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UNDERSTANDING HUMAN ECOLOGY ON UPPER 
RANGIT BASIN : SOME REFLECTIONS ON THE 

PEOPLES PSYCHE 
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SECTION-I 

INTRODUCTION 

General 

This chapter is intended to present a holistic view, based on the study and 

research carried out within the precincts of human ecology in the previous chapters. 

The social structure of the Basin inhabitants is based on social status ascribed 

mainly by tribal and non-tribal affiliations. The Bhutia and Lepcha communities, though 

economically better off, enjoy the status of being scheduled tribes, giving them additional 

constitutional liberties. The internal developments and exposure to the world have 

tended to bring about some social and political changes. These changes can be 

understood in the context of traditions and modernity. In fact, it is seen that even most 

other states in India live in conventional conservatisms, despite the fact that modernity 

dominates them. The people of the Basin have a keen desire to grow modem. This 

desire, especially amongst the young is at the cost of losing out on their traditional 

knowledge of ecology and customs gathered over generations of learning, centuries of 

experience and interrelationship. As regard the Upper Rangit Basin, the interplay of 

modernity and tradition reveals the following propositions: -

(b) Intra-contradictions oftraditions ofthe society. 

(b) Inter- contradictions ofthe society. 

(c) Intra-contradictions within the modernity in the context ofthe society. 

A mutual incompatibility and antagonisms between tradition and modernity are 

latent, and the balance is judged and cleared between modernizing invasive forces on 

traditional forces and vice-versa. The variation between changing values is seen m 

cultural, socio-political, ethno-botanical, educational and occupational scenes. 

This affects the ways of thinking of the people, and generates conflicts between 

self, society and the habitat. 
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The Isolatorv Setting. 

. The people residing in the Upper Rangit Basin have lived a generally secluded 

life for centuries. The folk groups of the area have therefore enjoyed a very close 

relationship with their environment. This closeness is explained by the fact that these 

people have lived on this land, gaining their lively hood directly through such primary 

activities as farming, herding, hunting, gathering and fishing. A great many facets of 

Upper Rangit culture relate at least indirectly to the local ecology and geographical 

setting, and involve adaptive strategies. The languages of the three major folk groups 

bear the vocabularies required to exploit the habitat. Their religious acts are required to 

mitigate their environmental hazards, their folk tales honour great hunters shamans and 

lamas, their proverbs offer wisdom concerning the weather and proper time for planting, 

and their traditional architecture reflects the environmental determinism caused by the 

available local building material and the climatic conditions. 
I 

While the Kanchandzonga Massif in North and less relatively the Mainam-

Tendong ridge to the East affords them geographical isolation; the political isolation 

comes from Singalila range forming the political boundary with Nepal. 

The Historical Background. 

History of Sikkim is conspicuous by the fact that, one does not find a single 

mention of the Sikkimese armed groups having ventured out to trans border areas to 

capture adjacent lands. They have felt self sufficient within their setting. They have 

however been attacked upon, on several occasions as cited below:-

(a) The Tibetans for U Tsang and Kham province found their way into Sikkim 

through the Northern and Eastern passes. They came in search of agricultural and 

pasture lands, till they finally established the Kingdom under the Chogyal at 

Yuksom in yeftr 1641, displacing the Lepchas. 

(b) The Nepal Gurkhas conquered the entire Rangit Basin and annexed areas upto 

Tista including Darjeeling by the year. 1814. Meanwhile Bhutanese excursions 

from East resulted in loss of Kalimpong, and other areas West of Dongkiala

Chola range. 
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(c) The British Intervention helped regaining the lost areas at the cost of 

permanent loss ofDatjeeling and Kalimpong to the British Raj 

(d) Democratization lead to the merger of entire Sikkim kingdom with the 

mainland India. 

The history clearly indicates that the Sikkimese continued to live secluded and 

relative militarily passive lives within themselves with continued threats from their 

neighbours in North, East, South and West. 

Features Affecting Ways of Thinking 

There is a lot in common between the mainland India, and the state of Sikkim, 

that have guided their cultural phenomena and ways of thinking :-

(a) Both have faced aggressive neighbours, who through armed mvas10ns 

captured their entire lot and established their empires. 

{b) Both assimilated their invaders into their own folds, till the invaders 

themselves became an integral part of the Indian and Sikkimese cultures. 
(') 

(c) The cultural diffusion occurred .. at both the places, giving way to modified 

cultures with the progress of time. 

(d) Religions have been a major force as guiding principles for their ways of 

thinking. 

The major differences between the two were however their size, and their 

geographical settings. While in mainland India, there was a multiplicity of cultural 

entities, Sikkim due to its size and isolatory setting was able build a culture of its own. 

Certain other features affecting the cultural buildup, and thought processes within 
.Sikkim are: -

(a) The continuous unhindered rule of the Chogyals, whose writ as a monarchy 

system was absolute. 

(b) The pronouncement of Mahayana Buddhism as the state religion, and thereby 

making the monasteries and Lamas nodal points of power and economy. 

(c) A thin density of population, a total lack of infrastructure and almost non

existence of large industries lead to cultural diffusion of population within the 

isolated pockets. 
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(d) The absolute dependence on their lands for subsistence, resulted into a store 

house of thorough and detailed indigenous ecological knowledge of fauna and 

flora, and other environmental elements. 

(e) The local indigenous arts and crafts developed, which, although they had 

strains of Tibetan, Nepali and Indian cultures, did have a stamp of originality. 

(f) Education remained confined to monasteries. Schools beyond primary classes 

were few and far in-between. Secondary and post secondary education was 

confined to a few larger townships such as Namchi and Gangtok. 

(g) Folk medicines, including shamanic medicinal practices became a way of life, 

and the belief in lamas, shamans and 'Jhakris' became almost absolute. 

The Issue 

The information technology, and inter actions with the society of popular culture, 

so also the conflicting legislations in terms of job reservations have had telling effects on 

the ways of thinking ofthe·people. The succeeding section discusses these issues. 
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SECTIONll 

ASSIMILATION OF WAYS OF THINKING 

Ways of Thinking : Conceptual Aspects 

Our sense of belonging to one world has never be~n keener then at present. Yet 

the emphasis today on this evident fact itself implies that while every individual is 

affected by the quickening flow of the world events, he is still strongly influenced by the 

ways of living and thinking in his own society and culture, and his religious realms. 

The phrase 'ways of thinking' refers to any individual's thinking in which the 

characteristic features of the thinking habits of the culture to which he belongs are 

revealed. 'Ways of thinking', as used in this chapter designate value judgments, values in 

ethics, religion, aesthetics and other concerns of human ecology. Therefore, the 'ways of 

thinking' of a community are conditioned by the cultural habits and attitudes while giving 

vent ~o their thoughts and applied actions. 

The conclusions on the ways of thinking have been drawn by the method of 

holistic study of human interactions in previous chapters, furnishing the bases for this 

study. 

As studied in previous chapters, there is a mention of fusion of cultural and 

religious traits between the Hindu Nepalis, the Buddhist Bhutias and Lepchas and the 

Animist tribals- the Kiratas. An insight needs to be furnished by the way one group of 

people adopts the ways or patterns of thinking of another group. One community does 

not generally adopt the ways or patterns of thinking of another culture straight away. On 

the contrary it begins with: -

(a) Criticism ofthe 'alien' ways. 

(b) Selective adoption of the borrowed cultural traits. 

(c) Modification of traits during the course of adoption. 
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Modification of Buddhism in Sikkim 

Buddhism in its original form was the one preached by Gautama Buddha after 

enlightenment, artd his subsequent preaching to the 'Sangha', CQmmencing with the first 

preaching of the 'Four Noble Truths' at Sarnath. From the point of view of Sikkim, 

·modifications took place in following order: -

(a) Amalgamation of Upanishads by Nagatjuna to the initial texts of original 

Buddhism as preached by Buddha himself 

(b) Formulation of Vajrayana through the fusion of Tantricism, thereby by 

initiation of the Karma-Kagyu sect, which is one of the two dominating sects in 

Sikkim. 

(c) Spread of Mahayana Buddhism in Tibet, and its modification through fusion 

with the original Bon faith existing in pre-Buddhist Tibetan society. 

(d) Reformed sects within modified Lamaist Mahayana Tibetan Buddhism. 

(e) The rise of the Lamas, and centralization of political and religious power by 

the reformed school of Gelugpa Sect in Tibet. 

'(f) Tibetan immigration to Sikkim by majority of unreformed school of the 

original Nyingma Sect and subsequent Karma Kagyud sect. 

(g) Fusion of Tibetan Buddhism with the animist Mon and Bonthin constituting 

the Lepchas, and to a lesser extent the Kiratas (Limbu, Rai and Gurung). 

(h) Fusion with strains of Brahmanic Hinduism from India and Nepal into the 

monastic education systems in Sikkim. 

The adaptations within religious realms did not occur through diffusion of people 

alone. Nature and the natural objects played their own part. Historical events and terrain 

configurations conferred piety and sanctity to natural terrain features and to locations 

where monasteries were constructed. As such, in accordance with the wisdom of the 

Lamas, Kanchendzonga became the diety goddess of the population. Rathong chu 

became the sacred river, and the water of Rathong chu began to sanctify the entire 
' 

population of Sikkim during the festival of Bum chu at Tashiding. Myths and folklores 

were added, and attached to religious rites. Khecheopalri became the wish fulfilling lake. 

All other mountain peaks, rivers and streams were given their respective cultural and 

religious sanctity. Nature, history and religion fused together to become a part of culture 
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of Upper Rangit Basin, givirig its inhabitants their own 'ways of thinking' and formed the 

basics of current status of human ecology in the basin. 

. Certain Reflections on Sikkimese of Upper Rangit Basin 'Ways of Thinking'. 

1. Literary Poems on the Dead. The people in the Basin live in scattered villages, 

and past]Jres connected by narrow routes. To deviate from these paths is to risk death in a 

mountain wilderness. Having to live under such severe conditions, the people are 

confronted with the physical threat to their existence, and are constantly faced with the 

problem of survival. Death is a favourite subject in their poetry: -

(a) The Hindus derive the poems relating through the God ofDeath-Yamraf 

(b) The Bhutias sing the gloom and despair through the poems of Tibetan Monk 

Milarepa, the religious poet. 

2. Plural Marriages. Polyandry, especially amongst the Bhutias and Lepchas was a 

way of life till recently. This system has however slowly faded out. The principle of 

polyandry was based upon adaptation of latent mobility to pasture lands. (nomadism) on 

one hand, and an attempt to heighten the stability of a household on the other. 

3. . Remarriage. These days most Lepchas and Bhutias adhere to monogamy. They 
I 

however remarry immediately after the death of their partners, and as a result, there are 

virtually no widows or widowers in the society, barring the Chettri. and certain Brahman 

castes ofNepali Hindus. 

4. Festival Celebrations. Sikkimese dancing is exciting and inciting. On the major 

festival days they dance and consume 'chhang' and 'raksi' round the clock. This is more 

pronounced during the 'Losar' festivities (Sikkimese new year) when dancing drinking 

and feasting continues for the entire week. A public holiday is . declared during this 

period, and all government institutions remain closed. 

5. Becoming a Lama. Amongst Bhutia and Lepcha families, generally, at least one 

among five children goes under the lamaist order: They join one of the . larger 

monasteries for religious and monastic education. This subsequently results into a non

functioning (other than religious rites) population to the extent of 20 percent of the total 

whole within these two communities. 
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6. Power of the Lamas~ Due to total faith by the followers, the people accept calmly 

what would seem irrational to the eyes of modern people. Lamas are said to have powers 

to stop or bring rains, cease or stop earthquakes and also to stop invading armies of an 

alien enemy. 

7. Prayers and Preaching. The congregations in the monasteries on prayer days are 

large. The lama leads the choir singing of prayers, and entire congregation follows suit. 

The meanings of the prayer hymns are however not preached.. These sacred secrets stay 

with the lamas alone. The locals therefore do pray, but what their prayer means they do 

not know. Hindu temples also display a similar phenomena where all 'Shlokas' are in 

Sanskrit. Even during marriage ceremony, the rituals are in Sanskrit, and the couples 

simply feel happy that the rituals have been completed. The local ways of thinking are 

adjusted towards formalizing of a ceremony rather than understanding of the underlying . 

messages in prayers. 

Way of Life and Personal Attributes 

Lack of Competition. There are seat reservations at national level for Sikkimese for 

higher studies in medicine, engineering and other subjects. By virtue of reservations, 

studynts scoring low pass marks also get admissions in prestigious institutions. This 

ultimately reflects on their professional attributes in the negative. Field study showed that 

the local populace preferred non-Sikkimese doctors to their own, as they had reservations 

about their professional abilities. This relaxed attitude, needs to be converted to positive 

actions and active 'way of thinking' for future generations. 

Personal Discipline. A glance through the police records at Ravangla and Gyalshing 

reveal·s that barring some stray incidents of burglary; the state of discipline is clean. This 

clean mannerism is visible on the roads and in the market places. Fights are uncommon. 

Although there is a great deal of consumption of alcohol, the drinks related fights are 

generally not heard of. Here the high satisfaction level of the people is revealed. It also 

indicates the mutual love and respect within the societal groups. 

Sports and Pas times. Baichung Bhutia, the finest Indian footballer belongs to Ravangla 

in the Upper Rangit Basin. Young boys and girls actively participate in games. The most 

popular game is football, followed by volleyball and basketball. The people here have 

tough, strong and flexible body structures, and if trained well, they may turnout to be 
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excellent gymnasts, and divers. Many locals, especially Sherpas specialize in 

mountaineering. Carom- board is a popular indoor game. Betting in games is common. 

It is generally seen that a Sikkimese, when in a up beat mood, is capable of betting on 

anything. This indicates happY, frame of mind. More importantly it indicates the capacity 

of the people to lose or win at any one instance, and to recommence building up of their 

fortunes form 'zero point'. 

Nonviolence. Though most people consume meat, they abhor violence against men as 

well as other animals. During period of research, while driving down the roads, one 

encounters large numbers of snakes crawling on the roads. The local drivers ensure that 

no snakes come under their wheels. Also, unlike elsewhere in sonie parts of India, the 

street dogs are seldom or never stoned. As a habit therefore, the street dogs themselves 

are not aggressive. 'This reveals the harmony within the human society, and the sense of 

responsibility towards all other living beings on the biosphere. This is a practical practice 

of 'Deep Ecology' and bio-centricism. 

ConClusion 

Above is an outline or a brief commentary concerning the ways of thinking, and 

action oriented attributes of the residents of Upper Rangit Basin of Sikkim extracted 

through personal contacts and other resources. These are a fall out from ·their lifelong 

experiences amongst themselves and with the nature, gathered through cultural and 

religious attributes. 

Selective adaptation to modern life styles will need to be done, mainly to ensure that 

the present and future· generations of the Sikkimese do not find themselves left out of the 

mainstream culture and competition in the society as a wh()le. While retaining the virtues 

of their 'ways of thinking', the Sikkimese need to guard against the vices. 


