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ABSTRACT Sikkim, a small mouslainous state in the castern Himalayas, has witnessed great changes in
its political symem. social siciure, economic life and culiaral values during the past hundred years. Sikkam
18 divided imto numerous small valleys with an uneven distribution of population. and with inadeguate com-
munication facilities. The geographic location and palitico- historical faciors have resulled im the maltiform
ethmac mix. There are about fourteen ethnic groups resuding in Sikkim, All these groaps are charscierised
by special scological sdaptations, as well as by the social crgansation of the regidn where they live, Mot
groups are culiurally adapted bo ceriain altitudes which has been a bamier 10 overall population mixture. In
this paper cubwral adapaation paern af two inhes of North Sikkim - Lepehas of Drongu and Bhutias of
Lachen and Lachumg has been deseribed. The Lepehas af Deongu live in a hilly-forest temrain: the Bhuatias
of Lachen-Lachung are inhabiting & high altitude environment with Intle vegetation and few domesticaled
plante, This sudy pursues cultural sdaptation in a hilly forest envisonment in Dzongu - the Lepcha reserve
ns well s the process of change in Lachen-Lachung aficr the closure of border rade and re-orlestation of
the axisting sconomee resourcss. Ecologieal Tactors are respoasible for ecanomec amangements mads by two
groups. Lepchas living at lower altiude practise agriculture and Bhutias ai higher aliitude mized farming
and pastoralism though in varying degrece. Lepehas are the onginal inhabitanis of Sikkim, while Bhutas
of Lachen-Lachung came from Bhuan, Both the areas have remained isolated for leng period. The Bhistiag
of Lachen-Lachung have preserved their trditicnal form of Dzumshe and Phipur administration, The Lachen-
Lachung area has a special staus with regard to land settlement. land revenie and local sdministraton.

INTRODUCTION

Adaptation is the central concept in ecologi-
cal stndies, because it is the process whereby
beneficial organism/environmental relationships
are established, The process of adaptation takes
place at three "levels™: behavioural, physiolog-
ical and genetic/demographic (Batson, 1963; Slo-
bodkin, 1968; Slobodkin and Rapoport, 1974).
Each level includes several adaptive domains.
Behaviour is the most rapid and flexible response
that an organism is capable of making, and it is
based on learning rather than inherited, However,
anthropologists concentrate on cultural behavi-
our and the adaptive responses made by individ-
uals or group. There are still some human groups
in existence with simple technologies, and such
groups have little impact on, and ame less
influenced by ecosystem beyond their own hab-
itats. Such populations exemplily the extent 1o

which human have achieved adaptations and
stable environmental interaction within their dif-
ferent ecosyvstems, While ecologists give primary
imponance 1o ecological principles and consider
culture as secondary, anthropologists in their pre-
occupation with culture. give lile atention o
enviromment, MNeither the ecologisis nor the
anthropologists have dealt with the environment
fully. Envircament allows man o Camy on some
kind of activities and it prevent others, Steward
believes that some sectors of cullure are mone
prone o a strong, environmental relationship than
other and that ecological analysis may be nsed
1o expalin cross-cultural similaritics only in this
“culture core”, The "culiure core”™ consists of the
economic seCtor of sociely, those features that ane
"most closely related o subsistence aotivities and
economic arrangements” (Steward, 1955: 37).
VYayda and Rappoport (1968) criticised Steward
approach as being inadequale as his stody does
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not include other organisms, nor does it include
other human groups.

Adapation has been viewed as a process by
which man makes effective use of energy poten-
tials in his habitat. It can also be viewed as a con-
sequence of changes and cullural behaviour.
These changes may be technological, organisa-
tional or ideplogical. Whenever it is claimed that
a human group is adapted (o its habitat, the impli-
cation is that the group has achieved a viable rela-
Honship  with his habita, Such a  viable
relationship is never achigved in one generation.
It takes a long time and is the result of modifi-
cation in the habitat through changes in the
group’s energy system as well as ils organisation
of social relations. Such an adaptation asswres the
group's survival and efficient functioning. Cul-
ture diffusion, of course is always there, but in
view of the importance of ecological adaplation,
the role of diffusion in explaining culture has
been overstaled. Imtergroup  borrowing  and
wransmission of cultural elements is an inlegral
feature of culture, Cultural bormowing does nod
occur atl random or by chance.

PRESENT S5TUDY

The present study deals with the pattern of
adaptations among two tribal groups inhabiting
Morth-Sikkim—ILepchas of Deongu and Bhutias
of Lachen-Lachung (Fig. 1. Though situated in
Morth-Sikkim both these areas depict sharply
contrasted sets of socio-economic and coltural
features becanse of their distingtive physical envi-
ronments. The Lepchas of Deongu live in a hilly
forest terrain © the Bhutias of Lachen-Lachung
arg mhabiting a high altutude environment with
litle vegetation and few domesticated plants,
Lepchas living at lower altitudes practise agri-
cultpre and Bhutias anhigher altimde mixed famm-
ing and pastoralism thoough in varyving degrees.
Lepchas are the original inhabitanis of Sikkim
while Bhutias came froon Tibet and Bhutan, The
Bhutizs conguered the Lepehas and establishod
a monarchy in Sikkim. The Lepchas were ani-
mists, believing in spirits and gods of mountains
and rivers while the Bhutas came with a com-
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plex culiural and religious radition, The Lepchas,
during the course of history, came in contact with
different races and were influenced by them in
more ways than one, while the Bhutias as con-
querers always remained aloof and superior.

Besides physical environment there are other
factors like ongin and cultural beritage of people;
external forces either imposed by political events
or by diffusion including contact with people of
a different origin; and innovations made - by
people during the course of time that cause one
community to differ from another,

The Lepchas and Bhutas of MNorth Sikkim
were introduced o ethnology by early travellers
and officials (Dr. Campbell the Medical Super-
intendent 1840, 1849, 1874; 1.0, Hooker, 1875;
Colman Macaulay, 1885; Mainwaring, 1896,
1898; Sir Richard Temple, 1881, Waddell, 15049,
John Cland White, 1909; The Earl of Konald.
shay, 1923, C. De Beaovoir Stocks, 1925; John
Morris, 1938; Geoffrey Gorer, 1938), Detailed
research work has been carried among Lepehas
of Kalimpong and Sikkim, but no accounts of
Bhutias of Lachen-Lachung exist up tll now. No
anthroplogical ficld work has been possible in
this region after Sikkim's integration with India
because of the turbulent political situation and
the volnerability of these people to ouiside forces,
The field work for the present study was carried
out from September 1981 to December 1983 in
Dzongu (Fig. 2) and Lachen and Lachung (Fig.
3).

AREA AND PEOPLE

Sikkim, a small mountainous state in the eas-
term Himalayas has wimessed great changes in
its political system, social structure, economic life
and culiural values during the past hundred years.
Sikkim is divided into numerous small valleys
with an uneven distribution of population, and
with inadequate communication facilities. The
geographical location and political historical fac-
tors have resulied in the multiform ethnic mix.
There are about fourteen ethnic groups residing
in Sikkim. All these groups are characterised by
speical ecological adaplations, as well as by the
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social organisation of the region where they live.
Most groups are cullurally adapted to certain alti-
tudes which has been a barrier o overall pop-
ulation mixiure,

Before us assimilation into te Indian Union,
Sikkim was an independent kingdom ruled by a
hereditary Maharajah, who was assisted by large
landowners, Kazis, in the administration of the
states. The Kazis were hereditary mimisters.
During the British rule, the Maharajaoh was also
assisted by Britsh Political Officers along with
the hereditary Kazis. The Maharajah was a
Buddhist and Budhizsm flourished greatly becauss
of the enconragement o the Lamas and setting
up of monasteries,

The most prominent distict in the map of
Sikkim is the North District with an area of 4,226
squdre Kilometres. It occupies sirategic position
being situated between Nepal (o its west and by
Tibet o its north and east, The district is sparsely
populated with a density of 6 persons per squars
kilometre, The district is more thinly populated
lowards its northern side due 1o geographic posi-
tion and climatic rigours. More than three quarter
of the entire area is totally uninhabited because
the average altitude is more than 6,000 metres.

The principal communities inhabiting the area
are scheduled tribes namely Lepchas, Bhuotias,
Sherpas, Doptapas and others. Lepchas are
mostly found in the Deongo area, Bhotias ang
spresd throughoot the district, Apart from these,
MNepali labourers also reside in the arga, Strict
restrictions are imposed on immigrant Nepali
labour wanting to setile permanently in the area,
50085 10 maintain ethnic balance, Though they
have lived in this area for a long time, they ane
nod allowed o purchase land,

Due to the strategic position of the district and
military settlements, the district is raversed by
a well mantamed motorable road (high way)
which passes through Mangan, Chungthang,
Lachen. Lachung and Yumthang. The many sus-
pension bridges on the highway are maintained
by General Reserve Engineer Force. The arneas
not lving on the highway, still have poor trans-
port facilities, North Sikkim is neither colturally

- VEENA BHASIN

nor environmentally homogenous. In the North
District there is a range of adaptive adjusiments
bat this range is limited by the physical environ-
ment, Slash and burn agricullure is being prac-
tised along with permanent cultivation of food
and cash crops by Lepchas of Dreongu; sedentary
farming with limited livestock rearing being prac-
tised by people of Kabi-Tingda, Phodong ete. and
transhumance based on vaks and shecp with an
equal emphasis on agriculture as practised by the
people of Lachen and Lachung. Agriculture and
pasioral areas lie close together. Agriculiure is
practised on valley slopes and nearby forests
which serves as pastures for livestock, Onee a
group has made a particular techno-economic
adapiation, there still remain a ceriain latinode for
socio-culural variation. In a given situation
nuclear families or joint extended families, pol-
yvandry/polygyny or monogamy have their
respective advantages, Hierarchical or egalitar-
ian social system may be equally adaptive. It is
resisonable o suggest that there are fewer eco-
logical adaptations possible in any given envi-
ronment than there are behavioural paiterns that
can develop in response o each of these adap-
tations,

Both the areas have remained isolated for long
periods, This isolation was not complete. Isola-
tion of a region, community or individual pro-
motes self-sufficiency. It is equally true that
self-sufficicncy can promaote isolation by making
it unnecessary to seek elsewhere for goods or
assistance. Lepchas were shy, Bhutias preferred
cool and high places; isolation was thus a fea-
ture of environment, political subjugation and a
matter of choice based on these considerations,

Regional isolation is today largely a maiter of
choice, although this attitude has probably arisen
as the result of the self-sufficiency that was once
required. The earlier isolation of the region was
primarily due to terrain, inaccessibility and lack
of motivation for travels, Occasionally ravellers
and traders passed through the areas with litle
influence on local popalation. These arcas an: sl
reserves, but nonetheless ane sites of new devel-
opment schemes and have responded differently
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i external forces.
DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE

15845.95 hectares of Deongn are sparsely pop-
ulated with 7,745 people (4,331 Lepchas and
3,414 seasonal labourers). It is divided inio thir-
teen revenue blocks (shown in Fig, 2 shaded arca
wilh location code numbers). Lachen revenue
block is inhabited by 919 Lachenpas, oot of
which 474 are males and 445 females, There are
15 Sichepa (Tibetan refugees) staying in Lachen,
Lachung revenue block with an area of 281422
hectares is inhabited by 1,508 people of whom
TRT are males and 721 females. The Lachung
revenue block is divided into three busries
Shretchu, Singrig and Beechchu. This population
includes institutional and household population.
Out of these 647 males and 673 females ane
Lachungpas, 6 males and 3 females are Nepali
scheduled castes, and the rest are government
officials, There are no groups or divisions in
Lachen and Lachung population.

The Lepchas of Dzongu have low sex ratio of
834 while Bhutias of Lachen-Lachung have %5
(Table 1) as compared (0 Kerala's sex ratio of
1032 and India’s 933. Among both the groups
high fentility is valued and the position of women
is high, They have a sysiem of bade price, where
a female child is a valuable commodity and their
labour is an important part of the fiscal sysiem.
The: reason for low sex-mtio cannot be ascribed
o the undercaring of women. It could be a chance
oocorence, Among Bhotias, low sex ratio could
be high altiwde and rigours of lerrain.

Masculinity proportion among Lepchas of
Deongu is 54.52 and Bhutia is 50.88 (Table 1)
which is high as compared o India’s 51.73 and
Kerala's 49 21. Since the sex-ratio is low, the
masculinity proportion is above 50,

The population structure of Lepchas and Bhu-
tias is yvoung and developing as the percentage
of population in the age-group of 0-14 is 44.92
(46,11 among females and 43,48 among males)
and 4248 (43.91 among males and 40,99 among
females) among Lepchas of Dzongu and Bhutias
of Lachen-Lachung (Table 1). This is clear indic-
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ator of high fertility. As opposed wo the popula-
tipn in the O-14 age-groups, that in the 65 and
above is low- 2.26 per cent (2.59 males and 1.86
females) among Lepchas and 531 (6,09 among
males and 4.50 among females) among Bhutias,
This indicates a high monality, or low survival
o old age.

As the population is young, Young Age
Dependency (Y AD) among Lepchas and Bhutias
is 85.02 and 81.36, respectively. When the pop-
ulation in the (- 14 age group is 50 high, the Y AD
tends o be high because the population in the
working ages of 15-65 reduces. The Old Age
Dependency (OAD) is low as the population in
the age-group of 65 and above is low. The sur-
vival to old age is not high in both the groups,
The problems of aging population are almost
non-existent. Index of aging 15 5.03 among Lep-
chas and 12,50 among Bhotias (Table 1),

The main occupation of the Lepchas and Bhu-
tias in Morth Sikkim is farming, 60,54 and 68.42
per cent, respectively for men. Even among the
women of Morth Sikkim, the occupation is fanm-
ing (9649 and 81,5 per cent, respectively among
the Lepchas and Bhutias). The Crude Activity
Rate (CAR) and General Activity Rate (GAR)
are quite low in these populations, CAR being
2881 and 29.42 and GAR being 54.55 and 56.36
among Lepchas and Bhotias of Morth, Sikkim,
In both the communitics, most of the women
work imespective of their economic position
(Table 1). High rate of female illitlercy #7.72 and
86.84 among Lepchas and Bhutias and lack of
employment opporunities, resirict the working
of women outside the house, They sharc more
or less equal responsibility with men in the house
farming and other economic activities.

Crude Birth Rate (CBR) among Lepchas is
28.25, which is higher than Kerala's 22,9 butl
lower than India’s 33,9 in 1984 (Table 1), Bhu-
ta's CBR is 22.12 which is almost equal o
Kerala but lower than India. The CBR is mod-
erale in the samiple. This is quite conirary to what
can be expected from the observation of popu-
lation camposition measures. The most probable
reason seems 1o be that in such small sample it
is left to chance as 1w how many births have
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Table 1: Demagraphic varisbles of Lepchas and Bhutiss of North Sikkim
Wirrtales North Sikkim
Lepchas Blusrias
I. 5ex Ratio 834 65
2 Masculinity Propostion 5452 50.8%
1 Age Spechic Dstribaigon
(14 (Male) 4611 4391
{Female} 4348 4.5
15604 (Mdadics 51.30 50000
{Female} 54.660 54.50
65+ (Male) 2.5 T
{Female) 1.B6 .50
4. Dependency Ratios
(1) Young Age Dependency Ratio (Y AL 85.02 &1.36
(i) O1d Age Dependency Ratio (0OAL) 427 1017
(i} Total Dependency Ratio (TDR) 8929 91.53
5. Index of Aging 50 1250
6. Age o Menarche 15.81 1549
T. Age &t Menopause 56T 40,50
8. Reproductive Span 086 2501
9. Apge at Marriage
(1} Female L1816 19,20
{in} Male 2250 21.15
10 Activity Rate-Crude R8Il 2042
-Gieneral 54.55 56,36
11, Literacy Fate
Mlieerate- Mal: 43,10 62.X7
-Famale L BA.54
Literate-Male 56.90 37.33
-Female l2.28 1336
12, Eatimaes in Fertiliny
(i} Crude Birth Rate (CHR) ez ¥ 14 2212
{1} Gemeral Fertilny Rate (GFR) 12821 97.00
(iii) Cemeral Marital Fectility Rate (GMFR) 108 164,10
{iv) Total Fentility Rate (TFR) 4273.74 908, T
(v} Age Specific Perulity Rate (ASFR)
15-19 T1.43 —
20-24 6, 656 16667
257 133,33 16667
30-34 250.00 250000
35-39 1 prk s d
40-44 e —_
4549 = —
I3, Mean Age of Child Bearing 31 3103
14, Mumbers of Childern Bomm i
-Nuclear Family 52 50
-Joamt Famaly 4.9 34
15, Estimates of Mortality (For Buddhist-Total)
(i} Infamt Mortality Raee (IMRE) 1778
{ii) Meonatal Mortality Rate (NMRB) 667
{i1i) Perimatal Mortality Rate 111.1
(v} Fetal Death Rate B
(v} Crude Desth Rate 222

19.8
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occured in that year.

Ceeneral Fertility Rate (GFR) also does not
indicte a definite pattern, except that though the
CBR is moderate, the GFR is high 12821 and
97.09 among Lepchas and Bhutias, respectively
(Table 1). This indicates that number of women
in 15-49 ape group is less compared (o the wtal
population, but fertility is high. In both the com-
munities, the GFR is higher than Kemla's 836
and less than India's 145.2.

A more refined measure 15 General Marital
Fertility Rate (GMFR), which takes in o account
the number of married women in child bearing
age. GMFR for Lepchas and Bhutias is 196.08
and 104.1, respectively (Table 1), as campared
to India's GMFR of 137.0.

Age Specific Fertility Rate (ASFR) among the
Lepchas and Bhotias shows that it is highest in
the age group 30-34, 25000 per thousand
females. Among Lepchas fetility starts carly as
can be seen in the age group 15-19 which shows
7143 and remains high till age group 40-44
which shows 222,22, Bhotia®s fertility starts late
in the age-group of 20-24 and continues up W
the age-group of 35-39. Mean age at child bear-
ing among Lepchas and Bhutias is 32.93 and
31.03, respectively (Table 1),

Total Fertility Rale (TFR ) among Lepchas and
Bhutias is 4273.74 and 3908.70, respectively
(Table 1. Human fertility is influenced by a host
of biological, sociological and economic factors,
The influence of all these factors on fentility has
not been examined for Lepchas and Bhutias due
1o paucity of relavent and reliable data,

In mosl societies martiage is an imponant
factor in fertility because begetting a progeny is
socially accepled only afler marriage. Age al mar-
riage among Lepcha male and female is 22.50
and 18.16, while among Bhutias, it is slightly
higher being 23.15 and 1920, respectively. How-
ever in many societies fertility is more valped and
a pregnent girl has more chances of marriage
since she has proved her capability as a fertile
women. Among Lepchas and Bhutias, marriage
is not a prerequisite for having an offsirring,
Though marriage is an important institution, it
can take place even afier living wgether for many
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vears and having children. Generally couple
postpone the main wedding ceremony for eco-
nomic reasons though they generally have the
consent of their kinsmen prios to it. It is indeed
economically problematic fior the parents to lose
their children’s labour, give them their share of
property and o finance their wedding. A family
is affected emotonally as well as economically
by the boy's marriage, 5o it can be assumed that
there is resistance from the parent’s side. There-
fore age at marriage does not have a bearing on
fentility in these communitics, It is not only the
timing and tempo of the first marriage but also
the extent of the broken marriages such as
widowhood, divorce and separation which con-
stitute significant intermediate varables affect-
ing the fime span of the reproductive prooess and
indirectly fertility behaviour. Bot these factors do
nil have a bearing on fertility of these popula-
tions. Among the Lepchas and Bhutias the insta-
bility of marriages does not affeet fertility
patiems as women's economic ability and con-
sequent social position has resulted in special
institutional privileges that ane bestowed on them,

LEPCHAS OF DEZONGLU (RESERVE) ZONE

Lepchas have adapted colturally o diverse
natural land scapes and have designed produc-
tion activities suited o the region. Three major
biogeographical provinces of human land use can
be identified in the area;

(1) The upper slopes of the hills;

(1) The: kower and emperate zone of minor val-
leys; and
(iii) The valley floor, peripheral valley bottom,

The land holdings of a family is divided ino
a number of fields, some permanent and others
temporary, used after g fallowing of seven or
eight years. The permanent fields are rice lerma-
ces (Pani-khet or Checkboo) cardamum fields
(Elaichi Bari or Aanyu) and house garden
{Aangan Bari or Sing). The wemporary ficlds or
dry fields (Sukha Bar: or Sudyom) are cultivated
for two years successfully and then abandoned
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for seven or eight year. The area being damp,
excessive rainfall helps in regeneration of secon-
dary forest growth, which is cut and bornt after
seven years permitting cultivation to be started
again,

The different ficlds of a family are at differ-
ent places at varying altitodes, The wempomry dry
fields are on upper slopes of the hill, where
barley, buckwheal and millet are grown. The
house ganden at lower level has wheat, maize and
vegetable cultivation, The valley floor is used for
paddy cultivation. The cardamum fields are
always under the shady trees. On the hill slopes
tapioca cultivation is practised.

Lepchas lay greal emphasis on individual ach-
ievement and initiative. There are no restraints,
buman, cultural or supematural which canmnot be
overcome, Lepcha individualism s rooted in
group functioning; they emphasize communal or
collective co-operation and achievement. This
communal individoalism of Lepchas can be
traced further by analysing the raditional social
pattern and the influence of their nucleated res-
idential pattern. The ideal of co-operation is illu-
strated in Lobo-groups, Ing-zone (special friends)
and other work groups at differemt kevels.

Dzongu has been a Lepchas reserve for long,
and ite cubwral borrowings and assimilation had
been going on since the advent of Bhotias and
before the British and Nepali intrusions. Lepchas
of Dzongu have been most willing (o accept the
changes resulting from different contacts.

Prior to the Tibetan invasion, Lepchas wene the
original inhabitants of Sikkim, They were
nomads and subsisted mainly on gathering of
roods, bers, fishing and hunting and practising
a rudimentary form of shifting coltivation with
a few crude implements. Though they were at a
comparatively low technological level, their
knowledge of their natural resources, planis,
herbs, roots, ubers, animals elc. was tremendous.
They inhabited dense forests and their social
organization was simple. They were andmistic in
belief according to their Bon and Mayel religion.

With the advent of Tibetans, the monarchy of
Phunisog Namgyal was esiablished. This resulied
in a mass migration of Tibetans to Sikkim, the
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dominance of a nuling class and suhjugation of
Lepchas. The conversion of Lepchas to Budd-
hism and replacement of their scripures fol-
loweed.

Intermarriage with Tibetans resulted in the new
generation of Sikkimese Bhotias. New Tibetan
icheas infiltrated into Lepcha colture and this
whole period shows the dominance of Tibetans
over the Lepchas in all spheres of their life and
culture.

Meat they came in contact with Bhutancse and
Mepalese. Their wrritorial ights were threatened,
they lost much of their land to Bhutanese and
MNepalese. This contact with Bhutanese and Nep-
alese again brought in new ideas which led o the
destruction of the Lepcha culture. Intermarriage
with Bhuotancse and Mepalese increased.

British help was sought for the protection of
their termitory against frequent Mepalese attacks,
The British brought a new type of administration
and certain measures (o reduce their exploitation
were introdoced, A reserve for Lepchas was
created. forests were reserved and lares were
imposed. With this began a settled life and new
sources of income were opened up to them. Cul-
tivation of wet rice and cardamum was intmo-
duced, Lepchas readily accepted this along with
Mepalese rilwals and labour for cardamum cul-
tivation.

In the posi-Independence era, the inlegration
of Sikkim into the Indian Union has resulied in
further changes, brought about by development
programmes. The Panchavat was introduced o
replace the Mandal type of administration. Lep-
chas have readily accepied the Panchayal sysiem,
as under it they do not have w work for the
Mandal and Kaz:, free of charge. Free service for
the ruling class has been totally abolished. Till
very recently, the whole Dzongu area belonged
to the Royal family as their private estae. When
this was abolished, Lepchas lost no ime in explo-
iting the economic opportunities offered by betier
roads, markets and availability of machine-made
consumer goods through their earmings from car-
damum. However, socialisation of children and
co-operation between families still remains
largely as before,
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Innovations among the Lepcha are self-
sponsored. For example, the government opened
schools and managed them, bot the Lepchas
formed work groups and built Balwaris and
schools themselves; they are pan of their own
community effort and provide an example of
community achievement,

The Lepchas are looked down upon by other
cthmic groups becanse of their ability o do all
sorts of work and (0 eat all ypes of food, Mo
work is considered demeaning and no food is
b,

The adaptive nature can be explained by inse-
curity of food, the poveny of the soil and docile
nature of the Lepehas, Lepcha agriculturg is still
primitive; it i5 still & hoe colture and farming is
a way of life rathér than a business proposition.
This change from shifting cultivation to wet rice
and cardamum cultivation is a rational economic
decision and shows a preference for a system
which promises better rewards.

Lepchas in contact with outsiders show a ten-
dency 1o select those cullural traits which can
easily be reconciled with their own existing cul-
tural pattern. The greater the number of altema-
tives, the greater the freedom of choice. This is
true of the Lepcha case and helps 1o explain the
apparent paradox that Lepchas have probably
changed the least while changing the most, The
naiure of the contact situation has made it pos-
sible for Lepchas o accepl certain innovations,
modify cenain elements of their social, religious,
economic and political structure in order o
accommodate the changes, and retain their basic
pattern of community structure and co-operative
character. The flexibility of their social structure
and the co-operative natre of their socicly.
makes it possible for them o select when they
ane in a contact situation.

BHUTIAS OF LACHEN AND LACHUNG

The descriptions available from travel accounis
of the nineteenth century of Bhutias of Lachen
and Lachung show a multifarious economy, in
which animal hushandry, wrading and armble farm-
ing combined o provide a wide range of income,
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They had a domestic industry for weaving cloths
for themselves and were largely self-sufficient as
far as clothing and food were concerned. Yet it
is possible that despite their trading activities they
were still basically a subsistence, non-cash eco-
momy. turmning their profits from rade into goods
before they reached (he village, Their main trend
in the last hundrd years would seem (o be pre-
dominantly pastoral. Even in the 1950s, the Bhu-
tias could be descnbed as being chiefly pastoral
people, but this would be incormect now, With the
closure of the border in 1962, the Bhutias of
Lachen-Lachung suffered most. They lost large
herds of yaks and sheep, when they were on the
seasonal migration under the ancient transborder
paswrage wsage agreements. They could no
longer use pasture land in Tibel, causing heavy
losses in their herds due to lack of adequate alier-
niative pasture arcas. Mililary encampments,
supply bases, and defence posts were set up in
the Morthern border area. With the closure of the
entire Tibcian border, the very life-line of these
people was sealed, The barers of timber, wood,
dyesiulfs and dairy products of Lachen-Lachung
for Tibetan salt and wool had formed the basis
of this trade. As long as trade was unhampered
by political restrictions, it had enabled them o
attain economic independence. Animal herds
from Lachen spent about seven months in Tibed,
and Lachung animals were sometimes in Tibet
for the whole year. The loss of paswre in Tibet
is poing W overlax the existing resources in
Lachen-Lachung. Bhutias started (o shift from a
pastoral and wading economy (0 a more settled
agriculiural and small scale horiculiore and
WHEL-EAMING SCONOMY,

When wool was imponed (rom Tibet, Lachen-
pas amd Lachungpas wove blanket, Bakhus
{dress) and tweeds etc. on their indigenous looms,
These raditional handicrafis have suffered a great
sethack. Their own herds of sheep only provide
wool for self-consumption. As a result, they have
ter depend more on agriculture and other sources
of earning money. But they cannot depend on
agriculiure alne, because of the scarcity of arable
land i the near vicinity of permanent villages,
andl other environmental features restricting land
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nse, In the past these people werg self-sufficient,
absorbed in their own pastoral and trading activ-
ities. At present, Lachenpas and Lachungpas have
adopted mixed high altitode farming and animal
hushandry, They raise yak. deow, sheep, horses
and mules. Pastoralism is siill a major economic
strategy. They move above and below the river
valleys and exploit the grazing lands along the
valleys and surmounding areas, They are trving
to exploit new sources of income and job oppor-
unities in the organised section.

The environment of the area is energy defi-
cient and the population solves this problem by
a variety of cultural means. People of the arsa
migrate seasonally to other valleys 1o seek addi-
tional resources, Pastoral activities do not usu-
ally conflict with agricultural activities, In cases
where a delayed harvest or early planting causes
prodoction regimes o overlap, the exiremely
flexible division of labour between men and
women permits the household 1o split up the
labour force, maintaining activites simuolane-
ously in both areas. The scasonal migration
emerges as an activity organised by family and
COMMUNtY struclure.

The Bhutias of Lachen and Lachung like the
Lepchas have adopied culiurally o diverse land
scapes and cstablished settlement patemnms and
production activities tailored o the limitations
imposed by the region, On account of high ali-
tudes, terrain and lule rpinfall, land-use is
restricted to limited regions which are either
below the villages or much above the residential
areas, people grow small guantities of barley,
whicat, maize and buckwheat, They rise yaks and
sheep 1o supplement their subsisience econmmy.
The yak provides its owner with milk, meat, wool
and transportation. The vast open spaces between
4483 and 3 824 metres altitude are used for rais-
ing yaks, robust animals that require little cane
and are perfectly adopied o high altiludes.

Lachen and Lachung present an interesting
contrast a4 far as movement for agricultural activ-
1ty 15 comcemed whale both have more or less the
same products, The movement though vertical in
both cases are in opposite directions and is con-
trolled by the fact that they have arable land at
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different ¢levations at different places. The
people of Lachen mowve upwards in order to gul-
tivate land at Yakthang, Samdong, Tallum and
Kalep. These are the villages along the tributar-
ies of the Lachenchu at altitwde of 3,355 metres.
They stay here from May o July and move
further wpwards o Byamaay, Toga, Tscuk,
Chopta and Divu-Thang villages al a height of
3,965 metres in the Thanggo area, where they
stay from Aogust to Novemcbr,

On the other hand, people of three Busties
-(Sherichu, Beechchu and Singrig) of Lachung
have their apple fields and grow vegetable near
their houses. They have their arable Land at lower
altitudes towards Chungthang at Khedum, Leems
and Lothen at about 1,525 metres (Fig. 4).

December-Jannary they came 1o prepare the
fields for cultivation of maize and harvesting of
wheat and barley sown earlier. In April they
return to Lachung Busti for apple harvesting. In
May-June they start moving up with their herds
and go up 0 Yumthang and Yume Samdong. In
Augusi-Sepiember, they come back to Khedum,
Leema Lothen for harvesting the previous crop
of maize while harvesting % going on, side by
side animal herds graze in the nearby pasture,
people cul grass, collect firewond and apply fer-
tilizers in the fields for sowing of wheat and
barley in November-December. Harvesting of
wheal and barley takes place in March,

This movement is necessitated by the fact that
there is no arable land available in Lachen and
Lachung. Out of 281722 hectares of Lachung,
666.36 is unirrigated land available for cultiva-
tion and 215086 hectares is not available for cul-
tivation. The opposite directions of movement
also explain some of the differences in the agri-
cultural produce and harvesting times of the two
areas under study. The Lachung people are on
the move for the whole year. They do not move
along with their families as the Lachungpas dao,
Their families are dispersed, fulfiling their allot-
ted duties. The interesting offshoot of this is that
their movement for fuel and grazing is also in
the opposite direction - Lachenpas going down
and Lachungpas going upward.

Even the season for each crop varies with alti-
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LACHEN LACHUNG - Transhumance Pattern
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tude, soil, wmperatore and rainfall. Potato is
harvested in September in the high zones of
Lachen valley, while it is harvested in the valley
of Lachung only in July. Crop rotation is another
feature of the Eachung valley which is absent in
Lachen. In winter, the Lachen valley has prac-
tically no agricultural production, but in Lachung,
maizc i5 followed by barley and buckwheat as
winter crops, Due 1o low wemperatures both the
crops cannod be harvested within a complete year:
They take more than 15 months 10 mature, and
after two crops the land 15 kept fallow for a few
months.

Though Bhutanese in origin, they were much
influenced by the Tibetan culwre, However, they
have prserved their raiditional form of Dzum-
sha and Phipun administration. The Lachen-
Lachung area has a special status with regard to
settlernent, land revenue and local administration.
Lachen-Lachung have their own traditional local
government system and the provisions of the
1965 Panchayat Act have not been extended 1o
this area.

Bhutias of Lachen-Lachung have communal
forest/pasture and agriculiural land with family
ownership of land but with strong community
rgulation of land usage. The village is an impor-
tant land holding unit and is adminisiered by the
Dzumsha (village council). The land distribation
pattern among Bhutias of Lachen-Lachung has
influenced effective land use. Among Lachung-
pas, the land is redistributed and realloned after
every three years. People do not iry to improve
the condition of land by using chemical fertiliz-
ers or making wrraces etc, No water channels
have been cut, in a sense, they do not own land
but are using it for a limited time. This system
of redistribution was intended w avodd unegual
distribution of good and bad land. But it has
resulted in neglected fields with poor vields (for
details fe¢ Bhasin, 1989),

Both Lachenpas and Lachungpas are endoga-
mous groups, Before the closure of the Tibetan
border, marriages used to take place also with
Tibetans. There aré no structural groupings like
Lepcha’s Putso or caste-class among Bhutias of
Lachen-Lachung; the individual households are
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related by unilateral consanguinal ties. The sit-
wtion becomes more complex and relations are
no ' overlapping as marriages within the soci-
ety oocur regularly,

Among both the communities, Lepchas as well
as the Bhutias, the hovsehold is the smallest and
most imponant unit of production and consump-
tion. However, in cases of need, existing group
structures larger than the houschold and smaller
than the Busii are available, These are ad-hoc
gatherings of relatives and friends coming tog-
ether to assista person in whose intérest the group
carries out a defined job, Lobg among the Lep-
chas and Chuchi among the Bhutias, the mutual
aid group consists almost entirely of groups of
neighbours and/or kinsmen related in one way
or another (0 the person concerned. It is impor-
tant to note that these muotoal aid-groups are not
based on kinship in general, but on residential
and customary lines. Ochhom among the Lep-
chas and Dore among the Bhutias are friendship
groups which supplement labour, cattle and fields
in case of need, These fricndship groups are dis-
tinguished from other co-operative networks
because no reciprocal obligations are involved.
‘This work-exchange system among the Lepchas
and the Bhuotias rests on the fact that different
economic activities require more labour than the
family alone can provide,

In addition to these Chuchi and Dzumsha
membership relationships, each family contri-
butes money and laboar to those Bust enterpri-
ses and institutions that operate for the general
welfare of the people. In the same way as the
Lepcha contribute Ohlok, Bhuoiias contribute
Kubgih for similar purposes, Fines are levied on
absconders and defaulters,

As in the case of the Lepchas, each family con-
tributes o the ceremonies perfommed at the Bosu
Gompa. Cpmpulsory work and contributions are
expected when festivals are held and ritoals per-
formed o ward off evil spirits and natural calam-
ities,

The conclusion drawn regarding the interrela-
tionships between social groups larger than the
nuclear family and imponance given o eating
and drinking are similar in both the cases.
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DSCUSSION

The socio-political systems of the Lepeha and
the Bhuiia have certain feaiures in common,
though at a glance they look strikingly different.
In contrast to the Lepcha’s acceptance of the Pan-
chayat organisation, the Bhutias still conform to
the age-old system of community organisation
-Dzumsha, Both the Bhutia communities
(Lachenpas and Lachungpas) are governe by a
headman (Phipun) the councial of village elders
Gen-me and Ganthi-Lenge among Lachenpas and
Lachungpas, respectively and by the assembly of
all the people. Though Lepchas have accepied the
panchayat, this shift is not a break with radition,
because the Busti-elder’s council had long been
a feature of Lepcha-Busti life. Rather the some-
what informal elder council is strengthened,
democratically elected and formally given the
charge of the Busti administration. The socio-
political set-up of the Lepchas is close to that of
the Bhutias of Lachen-Lachung. The Lepcha’s
Mandal corresponds to Bhutia®s Phipun and Lep-
cha's Lyang-ganbu (elders) to Gen-me and
Genethi-Lenge of Lachen and Lachung. In both
arcas there are several Gvapon under the Busti
headman. In spite of the differences in ccology
economy and ethnic origins between the two
areas, they both probably present a similar basic
pattern of Busti organisation. The indigenous sys-
tems of prestige and power in (hese iwo com-
munities are based on relative egalitananism, as
these communities are largely unstratified, This
type of socio-political system derives from the
cultural fact that all decisions, to a greater or
lesser extent, involve people who are bound o
each other in a network of common obligations
and culwral goals, Law as a social phenomenon,
cannod be easily separated from iis cuoliural
matrix.

Again the similariaties in religious rituals and
beliefs are interesting among the Lepchas and the
Bhutias. The main function of religion in these
socictics is o help people to cope with the pro-
blem of suffering and provide relief from it That
which cannot be explained pragmatically is con-
sidered the action of supernaturals and the peop-
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le"s unmability to cope with such acts forms the
basis of the religious system. Both Lepchas and
Bhutias perform healing and purification rites,
and maintain similar beliefs about the supemat
wral and man's responsibility to it B imwals in both
communities are social events with supernatural
overtones. The Lepchas have accepted the rank
hicrarchy of Lamas according to the Hinayana
Buddhism only for religions purpose, but it has
no meaning in their secular life. Their society
remains hasically egalitarian. Lepchas have not
incorporated the ethics of the adopied religion in
their life, except that Lamas do nof sacrifice ani-
mals.

However, like most other tribes which have
increasingly adapied to and adopied modern cul-
ture, echnology and education, the Lachenpas
and Lachungpas still, by and large, zealously
cling to their raditional mores, But this does not
mean that these people have not felt the thrust
of Indian society at all, Changes can be seen in
a number of Bhutia houses. One sees people
walking to the nearby co-operative store to buy
things.

The most encouraging change in the Bhutia
way of life is the new enthusiasm for educati
in the young, At the turn of the century when a
school was opened by Swiss missionaries, people
were afraid (o send their children to school. They
vehemently resisted for fear that the childien
would learn English and forget their own lan-
guage and culmre.

Resistance o0 formal education has not Coim-
pletely died down, but a great many Bhotias have
come o realise its benefits, and have accepted
it a5 part of a néw reality, Bilingual schools, sub-
sidised by the Indian government, with Bhutia
teachers have been established, so that they can
be integrated into their coliure,

Education has given them choices. Before they
had access 1o education, they were pretly much
relegated o occupations that already existed like
animal hushandry, irading, marginal farming and
crafts, But education has opened up new fields
for them. In Lachen alone, there are forty gowv-
ermment officials.

There is still a keen tussle between the con-
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servatives and the progressives among the Bhu-
tins, While the raditionalists insist on keeping
the old ways intact, the progressives emphasise
that the only way they can survive in loday’s
world is to move with the times, and imbibe and
inlegrate change into their culture without losing
their individuality.

It is generally believed that the progressive will
have the last word ; Bhotias are wimessing the
advantages of contact with the outside world.
And what is most encouraging is the fact that
even when educated Bhutias work outside their
homeland, they retain their roots and are proud
of their cultural heritage.

They enjoy complete intermal autonomy, and
laison with the Stae government is maintained
by the Phipun. Bhutias think that their own
system of deciding problems and issues is more
democratic. The traditional way of seuling issues
is 1o discuss matiers until public opinion has crys-
tallised out one solution or the other,

In substance, a comparizon of the changes that
have occurred in the two communities show that
Bhutias have remained primarily in tooch with
the Tibetans and have only changed their life
style in a limited economic sense, The Lepchas
who have been in contact with varicus commun-
ities have incorporated in their life style the rit-
uals and other customs of the people with whom
they have been in contact,

The opportunities as far as government spon-
sored programmes are concerned have been off-
ered equally o both the groups, However only
one group has aken any meaningful advaniage
of new inpois. The Bhutias placed they are in an
ecological sciting where new inputs were not
viable are obviously in a disadvaniaged position.
The Lepchas have selectively taken on new
opportunities that have been offered by the gov-
emment.
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