven by climate change. Instances include farmers in Tripura who collect cow dung, leaves,
and biomass to make compost, which is then applied to fields so that yields of potatoes and
other crops can still be realised without using synthetics. These organic modifications can
improve the soil’s ability to hold moisture and nutrients, thereby increasing its resistance to
droughts and floods.

Water Conservation and Rainwater Harvesting

Water management is a critical adaptation requirement for the climate of Northeast
India, which alternates between deluge and scarcity. The indigenous communities have
developed ingenious systems of water harvesting to maximise the heavy downpours that
accompany the monsoons and ensure water throughout the dry seasons. One notable one is
the Zabo system (also known as Ruza), which is employed in Nagaland and Mizoram. The
villagers under the Zabo tradition build small reservoirs and trenches up the hillsides to collect
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and retain rainwater during the wet season. Zabo refers to the local Chakhesang Naga
language, which means ‘impounding water’. At the top of the hills, rainwater collected in
earthen tanks is discharged through a series of ponds, usually through cattle yards where it
gathers manure, thence into terraced paddy fields. Using this system, drinking water is supplied
to livestock at the same time as irrigation water laden with nutrients is applied to crops, and
groundwater is recharged. Zabo has been a sustainable experience in an area with high
rainfall, but ironically, a water shortage during dry months (due to rampant runoff during
rainy seasons), affecting agriculture and household water throughout the year. It demonstrates
the use of indigenous techniques that use surplus rain to cushion against future droughts, a
major climate adaptation.

Bamboo drip irrigation is another ancient technology and is also adopted by the
famous Khasi and Jaintia tribes of Meghalaya (and a similar system of bamboo canals in
Mizoram called Tui Zau). Over hundreds of years, peasants have built irrigation systems of
bamboo pipes to direct the flow of perennial springs in hills to distant terrace farms. Bamboo
pieces are hollowed and interlaced in such a way that the water is transported over very long
distances by gravity, whereby only one channel measures several meters long. When the
water finally reaches the crops (usually betel leaf, black pepper, or areca nut plantations on
terraced slopes), the flow has become a dripline, and erosion is avoided from the time the
water enters the terrace. Itis very effective in irrigating the growing plants. And it is amazing
how efficient this 200-year-old drip irrigation system is - it can pump 15-20 litres of water
per minute at the source to several lower fields with little or no loss. It is made entirely from
locally produced bamboo and cane, requires no fuel or electricity, and the materials are
biodegradable. Faced with changing rainfall patterns, this community-run irrigation provides
some assurance that, even during dry periods when it might not be raining, crops will not be
wiped out because the water stored in springs will sustain the community. It is a result of a
graceful climate change: implementing local engineering to capture water in the rough
landscape.

Social norms also conserve and regulate communities’ natural water sources.
Commonly used in most villages of Taboo against pollution or overuse of the sacred pond or
spring. In Mizoram, for example, customary laws in some villages limit the overexploitation
of community springs and require the protection of jungles around water sources. Such
conventional custodianship has ensured local water security despite the larger rivers being
pushed by climate variability. These community-run water reservoirs in Mizoram have
supported agriculture during recent dry periods, when a modern piped water supply is not in
place. These activities demonstrate why local governance can provide water resilience:
regulations imposed on elders guarantee equal distribution and preservation, which is essential
given the increasing number of unpredictable rains and longer dry seasons related to climate
change.

Forest Conservation and Biodiversity Preservation
There has been an entrenched cultural and spiritual association between forests and
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biodiversity among the native people of Northeast India, which has led to traditional
conservation methods and approaches to strengthening climate resilience. Acommon type
of institution is the sacred grove - an area of forest guarded by religious beliefs. Most tribes
will reserve groves where no one can cut trees, hunt, or even collect fallen wood because of
the terrain’s holiness. These groves in Mizoram are called ngawhumhalh, or the Safety
Forests, and serve as carbon sinks and biodiversity hotspots in the landscape. For example,
the sacred forest regions around these villages, including Lunglei and Aizawl, host rare plant
and animal species; by conserving them, communities retain local ecosystem service networks
such as clean water, pollinators, and seed banks of crop wild relatives. To curb climate
change, these community-conserved forests serve as buffers against extreme events - they
create stability against landslides, they create a microclimate of shade and moisture, and
they store carbon to be released. The cultural value of sacred groves gives them long-term
viability, an example of the role of indigenous spirituality in pragmatic climate management
and adaptation (by preserving essential ecosystem services).

In addition to sacred groves, common forest management practices are widespread
across many communities. An example of this is the custom law in the Naga, Mizo, and Garo
tribes, where fallow and rotational harvesting in the community forest is enforced. In contrast
to exploitation via the open-access system, these customs reserve some hills for use (e.g.,
for firewood or timber), while other areas are left to regenerate. They avoid excessive
harvesting and, as a result, maintain a large amount of forest cover of significance in the
region, with forests still covering up to 70-80 per cent of most states. Intact forests also
enhance the region’s resilience by covering the watershed and reducing the impacts of
heavy rainfall. The forests of North East India also harbour abundant bamboo, a resource of
both cultural and economic significance. Indigenous knowledge encompasses bamboo ecology;
several tribes fear mass bamboo flowering (Mautam in the Mizo language). Cyclically, these
flowering events trigger rodent outbreaks that devastate crop production and cause famine.
In Manipur, villagers observe that when bamboo groves flower en masse, there are imminent
rat plagues and consequent food deficits, so the communities hoard grains and intensify
efforts to manage rodents. It is this traditional ecological understanding or knowledge that
has enabled communities to remain ready and to endure otherwise catastrophic rodent outbreaks
during periods after the bamboo flourishes.

Indigenous traditions also safeguard biodiversity through taboos and totems. Some
species are even sacred or part of clan identities and, therefore, cannot be killed - e.g.,
certain Naga tribes do not allow hunting certain birds or monkeys that were thought to be
the spirits of their ancestors. Cultural taboos in Mizoram protect animals, such as the
hoolock gibbon (Saza), and some medicinal plants. The resilience process has also been
supported by a knowledge-rich ethnobotany: communities hold a repository of extensive
knowledge on medicine and crop pathologies, or diseases of livestock, based on their own
medicinal resources of analgesic plants. This is crucial in cases of health stress caused by
the climate, including new disease outbreaks or even malnutrition; the natural herbal
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medicine and diets complement the scarce modern health services in rural communities.
Comprehensively, conserving different species and ecosystems, therefore, makes
indigenous people maintain a healthier and more resilient environment to climate extremes
- culturally based adaptation that uses ecosystems.

Traditional Weather Forecasting and Early Warning Systems

Much earlier than modern meteorological services, the inhabitants of Northeast
India had keen observational skills for predicting weather and climatic events. This is a
significant native prediction that remains very useful today and is particularly applicable to
rural areas where official early warnings might not reach. Many biomarkers, such as plant
flowering, animal behaviour, insect activity, and even celestial signals, are used by
communities to forecast seasonal events or impending disasters. For example, the presence
of certain insects or unusual ant activity throughout the region is considered a sign of rain.
According to the Mishing tribe of Assam, when the armies of ants begin to head towards
higher platforms carrying their eggs, it is an indication that heavy rains or floods are about
to occur, and the people of the villages should build stronger houses and remain on alert.
This is consistent with empirically known facts in science that the ants are sensitive to
changes in atmospheric moisture - the traditional wisdom interprets the same as an effective
early warning of floods.

Similarly, indigenous farmers monitor climate indicators in flora. In Manipur,
people observe that when the agave plant’s stalk is in flower (which occurs only at long
intervals), the year is expected to have storms or strong winds, and they prepare for
them. Another interpretation made using bird nesting patterns is that when crows construct
their nest at a high level in the trees, the next season is expected to experience floods
and maximum wind, yet little rainfall, but when their nest is constructed at a low level,
the season is predicted to experience a lot of wind storms but with minimal rainfall.
Mizoram also practices early flowering of the wild bauhinia (also known as Vaube) as
an early sign of the monsoon. The cumulative memory of these associations, which has
been tested over generations, has been condensed into folklore and proverbs that serve
as a weather almanack for a community. These techniques are hyper-local - they capture
microclimatic variations, species behaviour locally to each valley or hill - and so can be
highly useful in village-scale planning (e.g. when to plant, when to strengthen roofs, or
to move cattle to pastures).

Early warning traditional knowledge has sustained lives and livelihoods by providing
communities with a warning against abnormal occurrences. For example, Mizoram and
Manipur (described in the previous paragraphs) had knowledge of the bamboo flowering/rat
famine cycle, which enabled them to plan ahead and store food before the impact of the
2006-08 Mautam famine became extreme, thanks to community collaboration. On the same
note, ocean and animal signals have been used to evacuate beach communities on the Indian
Ocean (not within the Northeast), where indigenous communities have learned to read ocean
and animal philosophies before tidal waves. In the interior parts of northeast India, where
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formal climate information services are lacking, the use of bioindicators and elder forecasting
may serve as an integrated support to modern systems. According to experts, combining
these native early warning systems with scientific projections would enhance the overall
effectiveness of climate adaptation measures. As a matter of fact, even government agencies
are currently researching some bioindicators to add more detail to official climate models.
Respect for traditional wisdom is also enhanced by the fact that traditional forecasting is
often maintained by community cohesion, as these are typically the elders or holders of
special knowledge (such as village shamans or expert farmers) who interpret the meaning
of signs and information to guide the community, which creates a respect for the wisdom
of the past.

Disaster-Resilient Housing and Infrastructure

Traditional stilt houses (changghar) built by the Mising tribe in Assam (as shown
above in a typical riverside village) are a key adaptation to annual flooding. These
homes are raised about 8—10 feet off the ground on bamboo stilts, keeping living
areas safely above floodwater levels. After each major flood, families incrementally
raise the stilts to the high-water mark, thereby building back higher for the next season.
The use of local materials like bamboo and cane — without any mud or cement — allows
the structures to withstand inundation with minimal damage and makes repairs or
even relocation relatively easy. This indigenous architectural innovation minimises
flood-related losses and exemplifies how cultural knowledge is applied to shelter design
for climate resilience.
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In the flood-prone Assam and Tripura, there are numerous settlements with
communities living in elevated houses, just like the Misingchangghar. These stilt houses are
unique in that people and food stores remain above the water, and the stilt houses commonly
have thatch or bamboo slat floors, which can be taken out and dried when wet. Notably,
when an extreme flood necessitates evacuating the family, they can pull down sections of
the house and reuse the recovered materials later. Such flexibility is vital in riverine regions
where the embankments are subject to breaches at any time. The space below stilt houses
is also used to shelter animals during the rains and serves as an overflow so that floodwater
may flow without destroying the building. It can be seen that the dynamics of the Brahmaputra
and Barak rivers are deeply understood in this vernacular architecture, which has developed
over centuries of flooding.

Besides houses, indigenous settlements have also designed domestic infrastructure
to protect them. In the low plains of Assam, the people of villages have earthen piles called
kasapithiya in Assamese, shaped like turtle backs, on which they construct houses or grain
stores. These artificial treasured grounds rise above water during the monsoon floods as
little islands, protecting the main assets and sheltering people and livestock. The semicircular
mounds can redirect the force of running water, and the idea of the mounds is based on
ancient experience with flood hydraulics. Complete hamlets are even laid off in groups of
such erections on bamboo-bridged networks of platforms raised, a local form of flood-proof
settlement.

In the same way, in mountain regions prone to landslides due to heavy rain (e.g.,
parts of Arunachal or Sikkim), some tribal villages do not settle on steep, unstable slopes but
locate their settlements along ridges or on natural terraces, usually under the guidance of
adults at distant sites. The decision to use lightweight building materials of bamboo, wood,
and thatch is also not made in vain: in case of a landslide or quake, the lightweight buildings
do not cause as much harm, and they can be restored sooner than concrete. This demonstrates
arisk-conscious attitude towards infrastructure in conventional planning.

Adaptations of transport and storage are also traditional knowledge. There is also a
case for using bamboo or cane to reinforce the embankment by planting it around fields and
houses, in case rainfall becomes more intense. Granaries are constructed on stilts or lofts to
keep seeds dry and food reserves out of dampness and pests during rainy seasons, which
are usually humid. Some Naga and Mizo villages may have their community halls serve as
flood evacuation centres or cyclone shelters, both of which tend to be stronger and built on
elevated ground. All these examples point to a unified approach to nature and to extremes:
indigenous populations are creative in architecture and infrastructure to minimise exposure
to disasters and, as such, reflect the practice of locally-led architecture.
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Summary of Indigenous Adaptation Practices (Table)

Table 1 below summarises selected traditional practices employed by Northeast India’s
indigenous communities and their climate adaptation benefits :

Table 1: Examples of Indigenous Climate Adaptation Practices in Northeast India

Community /
Region

Traditional Practice & Knowledge

Climate Adaptation Benefit

Apatani (Arunachal
Pradesh)

Integrated rice—fish terracing —
channeling hill streams into
terraced paddy fields with fish
culture.

Dual crop system boosts food security; terraces
conserve soil and water, and fish naturally
fertilize and control pests, enhancing rice yields
sustainably.

Chakhesang Zabo rainwater harvesting — | Ensures year-round water supply in high-rainfall
(Nagaland) constructing catchment ponds and | hills; improves soil moisture and tripled crop
integrated farming (forest- | yields by combining water conservation with
livestock-crop) ~ using  stored | organic farming.
rainwater.

Khasi & Jaintia | Bamboo drip irrigation — 200- | Provides efficient, gravity-driven irrigation in

(Meghalaya) year-old system of bamboo pipe | rugged terrain; minimizes water loss and soil
networks delivering spring water | erosion, enabling cultivation during dry spells
to plantations by drip. with zero energy use.

Mishing (Assam) Chang ghar stilt houses — | Protects dwellings and assets from seasonal
traditional homes on raised | floods; houses can be adjusted in height and
bamboo stilts above flood high- | easily repaired with local materials after floods,
water marks. enhancing community safety.

Assam Plains | Kasapithiya mounds — | Keep people, livestock, and grain safe during

Villagers semicircular raised earth platforms | flash floods; act as elevated ground to prevent
constructed as flood refuges. waterlogging of homes, thereby reducing flood

damage.

Manipur Hill | Bench terracing — carved flat | Prevents soil erosion and landslides in high-rain

Farmers terraces on steep slopes for | zones; retains moisture in hillside farms,
cultivation. sustaining crop yields even with intense rain

events.

Mizo Communities
(Mizoram)

Sacred groves and forests -—
culturally protected forest patches
(ngawhumhalh) and community-
managed reserves.

Conserve biodiversity and stabilize ecosystems;
provide climate regulation (carbon sink, soil
stability) and resources (wild foods, medicinal
plants) that buffer climate impacts.

Multi-ethnic
(Region-wide)

Bioindicator weather forecasts —
observing plants (bamboo
flowering, mango/tree blooms)
and animals (ants moving, birds
nesting) to predict weather.

Early warning of abnormal events (e.g. heavy
rain, storms, crop pest outbreaks) allows
communities to prepare (harvest early, fortify
homes, store food), reducing disaster losses.

Naga and Mizo | Shifting cultivation (jhum) with | Traditionally maintained soil fertility and food
Farmers fallow rotation and diverse | diversity in variable climates; provides a
cropping. rotational land-use that can be climate-resilient if

managed with sufficient fallow periods.
Nagaland (various | Crop diversification (e.g. coffee | Reduces dependence on one crop and curbs
tribes) planting) replacing or | erosion; new climate-resilient crops like coffee
supplementing jhum. offer alternative income and adapt to changing

rainfall patterns, enhancing livelihood security.
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Challenges and Integration of Indigenous Knowledge

These native adaptation practices face several challenges in the contemporary setting,
despite their established advantages. A key issue is that the speed of climate change itself is
increasing - some elders note that the weather has become considerably more erratic. At
certain times, traditional timing and cues have become less trustworthy. For example, sky
readings or animal behaviour could be successful when seasonal patterns were relatively stable,
whereas in the present, unpredictable events occur beyond historical context. In these instances,
the communities are taken by surprise. Changing cultivation periods in the past, which were
synchronised with the monsoons, cannot now be synchronised with erratic rains, and the
conventional method of harvesting rain may not be adequate in the face of extended dry
periods or, conversely, the downpour. This implies that although TEK should remain invaluable,
itis frequently necessary to supplement or moditfy it to adapt it to the evolving climate.

Socio-economic and cultural change is another problem. In most tribes, there is a
mass migration of young people to cities or the adoption of civilised ways of life, leading to a
slow loss of traditional knowledge. The transmission of these practices has historically been
through observation and oral teaching, but this mode has weakened. Formal education that is
concerned with scientific knowledge often overlooks indigenous practices as being backwards,
thus the youth will not appreciate their heritage wisdom. Also, communities are under economic
pressure to adopt intensive farming or logging in favour of short-term benefits at the expense
of sustainable systems such as long-fallow jhum or the preservation of sacred groves.
Government policies have attempted to replace jhum with settled, monocrop agriculture in
some regions without offering viable substitutes that are equally sustainable, thereby distorting
traditional systems of food security. Agricultural projects (dams, mining, oil exploration) also
pose threats to indigenous lands, which, in most cases, do not incorporate local knowledge
into the development process, thereby exposing them to ecological vulnerability. For example,
clearing and road development on sloping terrain have sometimes exacerbated landslide and
flood hazards, which had been reduced to a minimum by zoning native lands.

Itis important that there is a policy disjunction in indigenous knowledge. Although
the National and State Action Plans on Climate Change in India do not undermine the relevance
of traditional knowledge, there are no defined mechanisms for communities to participate in
the planning process. Local adaptation programs are usually top-down, with insufficient
regard for people with centuries of experience in managing these landscapes. This may
resultin mal-adaptation - e.g., the introduction of high-yield crop varieties that look promising
in a test environment but fail in local conditions. In contrast, hardy native crop varieties are
more appropriate. On the other side, it has resulted in positive stories in which incorporating
indigenous practices has been fruitful. The government assisted in the growth of the Zabo
system and agroforestry in Nagaland as these activities appeared profitable in terms of
water retention and agricultural revenues. There is encouragement for village councils in
Meghalaya to record their traditional water-sharing and forest protection regulations to ensure
they guide resource management at the district level. These initiatives should be stepped up.
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Combining both offers promising synergies for climate adaptation by integrating
traditional knowledge with science. Scientists observe that indigenous recordings (such as
rainfall bioindicators) can be used to augment meteorological observations, thereby enhancing
the accuracy of early warnings. Agricultural scientists are learning from and adopting practices
such as rice-fish farming, and they are attempting to apply similar integrated systems elsewhere
to ensure the economy is sustainable. Decent cooperation plays a central role, with indigenous
communities discussed as equal partners in climate programs, and solutions are better suited
and more likely to be adopted. Fortunately, the world is beginning to acknowledge the
importance of Locally-Led Adaptation (LLA), which puts communities at the centre of the
climate process and draws on their leadership and knowledge. The Northeast Indian (with
its high community institutions, village councils, and clan networks) and its rich traditional
wisdom are an ideal model for LLA to emulate. All these communities should be empowered
by providing resources, legal rights to their land and avenues to share their knowledge to
enhance adaptation success. According to one such analysis of 2025, the solution to real
climate resilience was local-led adaptation based on indigenous knowledge.

Conclusion

Northeast Indian indigenous communities have developed a set of adaptive behaviours
perfectly suited to the environment. Working along the rice-fishing terrace of the valleys of
Arunachal, and the bamboo irrigation of the hills of Meghalaya, as well as the bioindicator-
based predictions and the stilt houses of the floodplains, all these add resiliency in response
to the variability of climate. They are described as low-cost, environmentally friendly, and
closely aligned with cultural values, making them sustainable in the long term. These ancient
systems, due to climate change, offer extremely important lessons for the modern world: to
live peacefully with the cycles of nature rather than trying to own and tame them. Nonetheless,
this type of knowledge is difficult to preserve and multiply due to climate change, cultural
shifts, and insufficient official recognition. To address the climate crisis in Northeast India
(or other areas), they must use a combination of the old and the new. It implies recording and
certifying knowledge of the past, eliminating stigma around it, and reconciling it with scientific
invention, as in the application of modern methods to predict monsoons alongside traditional
warnings and folk land management regulations.

Basically, the road to resilience in Northeast India goes through the empowerment
of the indigenous communities. They are not victims of climate change; they are carriers of
solutions that have emerged from past environmental changes and have endured them all.
These communities should be addressed by policymakers and researchers as knowledge
partners. Climate adaptation at the grassroots can be more effectively reinforced by supporting
their adaptive practices: legally (through land rights and the community forest rights system),
financially (through climate funds and local initiatives), and through educational projects
such as intergenerational knowledge transfer programs. In addition, certain customary
approaches could support larger climate plans, including ecosystem-based adaptation and
nature-based solutions that have become global priorities. The experience of Northeast India
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confirms a major lesson: cultural diversity and biological diversity tend to work together, and
the importance of product synergy in addressing climate change. The Northeast of India
could increase its adaptive capacity by taking critical thinking into account, encouraging
traditional wisdom that, at the same time, can be combined with modern science, and by
doing so, maintaining the rich heritage of the numerous indigenous peoples of the region,
effectively and fairly, climate resilience can be achieved.
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