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PREFACE

Most of the ethnographic research 'of this study=was-dene within:the
period from 1979 to 1981, and all accounts refer to this period. However,
two short visits were paid to Kaliépong and Zongu area of north Sikkim in
1986 and 1989, respectively, to collect a few additional data and

photographs.

The bibliographic references are limited to works used directly
in the text; Thé demographic figures used in this study could not be
stretched beyond 1971, as 1981 census is not fully available and there is
no community wise break up of population in 1981 cenﬁué;_fSikkjm being a
native kingdom till 1975, no proper census enumération'was carried out and

the present study has suffered due to that.

All local words that appear in the text are underlined. The
words like Lama, Bonthing etc. begin with capital lettefs in comfirmatory
to the special status of the individual, rest of the local words begin
with small letters. Each word is explained elther diréctly in the text or
withih parentheses. Local words include both Lepcha and Nepéli words

which are used by the Lepcha.

One significant event has taken place in the hills of Darjeeling
in the mean time. The Gorkhaland movement. The effect of which on the
Lepcha of Darjeeling could not be assessed., The Lepcha of Sikkim remain

out of this movement.

Change in the ecological and social system has not yet become

definitive. I hope that my use of the works of others, and my own
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observations do not misrepresent the Lepcha way of life during this time.
Any errors of judgement, observation and facts - must remain my

responsibility.

The continuing research of anthropologists, geographers, human
ecologists and others have greatly enriched our knowledge in the field of
cultural ecology and social change. This dissertation has drawn on their

works. I am grateful to them.

This work was carried out under the supervision of Professor
N. C. Choudhury, Department of Sociology and Social Anthropology,
University of North Bengal. The constant help, encouragement and able
guidaﬁceA that I received from him is inestimable and is difficult to

express in words.

My gratitude is due to Dr. (Mrs.) Namita Choudhury, Head of the
department of Sociology and Social Anthropology, Uhiversity of North

Bengal, for her suggestions and reassurance which are extended to me.

I am grateful to the Director, Anthropological Survey of India for

providing assistance in the form of fellowship.

I am indebted to my father late Dr. Panchanan Ghosal, who had
always been a constant source of inspiration at'the time of writing the

thesis.

I wish to express my sincere thanks to all Lepcha informants
whom I met in the field for their wholehearted cooperation and assistance

in carrying out the study.



I extend my thanks to Shri Sudhin Gupté for the illustrations

and tecknical assistance given to me.

I am also thankful to Shri Supriyo Dutta of M/s. Business

Systems Services for typing the thesis meticulously.

Last but not the least I am thankful to my wife Smt, Sutapa

Ghosal for her incitement and help in comparing the manuscript,
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The present study is an attempt to examine the Lepcha,‘a
mongoloid tribe (Gorer 1938 : 35) of the Darjeeling district of West
Bengal and Sikkim, as living and moving éntity cau'ghlt in the
ma.e‘l*:storm of ' modernization i‘n a specific eco-cultural context. The
enquiry shall centre around primarily to an undérstanding of th’e‘
(1) social and >'cultur~a1 perspective which fo‘cuses on the Lepcha .
sociq-czultural tr:aditions in fhe context of their ;7'-.'Envir_onme'1jt,
(2) ecological éerspgctive thaf demonstrates the fﬁndaméntal functioning
of the ‘Lépcha subsistence agricultural system ‘within an increasingly
changing environment, - (3) economic perspective th{at considers t‘he
.transition Qf a community from huntiﬁg—food-g.ath'ering and shifting
ag.ricultural stage to settled agriculture .consequently ,leading' to a
complex productipn system, such features as forms of la;1d manag_ement;
cash-cropping, wagegla’bour, higration, effect of education on. agri-
cultural devélopment and general course of ‘economic developmlént‘as‘
pr;:vvided by government and private agencies,- and (4) spatial
perspec‘t‘:;ve'.'j that expldres the ' relationship betweeﬂ gleogré,phicaji

features and cultural and economic changes. -

Cultural Ecology and Social Change

The theoretical basis of the above Vframev_vork is dérivea from
the -anthropological "approach to the study of cultural ecology,’ w.Nhich '
needs some elaboration. Sociél and cultyl:lral an‘thropolog-;‘ists hav_e long
engaged themselves in vaArioL-xs_‘" ecological studies, i.e. the study of

the man-environment relationship. It is clear that both the spread of



_ knowledge and customs from one people to another, that is diffusion,
and the part any element plays in the life of a people, that is its
functicnal relations are extremely important in influencing the final

pattern of human life in any one region or among any dJroup.

However, Julian Steward (1955) has added a new dimension
to the ecological study through the study of adaptation of specific
items of culture to particular environment. This conception reduces
ecology to something akin to a research technique. Steward develops

‘
a method for recognizing the ways in which culture change is induced
by adaptation to environment. The adaptation, an important creative
process, is called cultural ecology, a concept which is to be distin-
guisﬁed from the sociological concept, 'fhuman ecology” or ‘social
ecology' (Steward 1955 : 5). "Cultural ecology differs from human
and social ecology in seeking to explain the origin of particular
cultural features and patterns which characterise different areas
rather than to derive general principles applicable to any cultural-
environmental situation"” (Steward 1955 : 38). Social ecology is

mainly concerned with the community as its unit of study, not the

culture, which rests at least in a secondary position.

Steward's major focus is on social organisation associated
with environmental exploitation and its relation to what he calls the
*cultural core".A The cultural core, a flexible concept, concerns those
aspects of culture and social organization that are tied more or less
directly to technology and subsistence. Three fundar’nental procedures
of cultural ecology are set forth by Steward. These are> analyses of :

(1) the relation between environment and exploitative or productive



technbiogy-, (2) the _b‘e'h.aviour_ p_attefns _in’volir_éd in the exploitation of
“a -particular “area by'kr'néanrs of a particulér : technolbgy, and (3) the

ek?ent to which the b_‘ehaviou’r,patternsﬂ' entailed in exploitihg' the-

environment affect‘_other» aspects of ‘culture (Steward 1955 : 40).

C-t.vi.l't;ural ecoloéy i"s',_th‘erefi':re,::'.d concepttéal ‘and rﬁethédélogi-
cal tool to st‘u‘dy'/ the 'procésées by wh@ch-_a ls‘ociety adapts to- its
enVironme'nt..v 'If analy_vfs'es: these ad,a‘p_tations,‘ ‘however in c.o(njur_lcfion
Awit-h, other prt_:cess'e; - of 'cha‘nge-, The "fi:ezld qf‘ ;gltufal .‘e-cology‘
,er‘xcqmpas\ses: -a ‘g‘enuinely wﬁoiistic __approach,' ' as it include§ such
factérs l:ike,:‘settleh;é:nt pattern, agr_i_cu];—t,t-_lfé,‘-lahd use, -anc‘l ktl'.le, social
ar—raniéemen-tls £hat a11~ef required in land t_a:»éploita_tibﬁ._ﬁ-‘_lt-_ als§ includes
other key _culltuvrall.' features like, demography, ’. populat'i‘c_’n. structure
and composition, tefritdrialit}‘z of 'soéietiés 'and-‘interfs»ociet-al relatio'h'-;
ships, incidence of di‘seasev, inter-marrigge and warfare (St‘ewanl_rd 1955

40-42).

A similar view' hasA‘alsb .beeﬁ >express-ed by '/E_d_gerton (1965
443). To him. ecology is’ boﬁth natural environment r;mci the’social'
setting of the Vsurro‘t_.mdirig people, wérfare,. 'tr"adue aﬁd colonial
interventioﬂ, whilé relationships betﬁeén '»e(cology" and 'culture' are
complicated and reciprocal, at least some economic ‘ad_justménlts
Qenerate predictaple‘ and bervasive consequénces in social organization,

cult{lral 'con"tent and even in pefsonality patterns.

Roy Rappaport (1968) has -successfully correlated ' ecology
with religion and ritualistic activities. He has documented among the

Tsembaga maring ‘horticulturist of Néw,liGLiinea_t-hat ritual behaviour



plays an- important role in regulating a number of demographic and
ecological variables, like the growth in pig popullation, the necessity
of bringing more land under cultivation, scattering of house sites to

bring people closer to outlying fields and to reduce interpersonal

conflict. The cycle is. reversed by the ritual celebration of a pig.

festival in which large numbers of animals are slaughtered and

community nucleation takes place. Among other things he was able to.

show that thé ritual- kvil‘ling' of domestic pigs helps to_mainfaiin an
unde graded environment, limi‘ts fighting to frequencies that do not
endanger the existénce of regionall populations, adjusts man-land
ratvios, distributes locav_l surpluses of  pig in the form of pork
thvroughout the regipn'alr population, - and assures people of hié’h

quality protein when they most need it (ibid : 224)_.

The type and distribution of basic resources comprise only
one aspect of an environment - the natural setting. But human popu-

lations make up another and no less basic aspects ; every soclety

must adjust to the prs_é_-sence and activities of neighbouring people,

just as surely as it must adapt to the quallty and  distribution of
food supplies ‘and raw m?terials. Thus Barth (1956) atteﬁwpts a more
specific e(:dlogit;‘ali’ap‘proajch to a case study -of distribution by utili;
zing some of the concépfs of animal ecology, parti:cularly the concept
of niche - the ialace of agroup in the total environnient, its relations
to resources and competit;ors; Barth made an elab&:ate study on .the
form and distributioﬁ.of neighbouring ethnic groups in Swat in' North
Pakistan. Different -environmental zones are exploited ~by sedenfary

agriculturist Pathans, farmer-herder Kohistanis, and nomadic pastoral

Gujars. Pathans are confined to low altitude, where double cropping



can provide the surplus necessary to support a more highly developed
economy and political organization. A more secure climate charac-
terises the high mountains, where the Kohistanis practise single crop
cultivation and transhumant herding. They were apparently driven
into a less desirable area by the militarily stronger Pathans. Gujar
nomads mingle symbiotically with both groups, tradinglmilk, meat and
‘manure of food grains and other supplies. They act as a socially
subordinate groups using pasture lands that can not for wvarious
reasons be made productive by other two groups. Differing political

structure, community size and social status characterize each people.

In Lan other paper Barth (1950 : 338) has stated that
cultural change may be described in term of the ecological adaptation
towards which it is making since this is a major controlling factor of
the change. Barth, in contrast to cultural evolutionists, sees the

environment as the controlling rather than limiting factor in change.

Carneiro (1967 : 239) has long emphasized the relationship
between complexity and population density, According to him the
societies become more complex only by growing larger or that as they
grow larger they invariably become more complex. ‘, Rather the
contention is that if a society does increase significantly in size, and
if at the same time it remains unified and integrated, it must
elaborate its organization_. For Carneiro the eleboration of social
struc‘:ture is a systemic response to stress generated by the multipli-

cation of unit.

Clifford Geertz's agricultural involution was another



milestone in ecological anthropology. His approach 1is rooted 1in
cultural ecology, but his perspective is based upon the concept of the
system (1963 : 14). A systém is a set of oiajects together with
relationships between ' the objects and between their attributeis.
Instead of’fo.cussing up%:ri "reci_procai’-‘causality" i:etween “two obiécts
or processes, the system fc;cilses upon a compiek' networ}t of mutual
causality. IFT_he methods of system analysis aré uﬁed, fifst, to define.
the boundaries and environmentuof a- system and, second, to model its
complexity in such a way that system behaviour can be "st'udied

- and predicted.

- The above mentioned studié§ are only a few among th-e
acology oriented studies in -anthropolbg;r whicﬁ deserve mentioning.
Ecological studies in anthro'pology have oniy begun to realise their
potential and. in 'every respéct is :‘in its infancy. But it .is already
obvious that these ' studies arise not from a new dogma but i.:‘rom'an
attempt to widen existing perspectives in ‘the science of man. ,:.‘As;' _our‘
dependency on the physical enirironmeht and thg effects of distufbing
) inti-icately functioning ect»systems become{ more c:::ititial_l-y-"appar‘éAnt, wé
need to .knqv;r more abot\t the varieties of long-,standing énd su;cessful
human ada.ptétion..r It is both possible and necessary to gather.
empirical data on operating \s)o‘ci"al groups, desci-ibingr théir. technology
ot production and distinguishing what variables are effective in their
su_rroundings', and assembliné reliable quantitative prc')files‘,'of
production,'»’.labour. input, rights to respurtes .ar'ld consumptiqn.‘ To- 1;'_>e
convincing that the findirigs require_'(hotk only cbrreiations leading to
logical functional explanatiotls, but also cross-cultural corhparison_s

and the evidence of historical change.
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An ecological approach to anthropolgy involves studying
society as part of a system in which natural resources and environ-
ment, technology, the division and type of labour necessary for
human subsistence, culture, and social groupings and relationships
all constituete interdependent elements of the system; and they are
adapted to the environment and vary according to regional or local
circumstances.

”"

Morris Ginsberg (1958 : 205) defined social change as, "a
change in the social structure, e.g. the size of a society, the
composition or imbalance of its parts or the type of its organization.

The term 'social change' must also include changes in attitudes or

beliefs, in so far as they sustain institutions and change with them".

The field of enquiry is thus very wide. Examples of such
changes are thé smallness in the size of the family, or rather the
domestic unit, which has occurred and is occurring in many societies. .
Social change is not a mechanical addition or subtraction but the
integration of the new among the old. Every advance, therefore,
depends on the pré—existing pattern and must fit into it, and in

doing so an intrusive element will probably undergo changes itself.

In his article on social change in International Encyclo-
paedia of the Social Sciences {Veol. 14, P. 366), Willbert E. Moore
states, "social change is thé significant alternaticn of sociafll.
stru-ctures (that is, of patterns of social action and interaction),
including consequences and manifestations of such structures embodied

\
in norms (rules of conduct), values, and cultural products and

symbols"”.



Social structure, therefore, is to be defined as "the
continuing arrangement of persons in relationships defined or
controlled by institutions, i.e. socially established norms or patterns
of behaviour" (Radcliffe-Brown 1960 : 147)., A theoretical framework
for the analysis of social change must be concerned largely with what
happens to social structures. But to be truely dynamic it must allow
for individual action and account the aspects of social organization
i.e., the actual behaviour by the members of the society. As a
member of society, each separate individual is striving to attain his

: .
ends, interacting with other members in the process. All of them are
largely governed in their behaviour by the set of established basic

A

relationships of the social structure (Firth 1954 : 83}.

So here by social change I mean the overall changes that
have taken place in the Lepcha society. But first of all I consider
the changes which occurred in their subsistence pattern.s i.e., the
culture core (Steward, 1955). My basic intention is to wuse the
methodological expertise of 'cultural ecology' as a heuristic device for
studying social change. Because the main and most obvious effect of
environment on a primitive people, is of course upon their economy -
on how they gain a 1livelihood - and it is through the economy the.
environment most influences social relations (Lienhardt 1964 : 41),
Since the non-human environment is alwéys conditional relative to the
technology, social orginazation, and cultural wvalues of human
societies (Moore 1978 : 20). The dimension to the study of people and
their environment which A'i;articularly concerns social anthropologists
as distinct from ecologists or geographers is man's adaptation to

their environment which greatly influences not only material culture



but also systems of ideas. Again while considering the Lepcha
society I have also considered the neighbouring societies like Nepalis
and Bhotias because the environment of any one ethnlc group is not
only defined by natural conditions, but also by the presence and
activities of fhe other ethnic groups with whom it cohabits (Barth

1956 : 1079).

So the social change must be regarded as an epiphenomenon
of a great variety of processes in combination. Most of the salient
constraints on the course of change will be found to be social and

interactional and will derive from the existing social and ecological

system within which change is taking place (Barth 1967 : 663).

As far as social change is concerned,. the impact of social
environment is probably more important than the impact of the
non-social environment. For any period likely to be analysed
sociologically, the non-social environment of land, water, air, fauna
and flora will usually‘be much the same at the end of the period of
change as at the beginning. Therefore, the non-social environment
will have had its effect on the social  system before social change
begins.. Moreover, changes due to the non-social environment - for
example, the presence or depletion of some resources - are frequently
due to social action, to cultural change, or to change in the social
environment. Nevertheless, changes in the non-social environment,
however, they themselves were caused, do sometimes require adaptive

social changes.

A closely related problem 1is the temporal aspects of
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ecological édjustment, the dynamics of the historical processes under
which adaptation operates. A people's history takes place within a
brbader social context of other people ; a most significant element in
the environment of a society, is the community of societies of which it

is a part (Goldschmidt 1965 : 403).

In the ﬁresent study, I have tried to take the help of
various concepts and methods of ecological studies in anthropology.
I have not discvaFded the historical approach, origin of social and
cultural institutions, though of course more emphasis have been given

to the economic institutions. Change is often viewed through time

perspective.

Though social change refers to changes in the social
structure, the explanations have not been kept too rigid to include
only the structural or radical changes alone. Organizational changes
(changes in ways of doing things) have also been incorporated ;
. organizational changel involves some change in the social relations

and hence in social structure.

Again, throughout the study and analysis, no hard and fast
differentiation is maintained between social and cultural change
because of an intimate relationship between the two. Our discussion
implies that a model that explain economic growth must consider
non-economic as. well as economic aspects of human behaviour. This
is seen also from the fact that the economic state of a society is
closely related to .its social state, and that the forces that bring

change in one aspect also bring some sort of change in the other

aspects too.
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The above mentioned approach has been applied to Lepcha community
because the Lepcha community is one which 1is closely dependent upon
the land and the seasons. Primitive communities exist in such-a
state of depen‘dence; and in primitive communities we find it possible
to describe concurrent regularities of man and nature in such a way
as to include much of the 1life of the people and to describe the

unique character of that people (Redfield 1960 : 29),

The Objective

The Lepcha are an indigenous tribe of Sikkim and the
Darjeeling district of West Bengal who once held sway err the wvast
forest and hill areas of this region. With tﬁe gradual easterly
migration of the Nepalis from eastern Nepal, the Lepcha and to some
extent the Bhotia receded in the background, so that the modern
socio-political movements in the arealis at present almost exclusively
dominated by the Nepalis, Their economic backwardﬁess is also
considerable. _As a society there are signs of the Lepcha disinte-
grating into numerous groups. Some of them had adopted Christianity
while others have been deeply influenced by the Nepali Hindus with
whom they maintain a close socio-cultural link. The Lepcha are also
loosing their identity as an autocthonous ethnic and cultural group.
Intermarriage and various types of interactions at multiple levels
with other neighbouring communities, lack of occupational mobility,
loss of land to the neighbouring communities, are among many factors
contributing to the disintegration of the traditional Lepcha community.
In the wake of this traumatic situation it is of considerable interest

to find out how the Lepcha are redefining their identity, if at all,
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and adapting to the forces of change. -The objective of the present

study is to know -

T 1) the nature of socio-economic and socio-cultural adaptation
and institutional changes that have taken place in the
traditional Lepcha culture.

I1) the mechanism in which culture change is induced and how
it has adapted to the different cultural-ecological situations.

III) the interrelationship of productive technology i.e. the
pattern of subsistenc¢e and the environment.

1Vv) the extent to which the behaviour patterns entailed in
subsistence activities and economic arrangements i.e. culture
core (Steward, 1955) affect other aspects of culture such as

social, political and religion (idid : 37 -41).

The Methodology

The study has been conducted in the historical as well as

social, economic and religious spheres of the Lepcha. In carrying
out field studies, villages, as wunits, have Dbeen selected from
different parts of Darjeeling and Sikkim. To get an idea of the

traditional Lepcha culture, a relatively isolated village in Sikkim
(stated to be origine;l home land of the Lepcha) has been studied.
Further, two villages have been selected in Kalimpong subdivision of
Darjeeling district, where the Lepcha 1live in a more exposed to
modernization processes, one near the Kalimpong town and the other a
little away from the town. In these villages with the help of
concrete "case histories, two sets of people, i.e. one of the présent

generation and the other of one or two ascending generations have
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been interviewed. To get an idga of the Lepcha past I have made
extensive use of the available old 1literature on the Lepcha. The
standard ethnographic method has been adopted in’ collecting data
through concrete case histories, supplemented by personal observation
as well as open end questionnaires and schedules. Many a information
were obtained primarily from observation and through informal inter-
views, both directed and wundirected. Interviews were conducted
wherever and whenever the occasion afose - in my camp house, at the

house of Villagexrs, or in the yard, in the fields or at the water

source. I participated in many socio-cultural events - the approach
could be called participant observation - but real participation was a
virtual impossibility in most situations. Being an outsider my

participation was limited largely to informal social situations, and

even there I was usually in the role of guest, invited or uninvited.

All studies in social change should have a base line,
For my study I have taken the vyear 1900 A.D. as the base line
because most of the | writings on these people date from the begining
of this century. Beside the materials collected from old literature
and interviewing the \old people, to get an idea of temporal changes I
have applied a third approach, the spatial one, in which Lepchas .
living in different villages, one in the traditional spot Vof Zongu in
Sikkim, one near the Kalimpong town and _tﬁe other in-between the
two, havé - been intensively studied to understand the spatial

dimensions in the processes of change.

The Lepcha in Literature

The literature dealing with the Lepcha are scantly in
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numbe1, piecemeal in the nature and excepting a few mostly are

travalcogue in character.

One of the earliest studies on the Lepcha in English is of

Dr. A. Campbell's (1840) - "Note on the Lepchas of Sikkim with a

vocabulary of their language". He described them as poor agricul-

turists, nomadic in nature, who subsisted on wild roots fruits and
tubers. He also stated that the Lepcha were Buddhist in religion and

bury their dead.
3

Dalton (1872) has also provided us with some information on

the Lepcha of Sikkim and their custans etc,

Risley (1891 : 10) also expressed his views about the
Lepcha. According fo him most Lepchas of that pericd professed to be
Buddhist, however it was clear that at no very distant time their sole
belief was a shamanistic animism. Conspicuous traces of this faith
still survive among them, imperfectly hidden by their veil of
Buddhistic usage. To him Lepchas were peace loving and indolent in

nature.

Waddell (1899) pointed out that Lepchas were rapidly loosing |
their identity béfore the tide of the emigrants from the more active
and civilised tribes who had lately swept in great ‘waves into their
country. He had also stated about the role of environment in the

formation of their character and described them as a born naturalist.

Among the authors of this century the writings of Donaldson

(1900), Morris (1938) and Gorer (1938) should be specifically

107821
AT 1997
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mentioned. Mrs. Dond&ldson gave an.exciting .talé of travel and
adventure in Sikkim. Morris's book covers the origin of the Lepcha,

Lamaism, magical practicés, religious ceremonies, etc.

Howevé;, th_é_ m"ost authentic study  of the Lepcha was done

by Geoffrey Gorer - "’Hi»malayan Village - an acéount of the Lepchas
of Sikkim". This is é»l;l-éthnoglfaphic account of the rLepcha of éikkim
as it existed .in the village of Lingthem in Zo.ngu‘ area. His study is
mainly centred on reiigion -~ animistic Bon and Tibetan Buddhism,
with special' reference to the personality formétipn of the p;elople.
Gorer .writes, "As a society, with its unique conglomeration of
attitudes, the Lepchas' are certainly disappearing, for their culture
presupposes a homogeneous intérlocking community, and this as w'ell
as their complete suppression of competition and aggression, cause an
inevitableA breakdown of their culture iﬁ any mixed community"

(1938 : 37).

Nakane's (1966) analysis of £he plural society of Sikkim
threw light on the interrelations of Lepéha, Bhotia and Nepalis. She
observes that the Lepcha  population of Sikkim now speaks Bhotia
» lanéuage, wears Bhotia dréss _and holds annual 'festivals according to
the‘ Buddhist calendai‘ (ibid : 221).. The Lebcha and the Bhotia
constitute one feligiéus entit-};‘ band share many cultural tradi_tioné,
whereas the Nepalis remain outside of this common L‘epcha—Bhoti.a
heritage. A. K. Das (1978) of the Cultural Research Institute of the
Gévernment of West Bengal has brought.out a short hand borok on the
. Lepcha of Darjeeling: dis‘t‘:rict only. This book contains a generai

account of the history, life and culture of the peoia],e.
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So far all the studies on the Lepcha are basically from
general ethnographic point of view. 'The only exception being the
study of Gorer mentioned above. But this again 1is concerned
primarily with religion and personality structure of the people. This
study though has adopted ethnographical technigque of data collection
is nonetheless different from other studies so far done on the Lepcha.
It is a purpo;ive ethnography of a people in a changing ecological
context. Here the economy in the ecolbgical context has been seen as
the mainstay of, the culture with social, religious and political
aspects of the 1life geared to it. Besides, in this study the
territorial boundary between Darjeeling and Sikkim, so far as the
Lepcha are concerned, has been ignored. The Lepcha of the two

areas have been considered as one ethnic group.




CHAPTER TWO

THE PHYSICAL SETTING

The Darjéeling district of West Bengal lies between 26°31°
and 27°13° north latitude and between 87°59~ and 88°53° east

longitude: Its total area is about 3108 sq. km.

On the west the ‘district is bt;;;;nded by Nepal, on thé sduth_
by Jalpaigfufi distriet, on thé‘ north by Sikkim state aﬁd on the east
by the kingdom of Bhutan. It has. ‘four subdivisions, three in the
hills -~ Darjeelir&g Sadar, Kurseong and Kalimponghand_one iﬁ the

plains - Siliguri.

Sikkim, the 22nd state of India, 1is a smal; moutainous
country bounded by Tibet on the north, Bhutan on the east, Nepal on
‘thé'west and West Bengal on the south. With an area of 7096 sq. km.
it has varying ele\iatio_ns ranging from 800 ft, td 28,000 ft. above sea
level. Ninety percent of its 300,000 inhabitant§ (as per 1971 cehsus)

live in villages.

Sikkim - derived its name from the word "Sukhim” - means
peace and ‘happiness, and the Tibetans refer -to it by the name of
'Denjong’ - mea;ns the hidden valley of rice, Lépcha name for Sikkim
is "Mayél_'- _L:'yang', En__a_thi: means‘ paradise and lyang means; place.'
Bud‘dhism' (previously the state religion of Sikkim) in Sikkim follows
the --"Red h_at" ,se‘cwt‘ of -Mahayana Bﬁddhism. The erstwhile state of
Sikkim was ruled by | a king, popularly 'known‘ as 'Chogyal'. The
caéi{tal - of _;‘Sikkim is "Gangtok. Sikkim has got four a&mihistrative
;di‘visions" or districts, viz.r north, south, east and .west. North

district, the plac:el of my study has a population of 13,014 as per 1971
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census, and its head quarters is at Mangan. Next to a district is
the revenue block or village. There is no subdivision or taluka in
Sikkim.,

The topography of Sikkim and Darjeeling 1is more or less
similar in 'nature, undulating and rolled, with the presence of

mountains, _hills, valleys, gorges, rivers, tivulets and springs.

River System

The river systems of the district of Darjeeling and Sikkim
are 11;1 commox;l. Main river of Darjeeling and Sikkim is Tista and its
tributaries, . it rises in a glacier in north Sikkim and drains the
whole - of Sikkim. Great Rangit flowing from the west of Sikkim joins
with Tis.ta at Rangpo of Sikkim from where it flows almost entirely in

Darjeeling district until it leaves it at Sevok.

Geology

Geological formation of the region can be divided into two
distinct types, (1) the terai of Darjeeling and (2) the hill proper of

Darjeeling and Sikkim.

The terai is only 300 ft. above sea level. Geographically
the terai belongs to the plains of India but geologically it is a sort
of neutral country ; the greater part of it being composed neither of
the alluvium of the plains nor of the rocks of ‘the hills, but of
alternating beds of sand, gravel and boulders brought down from the

mountain. The geoclogical formation of the hilly portion of Darjeeling
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district and Sikkim consist of unaltered sedimentary rocks, confined to
the hills on the south of Darjeeling, and different grades of
métamorphic rocks over the rest of the area of Darjeeling district and

the state of Sikkim.

The soil recognisegi by the cultivators, in the hills of
Dérjeeling and Sikkim, are of three kinds, white, red and black ; of
theé'e the black soil is the richést, the white the poorest, the red soil
oceupying an intermediate position, requiring heavy‘mar'iuring to give
as good an outturﬁ as the black. This last type is often found
among-_large/rocks and is suitable for 'dl-:y crops, ‘cultivated in dfy
land' or sukh'a‘ khet, .such ‘a-,s .mai_ze and millet (mﬂé or k:_c&:_)
owing to 'the rich vegetable mouid it contains. The fertility of the
soil. depends much on the geoldgical formation of the underlying rocks

from which the soil is deri\}ed._ Generally soils throughout the area

are deficient in lime.

Flora
The configuration of the mountains and. hills of the area and

the impact upon them of étrong moisture~-laden monsoon winds from the
south greatly influence the‘character of the veget'a'tion from place to
'place.' Plant communities in the district of Darjeeling‘ and ' Sikkim -
mainly consist of ferns and tree ferns ; in addition there »kare mosses;,'
aigae, fungi and lichens., The férests of the hills -Of the region can
be classified into three groups—ﬂ(l) Lower, (2) Middle and (3) Upper.
Lower hill fofests mainly consist of sai (shorea robusté), pacca sag
‘(terminalia tomentosa), simui . (salmélia malbarica)‘, . to,&sn (cedrela
toona) and chikrassi (chikrassia- tabularis). In the Rangit wvalley

‘pine (pinus longifol"ia)‘;is found in fair quantity. Tama bamboo
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(dendrocalamus) forms almost pure bamboo forest in the moisture

areas.

The chief species which occur in the middle hill forest are
the alder or utis (alnus nepalensis), walnut (juglans regia), birch or

saur (betala alnoides), oaks (quercus) etc.

The upper hill forests mainly consist of oaks and tite champ

(michelia cathcartu). The commonest undergrowth are the ~ small
1}

bamboo (arundinaria recemosa). In the regions over 6,000 ft.

altitude occur patches of conifers (tengre salla), silver far. Above

this level the ground is almost entirely covered with the maling

bambon ;. but there are patches of rhododendron forest.

Fauna

The fauna of the region mainly consist of rhesus monkeys
(macaca mulatta), leopards (panthera pardus), jungle cat (felis chaus
affinu.s,), Himalayan jackal (canis aureus indicus), the hill fox
(vulpes bengulensis), Himalayan black bear (selenarctos thibatanus),
brown Himalayan goral (nemorhaédus lodasoni) and barking deer
(muntiacus uaginalis), sambhur (yusa:. unicolor) and Indian wild

boar (sus. cristatus).

Rainfall

In the Darjeeling district rainfall wvaries considerably from
60 inches per annum in some parts of the Tista valley in the north of

the district to over 200 inches on the outer slopes of the hills.
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va1 Sikkim the climate varies between the tropical heat of the
vélleys and the alpine cold of the snowy ranges. The rainfall is
very heavy, éveraging 137-ﬂinches annually 'a't .Gantok, .it is much
heavier in north Sikkim. The rainy season is a season of disease,
particularly malaria, intestinal and skin diseases.' But the weather
finally gets ‘cooler and héalthie:, and a ‘dry -wintry p‘eriod from

v

October to March follows.

Ethnic Environment

The Lepcha live in ‘the distfict of Darjeeling and Sikkim
aiong with other ethni‘é_groups iike the» Bhotia and Nepali;:,_ with whom
tﬁey maintain a close socio-economic and political link at the village
level. The population. from plains of India have also increasgd
steadily. since last two‘ decades or so. The Marwari and Behari came
in Sikkirﬁ “and Dafjegling as a business communlt,y.' “Where'as the
ir;volvement of Marwaris in tra"de and éommerce 15 in . a cbmpaxfatively
‘large-scale, who own various ‘shops including those of essential.
commodities ahd are‘the' principal bﬁy'er of ca;:damom crop in Sikkim,
thé Béharis are petty hawkers who roam over the village alleys to
sell their thfpgs whichj incl_udezarticles like cdsmetics, biscuits, toys.
et;. ‘ Thg ‘Béngalis came in tﬁe_ hills as governmént servants and
cbntractors.n' Two sets of population_ ére recognised :ln; the area, the
hi:.llmen, .ccinzsist.ing " of the 'Lepcha, Bhotias and Nepalis ,ai_hd the
plainsmen,‘;» cox;éisting of Marwari and Behari businessmen and 'thAe
B_engalis. The- succes_;ive waves of migration _Qf the’ Bhotias,‘ Nepalis
.and -the. plainsmen have not only influenced the geo-political history
of the regic;n but ha\.re. also altered its socio-economic character. We

shall - discuss these changes' in the subsequent chapters.



CHAPTER THREE
THE PEOPLE AND THEIR ETHNO-HISTORY

The Lepcha though are found in the Darjeeling district of
West Bengal, eastern Nepal, western Bhutan and in Sikkim, they
regard Sikkim as their home land. They are considered ~as the
aboriginal inhabitants of the hilly portion of the Darjeeling district
and of Sikkim (Risley, 1891). They call themselvers 'Rong'. Lepcha
is a derogatory term given to them by the Nepalis meaning non-sense
talkers (Lep-Cha). At all events they are the first known occupiers

L

of this tract. The Lepcha call this area as 'Mayal Lyang' or

‘Ney Mayel' which means garden of eden or paradise.

According to 1971 census the total population of Lepcha in
West Bengal is 14,568 of which 13,373 is rural and 1,185 is urban.
Out of 14,568 Lepchas of West Bengal 8,305 are male and 6,263 are
female that is for every 1000 males there are 754 females. In
comparison to. the other tribal populations of the district the Lepcha
have a considerable tendency and love for rural living and rural
livelihood. Out of 14,5_68 Lepchas of West Bengal, 13,536 i.e. about
92,92 percept of the total Lepcha population reside in the Darjeeling
district. 91 percent of the total Lepcha of Darjeeling reside in rural
areas. Within this district, however, the main Lepcha concentration
is in the Kalimpong subdivision. At present roughly about 6,085
Lepchas live in the Kalimpong sub-division, the area under Kalimpong

police station serves as the main centre of their concentration, where

they account for 36.51% of the Lepcha population of the district
(Table No. 4).

According to 1851 census there were 13,756 Lepchas in Sikkim.

The current census figures of Lepcha population in Sikkim is not
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precisely available, it is known that a sizeable population of
Lepchas, almost the same as in numbers of their West Bengal
counterpart, live in Sikkim with their main concentration in the

Zongu &area of north Sikkim.

As per 1971 census Lepchas of the Darjeeling district
constitute only 1.73% of the total population of the district. Total
tribal population of this district is 108,586 , out of which 13,536 is

Lepcha, that is 12.47% of the tribal population is Lepcha.

i

In West Bengal 91.79% of the Lepcha population live in
rural area and 8.20% in urban area. But the picture is quite
different in the neighbouring tribe Bhotia. About 60.83% of the
Bhotias live in the rural area and 39.17% in- urban area. The

Lepcha have considerable preference for rural living. (1971 census).

Out of 14,568 Lepchas of West Bengal 10,795 are illiterate
(male 5,450 and female 5,345) and 3,773 literate (male 2,855 and
female 918). Literacy percentage among the Lepcha is as high as

25.89%, which is only next to Bhotias (26.06) in West Bengal.

Ffom Tables No. 1, 2 & 3 it is seen that the Lepcha ére
rapidly being outnumbered by the immigrant Nepalis in terms of their
numerical strength. Due to enormous in-migration in the Darjeeling
district the percentage of Lepcha population to total population has
come down from 4.00 percent in the year 1901 fo 1.73 per cent in
1971. - Decline or low rate of growth of Lepcha population in
Darjeeling district from 14,910 in 1961 to 13,536 in 1971 could be

attributed to the fact that a sizeable number of ﬂepchas must have
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been ennumefated as Nepalis. Beside this, there has been an
increasing trend among the Lepcha girls to marry the Nepalis, All
these factors together are perhaps responsible for the decline in the
number of Lepcha population. It also indirectly tells us that the

Leptha community is sﬁffering from an identity crisis.

Decadal Variation

Table No. 1

)
Lepcha population in different decades in Darjeeling and West Bengal

Year Total Decadal Percentage Total Decadal Percentage
Lepcha varia- in decadal Lepcha varia- in decadal
popula- tion variation popula- tion variation
tion in . tion in
West Darjeeling
Bengal

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1901 10052 - - 9772 - -

1911 9842  -210 - 2.09 9706 - 66 - 0.67

1921 9669 -173 - 1.75 9669 - 37 - 0.38

1931 12719 +3050 +31.54 12101 + 2432 + 25,15

1941 12468 -251 - 1.97 12468 + 367 + 3.03

1951 13430  +962 + 7.71 13164 + 696 + 5.58

1961 15309 +1879 +14,00 14910 + 1746 + 13.26

1971 14568 -741 - 4.85 13536

1374: - 9.21
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Table No. 2

Lepcha population in different decades in Sikkim

Year Total Lepcha Decadal Percentage in
population in variation decadal variation
. _Sikkim .

1 2 3 A

1901 7313 - -

1911 9031 + 1718 + 23,49

1921 9021 , - 10 - 0.11

1931 13060 + 4039 + 44,77

1941 . 12523 - 537 - 4,11

. i .

1951 13756 + 1233 + 9.84

1961 - N.A. - -

1971 N.A. - -

Table No. 3

Lepcha population vs general population in Darjeeling

Year Lepcha population Total population Pércentége of
of Darjeeling . of Darjeeling Lepcha population
to total population
1. 2 3 4
1901 9772 269117 4.00
1811 9706 265550 3.65
1921 9669 ' 282748 3.41
1931 » 12101 , 319635 3.78
1941 12468 _ 376369 3.31
1951 13164 445260 2.95
1961 14910 624640 2.38

1971 13536 781777 1.73
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Physical Traits and Character

The Lepcha are described by all who have written about
them as physically of the true mongolian type. They are short in
stature, averaging about 5 feet. The women bear towards them the
usual proportion. The face is broad and flat, nose depressed, eye
oblique, no beard, but very little moustache, complexion olive, and
boys and girls in health have generally a reddish tir;ge which adds

greatly to their good looks.
\

In disposition they are amiable and obliging, frank,
humorous and polite. ’I;‘hey are superior in morals to their Bhotia
and Nepali neighbours, but they are indolent in nature and deficient
in energy (Campbell, 1840). They are poor agriculturist in
comparison to the Nepalis, Their traditionai method of cul£ivation
was slash and burn or shifting cultivation. Now-a-days they freely
intermarry vh'.th the Nepali Limbus amd Sikkimese Bhotias. The
Lepcha have their own language and script. According to Grierson's
classification Lepcha language belongs to the Himalayan group of-
Tibeto-Himalayan bra-nch of Tibeto-Burman sub-family of

Tibeto-Chinese family.

Myth of Origin

The Lepcha trace their origin from the pe)ople of Mayel,
situated in one of the inaccessible wvalleys of Mt. Kanchenjungha.
Itupumu, the man and Kumsiting the woman, were born from the two
peaks of Kanchenjungha. They -created the Lepcha. The first man

was called Torbongpu ; the first man Naripu and from them the



Lepcha descended.
Historical ABaCerdu’n’cf L

Sikkifn vlras-u colon-ised. by the Tibetans in the seVenteenth
century,- Wthh at  that date 1nc1uded the present Darjeeling district.

It is sa1d that from leet three Red Hat sect Lamas fled to Sikkim.

due to some internal trouble in Tibet “and converted the native»

Lepchas into’ Buddhist and created a Sikkimese Tibetan klngdom from

which the royal family of Sikkim ‘was descended (Gorer 1938 : 36).

) Fr'o_ml~the -time of the_eﬂstablishment of a Sikl{imese kingdom,
the Lepcha ’beca_me an inferior‘ “s'ubject race, under the dqtnination of
the Sikkimese Tibetans or Bhotias, to’ .iN'hich society ‘the Maharajah
and the big Nl_andlords' belonged. They drove the Lepcha into the lower
valleys and gorges, in Slkklm the best land has been taken by the
Bhotias (or"Bhutias) ﬂand later by the Nepalis -who have -immigrated
‘into the country in éreat numbers. 'In' Darjeeling much of the jungle
and cultivable land has been iturned» into'vtea estates; in this di‘strictv
too there has been v‘e‘ry' considerable infiltration of Nepalis, coming
» from their r_elati\(elylrl infertile & overjpopulated country. They are rnore
_ industrious and .bette.r cultivatcr than the Lepcha, the Nepalis are

continuously displacing them everywhere.

In 1706 what is now the Kalimpong sub-division was taken

from' the Chogyal of Sikkim by the ‘Bhutanese. In 1780 Nepali

Gurkhas invaded Sikkim and a considerable part of Sikkim's '

territory was ‘taken by them. .Er‘lnally in 1817 by the' treaty of

Titaliya betWeen-Raja of Sikkim and East India Company, the British
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recoveread some of Sikkim's territory from the Nepalis and guaranteed
Sikkim's sovereignty. Under the above treaty the Raja of Sikkim
presented the district of Darjeeling to the Governor General of India
and the terai region was annexed from Sikkim in 1835, When the
British first acquired Darjeeling it was then reported that the Lepcha
formed half of the population of Sikkim. The Kalimpong sub-division
of the districty was annexed from Bhutan in 1865 (Mitra, 1951 ; Census

of India : report).

Today the Lepcha culture in its traditional form is found
ornly in the Zongu area of north Sikkim, where they have retained their
originality unaltered by the alien influence of Nepali Hindus and
missionaries., The ruler of Sikkim had made this part of his personal
estate called Zongu into a Lepcha reserve, where he made a law that
only pure-blooded Lepchas may become landowners. This area, unlike
the rest of Sikkim, was administered by the private estate office of

the Maharajah.

In Darjeeling the Lepcha are in an advantageous position
only in the Kalimpong sub-division. After Kalimpong was annexed
from Bhutan in 1865 the British Government treated it as a priv.ate
preserve (Khash Mahal) and did not lease any portion of it for tea
plantation, and except for special reasons transfer of land from

Bhotias and Lepchas to Nepalis was not allowed.

When the district of Darjeeling was first taken over by the
British administration, the district was almost entirely under forest,

The only method of cultivation was jhuming c¢r burning down the
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forest. This was practised in the interior of the hills by the Lepcha
and Bhotias, and on the foothills by the Meches and other aboriginal

tribes (Mitra, 1951, Census of India).

British colonisation brought in its train the large
immigration of Nepalis in the hills, who were more useful as
labourers in tea gardens and more efficient and thrifty as culti-
vators than the aboriginal Lepcha. However in the terai the tribes
from Chotanagpur, immigrated as tea plantation labours. As a
consequence the Lepcha and the Tibetan influence remained restricted
only in the hills.The reservation of the forest by Government and large
influx of Nepalis have further cramped their means of livelihood and

jeopardised their natural environment.

The Nepalis, who form more than 60 percent of the present
day population of the Darjeeling hills, are primarily descended from
immigrants from the neighbouring kingdom state of Nepal. They are a
hard working race and more prolific than the Lepcha and I am of the
opinion that they will in time occupy the whole of D.arjeeling district
assimmilating the indigenous population. The gravéness of the Nepall
immigration is understood by the present Government of Sikkim. After
Sikkim became a part of India in April, 1975 a ban against any

fresh Nepali infiltration in Sikkim was imposed.

The Bhotias or Bhutias (not Bhutanese) inhabiting the
Darjeeling district and Sikkim are different from Bhutanese who are

the resident of Bhutan.

The Bhotias inhabiting Darjeeling district and Sikkim are
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of the following types -

(1) Sikkimese Bhotias, a mixed race descended from Tibetans who
settled in Sikkim some centuries ago and intermarried with

the Lepcha.

(2) Sherpa Bhotias or Bhotias of north-east Nepal and are of
Tibetan descent.

(3) Drukpa Bhotias or Bhotias of Bhutanese origin.

(4) Bhotias of Tibet or Tibetans. 'Bhot' is the name of a

province situated in central Tibet.

Bhotias are basically a trading tribe and their economy is
in jeopardy because of the closing of Tibetan border by the Chinese

in 1962, when they had to stop their trans-Himalayan trading.

The Nepalis is a generic and blanket term used to cover all
the different communities come under it. They have a common
language 'Nepali'. 'Starting from the Brahmins, Chettris to Scheduled

Caste like Kami, Damai etc. also come under it.

In conclusion to the chapter I would like to mention that
one should take into consideration the fact that the Lepcha 1live at
the interstices of two great cultural and socigl traditions, Indian
Hinduism and Tibetan Buddhism, and between two distinct, ecological
and geographical zones, the low sub-tropical wvalleys and alpine

mountain highlands. Their present day economy and culture should

be understood in these contrasting eco-cultural milieu..




CHAPTER FOUR

THE VILLAGES UNDER STUDY

One of the techniques employed in this study was to carry
out a detailed ethnographical survey of three Lepcha villages fpr a
duration of about three months in each village. The villages were
Nassey and Pagang gumpha gaon (hereinafter will be referred to as
only Pagang), both situated in the Darjeeling district of West Bengal
in the Kalimpong subdivision, and .Lingdong situated in the Zongu
area of north SikAkim (See mapvl). The main consideration in selecting
these villages was their differing ecological situations and varying
exposure to the modern forces of change including the nature of their.
proximity to the urban centres. The data collected from these

villages, have been utilized to explain the cohtention of this thesis.

Definition of a Village

Oxford University Dictionary (Vol. 12 ; page 204) defines
village as a '"collection of dwelling houses and other buildings,
forming a centre of habitation in a country distriect and inhabited
.place larger than a hamlet and smaller than a town or having a

simpler organization and administration than the latter.

A village may also be defined in the following way, "as a
territorially separate collection of homesteads, which is regarded as a
distinct unit, and of such a size that its inhabitants can all be

personally acquainted" (Notes and Queries on Anthropology, 1960, p.64).

A village may similarly be defined from political point of

view, power relations and factional point of view, from economic point
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of view 1i.e, describing its nature of .production, distribution and
consumption, from geographical point of view - its area, topography,
from administrative point of view that is as convenience body alotting
rates, taxes etc., and lastly from cultural point of view, where
patterns of habitation are observed for the sake of face to face
relation. The local divisions are observed for the sake of an
understanding of the pattern of interaction and interrelationships
between individual families and caste or ethnic groups.

i

In the Darjeeling district a village has been equated td a
cadastrally surveyed mauza bearing a jurisdiction list number and this
is done for the purpose of revenue collection. In census also the
revenue collection wunits or mauzas are taken as equivalent to
villages. But in reality there can be ten to fifteen small and actual
villages within one revenue village or mauza. One should keep it in
mind that in the Darjeeling district only for the advantage of revenue
collection, census enumeration and administration, a number of
otherwise distinct villages have been grouped together and put under
a single Kashmahal village.:l The hilly trac£s of Kalimpong
subdivision are divided into.Kasthals where the people live as
tenanis on the land vested in the Government. There are altogether
51 Kashmahals in Kalimpong sub-division. As per the government
decision.no part ofthis land has been leased out for the tea plantation
and transfer of land from hillmen to plainsmen are not allowed within

these villages. In Kalimpong Kashmahal transfer of the holdings of

tribal land even to the Nepalis is not permitted.

1, A Kashmahal village is the village settled on government

owned land.
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Village Nassey

The village Nassey is situated in. the Block 1 of the
Kalimpong subdivision of the Darjeeling district, It is 5 km. ffom
the Kalimpong town by the side of Siliguri-Kalimpong bus route. The
bus route from Siliguri to Kalimpong passes just below the village
and thus providing the villagers an easy transportation to Kalimpong

town.

The word 'Nassey' or 'Ngnssay' means =~ 'rest a while'.
Here the former Bhutanese administrative officers are stated to have
rested for sometime while ‘they were returning to Bhutan after being

defeated by the British.

The village Nassey, 1like several other villages of the
district, comes under the general census village Kalimpong Kashmahal
(Jurisdiction list no. 52). This latter is a revenue collection unit or

mauza, having the following population figures as per 1951, 1961 and

1971 census.

Year Population of Kalimpong Kashmahal
1951 . 3,578
1961 3,036
1971 ’ 5,175

The almost doubling of the population from 1951 to 1971
clearly indicates the sudden influx of Nepali population in the area

during the 1961 - 71 decade.
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Total are of KXalimpong Kashmahal is 1,860 acres. The

following are the constituent villages of Kalimpong Kashmahal.

1, Nassey. 2. Chibo., 3. Peshor. 4, Tashiding,.. 5. Mungbul,,

6. 8th Mile. 7.Purbang and 8. Tanek.

As it was not possible to study such a .vé_ét hilly area with
a widely scattered population within a short period, I have
intensively studied the Nassey village, which is both a revenue

i

collection unit and a village from social interactional 'point of view.

Nassey is bounded on the north by Algarah jhora (hill
stream) on the south by Pessore jhora, on the east b'y the develop-
ment area and on the west by the 5th mile turning on the road

between Siliguri and Kalimpong.

Community wise population figure of the wvillage is given

below :-
TABLE NO. 5
Community wise population of Nassey
Community Number of % Population %
families

1 2 3 4 5
Lepcha 34 58.62 205 55.70
Nepali - 23 39.66 : " 155 42,12

Total . 58 . 100.00 .368. . . 100.00
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Out of 58 families living in Nassey 23 (39.66%) belong to
Nepali and 34 (58.62%) belong to Lepcha community. Only one Muslim
family live>s in Nassey. The total population of the wvillage is 368 of
which 205 persons (55.70%) Lepcha, 155 persons (42.12%) Nepali and

only 8 (2.18%) persons belong to Muslim community.

The Lepcha are the original inhabitants of the village & the
Nepalis immigrated later. The Muslim is a Bengali, who had married

a Nepali girl many years ago, bought land and had settled in the

i

village.
TABLE NO. 6
Sex wise distribution of the population of Nassey.
Community Male % Female % Total
1 2 3 4 5 6

Lepcha a9 48.30 106 51.70 205
Nepali ‘ 82 52.91 73 47,09 155
Muslim 5 62.50 3 37.50 8
Total 186 182 ' 368

Out of the 205 Lepchas 99 (48.30%) are male and 106
(51.70%) are female. Out of 155 Nepalis 82 (52.91%) are male and

73 (47.09%) are female. The Muslim family has 5 males and 3 females.

Literacy is generally supposed to be related to the adoption
of modern agricultyral practices in _Indﬂianl vi_l_;;a:geg,_,‘_.' That is, the o
cultivators who were literates also tend to adoﬁt ;el‘atively: iarger
number of modern agicultural practices., However, "the 'gxtent to which

literacy influences adoption of modern agricultural practices at the
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village level is yet to be definitely determined. For example, it has
been found that, although literacy is associated with adoption at the
individual level, its effect on adoption at the village level has been

found to be negligible (Rajagopalan, 1971 ; Danda, 1971).

Edu.cationally, the Lepcha are quite advanced than most of
the t'ribal comrﬁunities of West Bengal. The percentage of literacy
among the Lepcha is as high as 25 against the average literacy rate
of 8.92% among the tribal population of West Bengal. One of the
major causes of spread of education among the Lepcha of the
Darjeeling district is the impact of Christianity among them. Apart
from the various facilities namely, free education, books and aids
made available to the Christian Lepcha, the non-Christian Lepcha also
get some facilities like free books, stipend, tiffin etc. from the
educational institutions established by the Christian missionaries,

which has induced education among them.

The Lepcha children are educated through Nepali language - the
medium of instruction. They speak in Lepcha language  among
themselves, * that too only within the household. 0ld Lepcha
informants told me that the younger generation of the Lepcha of
Darjeeling do not have a good command over their own language.
While meeting people of other community and in formal situations the

speak in Nepali language, the lingua franca of the area.
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TABLE NO. 7

Literacy in Nassey

Level of Literacy

Community — _—
Primary 'Secondary ' College: . Illiterate Total
(Upto 1IV) (Upto X) , - - Popu-
M F M F M F M F latipn
Lepcha 29 23 22 20 - 12 14 36 49 205
Nepali 20 15 15 .5 . 7 3 ., 40 50 . 155
Muslim .3 N 1 : _ S - 8
Total 52 38 38 25 19 17 77 102 368
TABLE NO. 8
Literacy percentage -
- Level of Literacy Lepcha Nepali o ~ Muslim
S (N~205) (N-155) - (N-8)
1 2 o3 | 4
Primary (Upto 1IV) 25.36 22.58 ~ 37.50
Secondary (V-X) 20.50 12.90 12.50
. College . ‘ 12.68 . 6.45 -
Illiterate 41.46 58.06 50.00

P PR © em e B . T T

100.00 160.00 ' 100.00

i
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-From the above table it may be seen that the highest
literacy rate is among the Muslim at different levels of education.
But as the sample is very small it doés not reflect the true picture of
literacy among the Muslim in general in this part of the hill area.
Moreover, our main focus of enquiry is the Lepcha vis-a-vis the

Nepalis, hence we may leave the Muslim "from our comparison.

We may see that at all levels of literacy Lepchas are more
advanced than the Nepalis. Peréentage ‘'of illiteracy is also high
among the Nepalis (58.06) as against the 41.46 of the. Lepcha. The
acceptance of various manual unskilled occupations at the schéol
going age of the Nepali children is the main reason for th'eir. low
literacy rate. Whereas the Lepcha children at their school going age
do not accept any paid manual or un-skilled occupation except

occasionally helping their parents in agriculture.

Out of 142 acres of cultivable land in the village 108 acres
are irrigated and 34 acres non-irrigated. The common water sources
are the hill streams (_J'E’_IE)-' Water from hill streams in certain
pléces is stored by the Public Health Engineering Department of the
Government and supplied to individual houses by pipes. " Some houses
also bring water from _nearby- streams to irrigate their land by
connectiong sections of bamboo poles cut longitudinally and supported

by stilts. This is an indigenous version of metal or rubber pipes.

Village Pagang

The full name of the village is Pagang gumpha gaon, the
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word gumpha is infixed because of the monastery which is adjacent to
the village. In the text the shorter name Pagaﬁg shall be used.
The village is situated about 20 km. north-east of Kaiimpong town.
It comes uncier the Development Block II (Algarah) of Kalimpong
subdivision. The nearest 5azar is at Algarah »where the Block office
is situated. There is no bus service upto Algarah bazar or to the

village, only a few jeeps ply between Kalimpong town and Algarah

bazar at irregular intervals.,

i

The altitude of the village is about 6000 ft. above sea
level, The temperature is 30°C in summer and 7°C in winter. The
area is very much damp and full of moisture, rainy season continues

almost six months in a year.

The village Pagang, like many other villages of the
district, comes under the general revenue mauza or census village
named Paiyong Kashmah_al_ in the jurisdi;:tion list No. 29 . The
Paiyong Kashmahal have the following population figures as per 1951,

1961 and 1971 census.

Year _ Population of Paiyong Kashmahal
1951 ' 2,422
1961 3,080

1971 ' . 3,760

According to 1971 census the total population of Paiyong
Kashmahal "is 3,760 of which the males number 1‘,'9<89 and the females
1,771. Total cultivable land of the Kashmahal is --about 2057  acres.

It may Dbe noted that unlike Kalimpong Kashmahal the increase in
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population in 1961 to 1971 decade is negligible in Paiyong Kashmﬂgl_.
It is because Neéali immigration has been very little here during this
decade. The easy availébilit’y of jobs in Kalimpong Kashmahal, which
is rurban in nature and being situated very near to Kalimpong town,

attracted the Nepalis more to settle there.

The Paiyong Kashmahal consists of the following villages -
1. Pagang gumpha gaon. 2. Gairi gaon., 3. Biddyong:

4. Paiyong.

As it was feither possible, nor necessary to study all the
four villages of the Kashmahal spread over the hilly tract, I have
intensively studied Pagang which is a village with a distinct identity

of its own.’

The village Pagang is bounded, on the north by Lava
Kashmahal, on the south by Rishi road, on the east by Lava forest
and on the west by Sukrabary jhora. Rishi gumpha (monastery) .is
situated by the side of the village and plays an important role in
the village life, polity and land tenure system, which shall be

discussed later.

Population structure of the village Pagang is as follows :-

i aer g o u g
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TABLE NO. 9

Community-wise population of Pagang

Community Number of % Population_ - %
families '

1 ' 2 3 4 5
Lepcha 50 58.82 296 54,22
Bhotia 19 22.36 136 24,90
Nepali 16 18.82 114 20.88

\ .
TOTAL 85 100.00 546 . 100.00

Qut of the 85 families in the village 50 (58.82%) belong to
the Lepcha with é_population of 296 (54.22%) persons. 19 Bhotia
families (22.36%) have a populatin of 136 (24.90%) and 16 (18.82%).
Nepali families have a population of 114 (20.88%). Here also the
Lepcha are the original inhabitants of the village. Bhotias and
Nepalis are the immjérants in the subsequent periods ; the former

community came here almost 100 years agoc and the latter are recent

migrants.

TABLE NO. 10

Sex wise population of village Pagang

Community’ Male % Female ,.%  Total
1 -2 3 4 .. 5 6
Lepcha 152  51.35 144 48,65 296
Bhotia 71 52.20 65 . 47.80. 136
Nepali 59 51.76 . .55 48,24 114

TOTAL . 282 264 546
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The Lepcha of this village speak Nepali while communicating
with other ethnic gfoups like Bhotias and Nepalis. The medium of

instruction in school is also Nepali. Only at home they speak Lepcha

language.
' TABLE NO. 11
Literacy of the village Pagang
Com'munity Level of Literacy
Prim‘ary Secondary College Illiterate Total
(Upto IV)  (Upto X) Popu-
M F M F M F M ¥ lation
Lepcha 48 47 47 31 7 2 51 63 1296
Nepali 21 i1 13 6 6 2 20 35 - 114
Bhotia .25 23 20 12 3 1 22 - 30 136
TOTAL 94 81 80 49 16 5 93 - 128 546
TABLE NGO. 12
Literacy percentage of Pagang
Level of Literacy Lepcha Nepali. Bhotia
(N - 296B) (N - 114) (N - 1386)
1 2 3 . 4
Primary 32.09 28.08 35.30
(Upto 1V)
Secondary 26.35 16,66 . 23.52
(V-X) ST e Ca -
. College 3.04 o TagE T T,
' Illiterate 38.52 53.50 38.24

TOTAL 100.00 100.00 _ 100.00
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In the Pagang village it was found th-at the percentage of
literacy among the Lepché and Bhofias are higher than that among
the Nepalis at all levels of education. Nepalis ‘are. more illiterate
than the Lepcha-Bhotia. But compared to the .>sfate_of literacy in

Nassey, Pagang shares a higher percentage of literca‘y: at all levels.

Say for instance, the percentage of literacy among the
Nepélis in the primary level at Nassey village is 22;58%, whe'reas‘ at
Pagang‘.it is28.08% " . This may be due to the Nassey village's
proximity to Ka‘llimpong town where various job opportunities are
available which inhibits the urge for education. But in the case of
Lepchas the same condition has produced different result. rAs collegé
is nearer to:Nassey;a higher proportion of Lepcha s't:ucients (12.68%)

go for college education than that at Pagang (3.04%). -

S6 here we see that the urban' influence ﬁas worked in ‘two
different ways in the spread of education in tWo'>communities. The
~educational opportunities created by the Ch.ristianA,missionaries in the
-hills of Darjeeling seem to have been better utilised by the Lepcha -

Bhotias than the Nepalis.

In Pagang 302 acres of cultivable land is. owned. by 85

families,‘ in addition to the 16 acres of land owned by the monastery.

Village Lingdong . . o R o

The village Lingdong is situated in the Lepcha resérvé of

Zongu by the side of the river Tista. Administratively 1t comes

under the North District of Sikkim. It is at a distance of 15 km.
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from the district headquarter Mangan. A jeepable 'fhbuntain road runs
from Mangan to Lingdong through a narrow suspension bridge on the
river Tista, the bridge is the only link between Zongu and the rest

of Sikkim,

A little before Dikchu on the right bank of river Tista
starts the reserve of Zongu. It is a roughly friangular pq_rtioﬁ of
very mountainous tract. approximately forty miies ‘on each -side, -
bounded on the sputh-east by river Tista, on the nofth—east by. river
Talung and on the third side by the mountains south. of
Kénchenjungha. Previously Zongu was part of the -bfivate estate of

Chogyal, the King of Sikkim.

The land is moist but the river valleys are hot. The
climate of the Tista valley is excessively wet, even for.the Himalayas ;
it is only in the autumn months, from the end of September to the end
of November, that the:e i§ no rain. During the rest':‘ of the year it
falls intermittently, and in the full monsoon period, June to Sei:tember,
al.most continuously. :,The mean temperature varies between about 4°C

in winter to about 30°C in summer.

Except for a few artificially levelléd. :‘ﬁétches therei is
probably ndt a hun.djred square meters of flat ground in the village.-
Li‘ngdong means flat piece of ground - the':e .15 'l";owever,, a - flat
piece of tableiand up in the village after which thevillage is named,
Thelre are no houses rlghton thAéwli‘iver‘, the land over there 1s used
for cultivation. Most of the houses and cultivable lands ére lj:letween‘
3,500 feet to 7000 feet above sea level and 2,500 feet to 6,000 feet

above the river Tista. Above the cultivable land is thé forest (now
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reserved) in which minor fbre_st produces are<vgé_'11':l'vx_ered," a~4decr‘easing'
amount of.hbuntingl done, and where the cat?:ie wéfe 'sent to pastufe'
not so vlong agd. Afbov_e the fc_afest level, cbrﬁes first the 4rhgd6de'ndroﬁ
forest, and then t‘l:‘:lé, snows, nqw—aedéyﬁ 'on>1y "j'rivsite'd " by illegal.

‘huriters searching for bear or musk deer.

Only Lepchéé' are,r a.1.10>v-vAedg to pufc‘haégy land and build-
permaﬁent residential houses’ within the limit “of. thé '.Z:on_gu ' rgser\}e.
.N'eﬁalis, mqsfly ‘emigbr‘ants ~f_r»c‘gm'. Nepal, .bbldn.tempo;fary'"ba;és and livg
-in the field'é of the 'L’ep'ch_a land ov;rngr as égrilcﬁlitlilv‘a]tv labourer ar;td
share croé_pers.' These terriporai*y rés;ideﬁt 'Nepélis- are _called
sukumbashi. They are charged k.. 1/- per annum é.s licence fee for
their temporéry-‘set»:_t]:ement.;'..BesideA'f:»hi‘s, t‘h'é Nepélis héVeg to obta»iﬁl a

temporary working permit to work in the field of a Lepcha landlord.

In 'Z‘ongu,ﬂé. QilIag_e is equated foi _aA:. revenue .bIock,» headed
by a Mondal or revemié “collector (fqrm*e_fly- the: \}iilage headman) - and
directly adrﬁinistere'd 3 by. the District 'Colllegtor. ‘ Adrﬁ_inistratix’;ely
Zongu is d1v121ed iﬁto fourtéen revenue - blocks or villages, which are
syno'nquus:: to; viil'éges in- anthropqlogical— sense, These r are - as
follows - | |

i 1 SakyoAng' Pantoong . 2. Thihgiaor"’lg“._ .3,.‘ .Lingthe;’n.A X .-
b 'Linga'ért};.’ 5. leza 57. Salimpakel. 7. I;'ihgdong.}_é’.‘ Burfock. .
g. Hi-Gyéﬁh{ah'g: - 10. ‘Gor ’IA‘élir;ayang.f‘"hlllA; shlpbeak. 12. é'angtvok N -
| S.angyon’g.f 13.'- Mun‘Séngdong o and o 14, Lumllflgtyang ‘ |

_The first” eight villages are 1n upp'éi: Zon‘gu-an.d;the :eéf are
in the “:’:1‘?‘{";.‘3"3' Zongu. - Except in the size -of population ‘ﬁ.h,_er.é“ is hardly
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any difference in customs and character among the various villages of

the Zongu.

In the village Lingdong the houses are -either isolated by

the agr’icultixral fields -or gathered in small clusters of three or four
houées. When three. or four houses are grou‘ped:vtogether, they are
usually given” a distinctive name. This grouping. does not necessarily
correspond‘tof’ any emotional or kinship ties among near neighbours.
People liviné in adjc;ining houses may be closely relaf:ed' or they -may
be éf:;r_nplete strangers in terms of kinship and fuli brothers may live

separated by the full distance of the village. Of course the situation

is also the,safne in the case of two earlier villages studied. This

type of dispersed set’tlementv is universdl in eastern Himalayas. It is
clearly due to the ecological characteristics olf the hilly region as
well as-the settlement history of the region. People wﬁo have clearea
the forest have tended to remain near to their agri(:u,ltﬁral plots,

thus avoiding ‘trekking- over hilly. térrain for. déy to day work in

their fields.

The village Lingdong is bounded on the north by village

Lingthem, on the sou‘th by village Burfock, on the eést. by river Tista

and on the west by forest

Lingdong is.  divided into following nine hamlets, each of

which is named after a natural object. : These aréz_j Sungdu (small

source of “water), Ravim (jhora), Sankong (ridge), Rébaﬁg (a tree),

Kurgupung (chest 1like thing), Diangbong (a tfee),,, P,anang,('stonyA

place), Dungthung (back side) and Karving (jhora).
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The steep precipitous topography and other geo-morphological
feature make irrigation extremely difficu‘lt in Lingdong. There are
few mountain streams which run down from the hill top to Tista river
but the Lepch do not make use of these streams for irrigation. So a
great number of fields in the village remain u'nterraced and
unirrigated which has  consequently lead to the low production of
crops. Community wise population of the wvillage Lingdong is: given

below. ~

TABLE NO. 13

Community wise population of Lingdong

Community Number of % Population %

families
1 2 | 3 4 5
Lepch.a . 29 70.74 17é 65.42
Nepali 12 29.26 93 34.58
TOTAL 41 100.00 - 269 100.00

Total number of families in the village is 41, out of which
29 (70.74%) are Lepchas and 12 (29.26%) are Nepalis. V’Ifotal pofiula‘-
tion of the wvillage is 269, of which 176 (65.142%) afe Lepchas and
93' (34.58%) are Nepalis, In Lingdong all its 366 acres of land are

owhed by the Lepcha.

Here also the Lepcha are- the original inhabitant and first
settler of the tract. The Nepalis appeared in the scene in the .

1930's. They . taught the Lepcha the art of plough cultivation and
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building of terraces. The Nepalis provided the Lepcha with the
necessary labour force required for terrace cultivation and technical
know-how. The sex wise population of the wvillage Lingddng is given

»
below.

TABLE NO. 14

Sex wise population of village Lingdong

Community Male % Female % Total
1 . 2 3 4 5 6
Lepcha 92 52.28 84 47.72 176
Nepali 47 50.54 46 49.46 93
TOTAL 139 ‘ 130 269

As per the directive of Sikkim government the Lepcha
students have their primary education through their mother tongu’é;
English and Hindi are their sec-ond and third - language. After the
intl.'oduction" of Lei:cha language in schoo;.curriculumva new channel
has opened for the: Lepcha, especially for the Kalimpong Lepcha, who
if otherwise qualified can become teacher in Sikkim by virtue of their

knowing the Lepcha language.

But even then the Lepcha of Lingdong know Nepali, the

lingua franca  of _the{ . state, specially the men . folkwho go .to. the .
market for sellninAg and buying of commodities. Women of ‘Zongu rarely
go outside of Zongu and have little knowledge of any language other

than their own.
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TABLE NO.

15

Level of Literacy

Community
Primary Secondary College Illiterate Total
- Population
M E M F M M F ’
Lepcha 32 ] 10 4 v 2 48 71 . 176
Nepali 15 5 5 1 1 26 40 93
TOTAL + 47 14 15 5 3 76 111 269
TABLE NO. 16

Literacy percentage of Lingdong

Level of Literacy Lepcha Nepali
(N - 176) (N - 93)
1 2 3
- Primary 23.30 21.51
(upto 1V)
Seconciary 7.95 6.45
(v - X) '
College 1.13 1.07
Illiterate 67.62 70.97
TOTAL 100.00 100.00
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From the ébpve table we can see fhat .the percentage of
literacy is gquite low in Lingdong village Awhich“ i'epresen.tS':the statg
ofl educatioﬁ in the Zongu area of north- Sikkim. At ali, levels of
1itéra§y,' ‘v‘iz>. - primary, secohdary and. college, it ris' evident that \‘/ery.
few students go ‘for:-' education. Thé “percenta;c;e ‘ of. illiteracy in
Liﬁgddng is 67.62% among the Le‘pchab- and 70.97% among the Nepaiis.
In Nassey the illiterécy perceﬁtége wés 41.46% among the Lepcha’ ahd
58.06% among thel.N-epalis. I‘n Pa‘gang' the: iiliferacy percentége’ WE;S
38,52% amongvthé 'i;'epché and 53.56% ‘among t':hje ﬁepalis. So the
people are rriwre litera‘te_in Kaiimp,qng thén in th-eb Z;:ng'u- afea of north
Sikkim. Until—rec'entlfy-Sikkim was eﬂaﬂnati‘ve‘;Kin}gdorm where :spi‘ead of
education was ‘mtl possible due to »l"ack of ‘fgs.ources and strict
regtric_tion ifﬁposed by its _r'u_l_er" on 'tvheA ,moverment; of' Christian
missionaries. . .Mbreb‘ver, the Sikkimese Lei:chalj being primarily
Buddhist, their .tréditibnéi religion did not encourage the dév_elo.pme_nt*

of modern - education a‘mong‘ them.

In tl"liis chapter,ti'le 'daté. on livtera-cvy' has been» deé;t in some
de,t!ailzbécause "in the: subseq‘uént ,chapt‘ers‘ on soéigl lifé ~and econom‘}‘r_‘_ '
we :"wn'_.li try; to’ figuffe 7' out whiéh : é;e- tﬁe factors resp:cins:ibie due- tq":
spread> of: éducatiop | and which :%;é iridependepf "o‘fit. This will give ’
ué an. _oppgrtulni-ty _té' ﬁndefstagd»_'the‘ r_ole' éduéa‘tion _ p1'a>y‘s iﬂ tl?e_
innovation and adopfion of new tecﬁhology. - In L’iﬁ-gdon‘gv"l_the‘ li_teraﬁc‘y
rp’grcentage. is n;jqré,ll--,él.‘lco’u;agiﬁg among. the -Ne.ﬁé;lis' than am'or'lgj’ ':ﬁhe
~-_1\§;paiis in the ‘other “two villages. * Tt is because ofthe factthatthe :
Nepall childrer;lrat their s.chool‘- going ag'e'; ciq not g;é'trAa-s -much Vjob‘ as
ﬁﬁ's‘}{i-lle:d . ‘manﬁ-al léijour as' they | ‘getl'_-in K‘é_llimproinjg.u This .Jhas

indivrectly_h'élped tljle:m‘ to raise: the r‘a't'e .of‘litei"aqy amohg.“-thjem. .
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In all the three villages the Lepcha' é.re slightly more
advanced so far education is concerned than the Nepalis, yet in
reality the Nepalis dominate in every sphere of _activities.’ This is
mainly due to the overwhelming numerical dominance of the Nepalis.
Though among the Lepcha the percentage of literacy is much higher
than that among the Nepalis but in actual competitive job situation

they are simply outnumbered by the Nepalis.




CHAPTER FIVE .

MATERIAL CULTURE

Hutton (1944) defined material culture as "the study of
those objects (other than human) and all those artifacts with which man.
surrounds himself in his attempt to ameliorate his position in his

environment".

Material life is a fair index of the general level of the
knowledge and of the intellectual attainment of the people. Ecological
factors play a g1"eat role in the various aspects of culture, specially
in the case o;f material culture. Man utilises his environm(ent to the
fullest extent possible with the technology at his disposal. He adapts
himself to it and exercises his control over it. As a m'a;tter of fact
material life of a man is the rendezvﬁus of external environment and

socio-cultural representation, a manifestation of ecologic relation.

Settlement Pattern

Let us begin a study of the Lepcha material culture with a
look at their habitation. A house plays an important role in the
culture of the peopie. The habitations of any CQmmunity at any place
are largely iﬁflueﬁced by climate and environment. The other factors
which influence fhe habitation are the economic ;ondition and

occupational pattern.

The Lépcha villages are situated on the slppes of the hills,
Houses are statior;eql.bn tﬁe top of the hillocks ‘_01; onthe slopesv of
the hills, in a‘: most scattered way surrounded by terraced paddy
fields. Normally the Lepcha houses are east facing to have the first

rays cf the sun,
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In accordance with the regional pattern of settlement in
this part of the Himalaya, thé Lepcha houses are stretched over a
 wide area througﬁout Nthe lehgth and breadth of the hill slopes. It is
very difficult to visit all_ the houses of a _Himalaygn villatje of
Darjeeling. or Sikkim within a day due to the diffiéuit undulating
terrain and scattered nature of the houses. | The settlement has nb
pattern in terms -of geography, the houses "are eithe;, isolated in the
fields -or gathered in smali groups of three or four. This groupihg
doen not né’cessapily -correspond to any kinship ‘ti.e's' and full broth'er;
may live separated by the full distanﬁe of the village. In Lingdon;g
the highest and lowest houses in the village are sepalrated by a

distance of three kilometer and a hight of about three thousand feet.

It is customary that a Lepcha should build his own house
after - marriage. In Lingdong‘ and other villages of Zongﬁ ‘this is a
trivial problem since the Lepc‘ha are the only land owﬁing community.
In Zongu, a Lepcha after marri-age gets a piece of land from his
father and establishes his own house there. Out in the Darjeeling
district the Lepcha now-a-days do not possess sufficient land to be
‘distributed among the sons, where the Nepalis are ex;nerging and in
- some .<\jrillages have already emerged és the major‘ land holding group. '
‘The scaréify of laﬁd disdained the ‘Lepcha of -kalimpong;from setting
up new households after marriage and compelled the married sons to
" live with their parents in a joint family. New houses are built less
in Kalimpeng due to the simple reason that they h‘a've less amount of -

land for this purpose at their disposal.
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A Lepcha QHO‘BEE

Lepéha housé#, in the hills where temperatures fall belolx;v
10°C ar:e'A built ;a' little above the grquﬁd on stilts stone pillars to -
avoid dampness and ground water falling duri‘ng“(the réins. ljuring'
construction df,a‘ house in the hills special care is taken to ‘choose
the site whic':»h is not ,norvr.nally observ‘,edr in plain_s; Steep- slop’e or
‘precipice near the‘ approach of the sitelis' discarded, buf’ a _Jho_ra;for

other form of water source near the site is a must.
[}

Su_itable site for ‘th‘e pro'pc;sed house (lingur) is selected
according to ;f.he ins£ructioﬁ givén'in 'the: Lamaist ‘book>_c1'n_1-d'atoo. T_h;
Lepcha a]..so: utilise the service éf ;a".'? Bonthir-xg’ ‘(_a native pll'ie“st’“igf.
.animistic religion) Wh_é; pxirifies th‘e_"land‘._ After the house is finisﬁgd,
a }i@g,coﬁ}es_‘to fead litashi, the‘éééféd boo}—:_-v-.for the house rﬁai:ihcj ,
l;ifual.._ y Bont‘thin‘g perﬁorms . “a cev'ire'moriy: . ,c_al].‘.'eid,"”— t:ashi—chéne' by
sacrificing énimals to ‘keep'i fhé evilzjsp'irii:s' away from the new

house.

Tr‘a'ditidnavl- -Lepgha houses are -reqtangﬁlar ‘in shape 'an‘d
raised about four to si>-< féét off tﬁe“ érou_hd«on stone boulders
(chukbu) which go 'round thfgersi‘des of the house. The.éast side is
left op‘en énd fh?. 'spe;cef underneath sefves as kr}a .Mshelter-'.;at‘ -nigﬁt_ for
domestic animals, T‘lz'lis 1s a -méésure dé\}eloped to- protAect‘: -‘thé 1iv.estoc>k

from cold and rain. (Fig. 1 &12).

The" b_uilding itself is made o:fr ‘wood, plaster, bamboo and 7
,t-h,atch. ‘The. walls -:.(tang duE')' are coloured white - with a clay dye

brought.  frem - & considerable distance. The. wirdséws, doors (tingvin)
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and porch are made out of wood and are quite pleasantly carved in.

stylistic geometrica'l patterns.

Theitfirst step of construction_.is to erect -up_right supports
one in thev centre and one at each corner. The . pillars are called
dhokhivamn and :a:re very strong' to withstan'd -the weight of the
building. The floor (ligong) is made” of smoothened planks (antoo)
and rested .on a wooden : frame (M) The walls (chakbu) are of
bamboo ‘(9‘9_13) cover-ed with'_'plaster. ‘ S{ometimes _by, the side of the
house hangs a balcony of _piaited bamhoo.*The roof (lichap) is made
of reeds hu_ng' ‘over bambod}s;that .rest.- on a wooden frame. But in
Kalimpong the »roof is thatched with .Cstraw. The scarc1ty of bamboos‘
due to the decllne of forestv- forced them to adapt to this new style
which proved to be more e>;pen51ve in the long run. The two opp051te
-sldes of the roof cover the whole space between the roof tree and the
top of the wall, but the .other two oppOsite. sides ar_e inserted. at a
slightly lower angle, so that there is an open_triangle which_ is-‘meant

to provide -ventilation .and a‘n' 'escape ‘for the- smoke. Below the rocof

there is a ceiling (Palong).

_)Th‘e most intere'sting character ‘of 'th“e constrdction of -a
Lepcha house is that they hardly use any klnd of nails or - screws to
f1x the poles. ‘The blg wooden ‘beams meanf for the: support of the -roof
are generally 1nserted through one another 1n -a crlss cross way; Thls
.non use of- iron pegs. in house c_onstr,uctl.on is- adopted“ be‘cause i‘ron
.hecotnés.rd'sty .due to excessive rains-”an-d shortens the 11fe of the(_
"hOu_se ’ft‘here 1s a dlfference in the constructlon of walls between the

"Lepcha or _k:alimpong _-and Z}ong}u-».‘ In bll\klm the Lepcha bL..lld t“l_,ker._ .
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walls than Kalimpong which serves the purpose-of’ kaeping the

occupants warm in the cold climate of Sikﬁkim.‘”

The majority of the Lepcha houses consist .of two rooms and
an ante room (buchung' ). The l‘firstr room _is. separated hy_ a bamboo»4
partition into a drawing room' (ligong) and living room (bo). The
_kitchen (thogsong) is- 51tuated in the living room, the hearth (Eukum)
~is at the corner of the living room. The second room is called de- ong,
it is little used in day to- day activities and have a private lamaist‘
household _temple. It is more or less a ceremonial .room where
_ household rituals are performed and distinguished guest,s are received.
', The special ‘pu'rpose of this roorn is pa;rti’cularly“evident' in Lingdong.
Kalimpong 'I.}‘epchask have almost forgotten the speciality of this room
under the strong Nepali H’indu- and Qhristi’an influence. The ante-room
is mostly used as a' .store‘. . In, Kalimpong rvnost. oi' the Lep‘cha‘ 'houses
have' latrine but in ‘Sikkim only a fevil houses of rich 'peo'ple have

separate latrine.

There has heen a great deal of recior*ocal behaviour found
in house buildlng When people know that a house is being bu11t or. .
repaired they come “to_ help voluntarlly They are given no .wages. in:
cash or kind except a-' meal at ‘the end of the day, but they"
know that they in their 'turn, will receive help when they would need-
it. This mutually exchangable system of labour is called 'lobo in
Sikkim and Earma' 1n’ Kalimpong, which is probably an adoption of
'Nepali word. In Zongu the Lepcha usually do:mnot require the help of a
spec*all.sed craftsman at the time of housebuilding but in Kal1mpongv a !

carpenter is employed for bl..lldlng a }‘ouse at the rate of Rs 20/=- per’
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day. In each Lepcha hoiuse, is a fiéld fenced with bamboo, which
serves as ‘their kitchen garden (sing), where they ‘raise those
vegetables ahd root crops which are c'on’sumed by thé members of the, ,

household .

House Types : Traditfonal and Modern

Now ‘a‘days whenever a Lepcha builds his house he tries to
"mak\‘e- it a modern house, if he is not-ve_ry ~poor». '.I‘he' main difference
between the two ‘types of house is the roof. ;[n a modern house (the
thatched roof has been replaced by corrugated tin sheets. ‘Due to 1t’s
-geographical proximlty to Kalimpong town »Nassey‘ houses are of modern
European bu_nglow* typé. ‘The scarcity of raw materials (mainly woodv)
also contribute.towa'rds:this change. Stone slabs .and bricks "are used
in _'t'he base.v‘ In Nassey only‘ a fev;l‘ poor Lepcha live in the
traditional t}%pe of - house. But in_ Pagang there'-"ar-e more 'traditiona_i
houses. As 1t is near to the forest areas from where ‘plenty of rwood
is aV‘ailahle:,, 1th‘e' Lepcha of this village construct‘ their' houses with
;/vooderc g hpla'nks ‘and- -thatched roof. Bu't, the ‘picture .‘is "somewhat
ambiguous-fn_ thr_e ‘Zorivgu where de‘s;-)ite:.easy -a‘va-i};ability 6f wood an‘d
‘ot:her raw_:materials the ;'Lepch’a prefer to ‘h.ave' a - house- with i
co‘rrug‘ated tin roof. The Lepcha of Zongu though a- bit traditlonal in‘
all other aspects of their socio cultural and ,.eligious life prefer non_‘
tradltlonalltyp_e of- house. In Zongu the number of traditional houses‘
are even less “tha’nw 1n ,hallmporg..- The erorn“lous. can cropprng | of
ca‘rd‘am-om' has made the Zongu Lepcha qL.lte affluent in comparison to>
thelr allmpong klnsfnen. S0 they can’ easu.y afford tne costsr modern

houses. .M_'oreo_ver the corru»gated shee._ of galvanlsed tin sheets can’

&
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withstand the Iﬁrolongéd monsoon of .Sikkim ‘better. Due to the wet

cli,r'naté of Sikkim the roofs are overhanging, wh_:@chf often projects: as

much ‘as fifteen feet. in . front - of the »’w;alls. It is a feature of all

Zongu houses for 'k,eeping the walls dry throughout the rainy season..

. The sufrohh@:{ing natural resources which are: availlaibl_e at the. -

disposal of a community shapé its material culture to.a »considérable
extent. This has been found to -be true in the two Kalimpon‘g villages.
But the‘re -are e;{@eptions Wh»ere some gﬁther 'ex,ogenOus' factors which

. _ . ] . . ) . o - . .
may be strong and influencial enough 'to alter the nature of
traditional material life 6f’. the people. In vZ;ihgti “though nature

provides with ample raw materials from the.. neighboui'ing forest to

build a house the Lepcha hei-'e,.»_excep,ting a few poor ones, mostly has-

opted '7 for modern houses with corrugated tin roofs.

The Lepcha have a higher standard of living in compafiéon'

to other communities living in the village. To some extent most of the

people possess. copper and brasé utensils and glass tumbler, cups;
plates and ceramic tea sets..";Well to do Lepcha also have- furniture
like chair, table etc. They pfefér to live comfortably rather than to

save: money t6 buy. other pi:operties. _

Beifnboo is the most ’;:ommon -rﬂé.t_e'rial _uéét_:l -by -the Lepcha for

‘making baskets of various shapes and sizes. ~Bambob‘ grows in

_a‘bju'hdance 1n this part of the Hima’la_jras.-"v’l;'he__.cqs,t:is less."and: -

containers made of -bamdos - are convenient- in “this cold region. -

Bu\t:'_dile:to:i,’the decline of forest in Kélirrip'ong‘ the use of bamboo in
_ the day ‘to day life has become gf'aduall‘y‘ less. Now-a-days the

Lepcha use .cooking -pcts of ié'luminium" Jand- T,staii.n‘i'e‘ss steel ‘obtained

o
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from local markets. These metallic vessels are brought from the plain
and are found in the urban centre of Kalimpong. But the Lepcha in
the interior."villages of Zongu still depend on bamboo baskets and

earthen pots.

Agricultural Tools
" In a subsequent chapter devoted to Lepcha economy I have
shown that Lepcha agriculture is still primitive. So is their

agricultural tools'and implements.

The agi‘icultural implements used by the Lepcha are simple,

crudely made and few in number. It consist of the following :-

Plough (longkung or halkung) drawn by a pair of oxen or

bullocks is the most important ohe. Due to the hardness of the soils
they use a plough much heavier than the one used in the plains of
West Bengal. .The angle formed in the body of the plough is much
more .obtuse than that of the ploughs used in the plains. The plough
consists of a horn shaped piece of wood (kung), which is tipped by
the ircn share (Pans_ing). The woodén beam goes up from the centre
‘and above is the plough handle (achafn)v to steer the plough. The
beam (pathing) is ‘f-ixed to the wooden yoke (thokbiyal) which is
drawn by a pair of animal. The average plough weighs 17 to 18
kilograms and is heaviér than__that is used in the plains. The beam

is tied to the yoke by a leather thong (rope).

Other important agricultural implements are spade
(thakchu), pointed hoe (kakthu), sickle (behur), ridge making

implement (kanta), levellor (fauri) and mortar and pestle (dhokiamu).
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In Zongu area of Sikkim every adult Lepcha man carries a
long knife (bumfock), sheathed in a leather case tied to the wéist.
This typical Lepcha knife, unlike a Napali kukri, is straight and not
a curved one. The whole of one side is a cutting edge, the tip is

square, not pointed. Which is functionally more like a chopper.

Every Lepé:ha know a little bit of carpentry. So for making
agricultural implemen@:s, which do not require fine craftsmanship, the

Lepcha usually make their own implements.

Role of Forest/

Forest Pl.éys an important part in the material life of the
Lepcha. Fruit trees present in the forest are of great hélp to them.
Bamboo groves -of -‘different types are found in abundance_ in the
Himalayan forests and are of great importance in the 1life of the
Lepche. It is required. in almost every sphere of the material life of
the Lepcha, starting from raw materials for house building to hunting
impléments, domestic baskets and containers, furniture, agricultural
tools etc., High altitude areas in the forest aré used as pasture where
the cattle graze. The Lepcha children, mainly in angu become .
familiar with the forest ecology from their childhood as they spend
mosf of their time in the forest grazing the cattle. They come to know
’;he edible f;:uits and roots,: indentify the mediqina_l “herbs. They
collect yeast used for fermentation of millet from _thé fofest. This has
been an important forest produce of the Lép;:ha -.c”Jf?.Zongu.. In
Kalirﬁpong they buy it from the market. The Lepcha living in the

high hilly villages of Zongu go for hunting in the forest. The forest
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provides shelter for their games. They collect honey and firewood
from the forest. It was | observed that the Lepcha of Zongu because
of easy access to the forest fully utilise its resources to supplement
their economy, whereas the Lepcha of Kalimpong suffer from the
restrictions imposed on the use of forest resource because of the
reservation of forest and the rapid depletion of its resources.
Handicapped by these factors they are unable to supplement their

economy with minor forest produces. Only the Lepcha "of Pagang

village are partially able to use the forest resources.

Food &nd Drinks‘/

For the Lepcha the most important subjecf in their lives is
perhaps food, which also has an important place in their emotional
lives.. vae, .whether between spouses, friends or parenté and
children, is considered to be the _resuit of mutual benefits and
foremost among these mutual benefits 1is the production and
preparation of food. In comparison to the neighbouring communities
like the Nepalis and Bhotias, the Lepcha consume more meat, food
and drink more. In every social and relig_ious feast the Lepcha

consume large quantity of food and drinks.

The most staple food of the Lepcha is rice. Beside rice
they also eat maize (makai), millet (Kudu or marw_a_l), wheat and
buck-wheat (phaper). Green vegetables and pulses are also eaten in

addition and are regarded as delicacies. Rice and roti (made

of makai or kudu and atta of wheat) are eaten every day with
vegetable curry, pulses (dal) or meat. They also eat boiled wheat

and makai. Roti made of phaper (buck-wheat) is predominantly eaten
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by .the Lepcha of Zongu because buck-wheat is grown exclusively

in this area.

The Lepcha are very fond of drinking chi, a home brewn
beer made from fermented millet (eleusino coracana). Most of the
millet cultivated by the Lepcha are used in making chi . There is

hardly any Lepcha who does not have 'any land under millet

cultiveation, After fermentation and extracting of the beer the
by-precuct is used as an animal fodder. Perhaps this is the only
- usefulness of the habit of drinking chi'. Even it is seen that the

Lepcha: grow millet in the land under paddy cultivation. To prepare
chi the grain is first separated from the husks and then put in a
basket and‘well' washed in a stream. A copper vessel is also well
washed. The grain is put in the copper vessel aﬁd boi‘led.until all
the water is absorbed, stirring the grain all the time with a Vs.rooden
spoon., The cooked grain then is spread over a mat and mixed with
powdered yeast A(called marcha) and put into a basket covered with
cloth for two or three days; when the smell of fermentation becomes
noticeable it is ready for use. The drink is palatable and mild
and have a soothing effect. The fermented grain is put into a
- bamboo container (tungba), then warm water is poured into it and is

drunk through a bamboo straw called pipsi.

The chi (millet beer) has little usefulness in the material
life of an individual except it controls hunger effectively for some
time. NevértheleSS, it has a great value in the socio-rels.gious life ot;
the Lzpcha. Iti is n‘eededl for making offerings to the super naturals

as well as in the monastic and other festivals. A Bonthing (Lepcha
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priest) can not think of any ritual or sacrifice . without the use of
chi. On the occasion of birth, marriage and death ceremonies chi is
freely shared and enjoyed. 1In all sorts of s.oc_ial_f gathérings the
| tur'lg.bazg._ (bamboo container) . filled with - ferm'enf_e'c:i 'millets are
exchanged among the participants. The free useofgg_i; has become

somewhat a status symbol among the Lepcha and th"o'sje‘-'; who want to go

up in the estimation of the villageré prodﬁcejzan:"cﬂl t"é_re millet for

‘cultivate millet

such - reli gious and social events. At times they' e'\re

t o
in the lands where paddy could have been easily grown.:

Dress and Ornaments” 7

Until the beginning of this century the_,-"‘l:“,;_el.;_)‘clha of Zongu
used to _weéve their own cloth. The Lepbﬁa of l_(élim’pong had quit
weaving even much earlier. Traditional Lepché Vdresses4 were more or
less similar both for male and female. "Itf: consisted of a cotton
vesture called thakradam, which is loosely thrown'roun;{ the body,
leaving one or both arms free. It reaches.l to the knee and .is
gathered round th'e. wéist. In the case of female it is slightly longer
and henée_ célléd damvum. Its fabric is close and .ornamented with
longitudinalv blue stripes prettily worked with.."" ;éd "and  white
geometrical designs. But actually since 1long a'cjt.:)'- women have
completely given up the indigenous type ojf“._dress in favour of a
Tibeten costume called bakhu which consist -of a coloured long sleeved
under bodice, and a dark sleeveless over dreés, reéching halfwa'y
down the calves and fastened with- b.ut;.torls‘. J At pres}ent'; the Lepcha
men of Lingdong and Zongu wear a three quarter pyjamé and over it
a long baggy shirt. Tibetan bakhu still continues to be the

favourite dress of Lepcha women in Zongu and Kalimpong. The

-~
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Lepcha of Kalimpong especially the Christian, usually wear western
type of trousers, They also :wéar shorts, shirts and footweafs. In
Kalimpong the daily dress of Lepcha women 1is not mucﬁ differen_f from
Nepali adult women. A cotton blouse known as tugo, provides the
upper garment of Lepcha women while the lowe;' garment called
daindyam is an unsewn peice of cotton cloth, worri ‘round the waist

like a petticoat.

Lep.cha‘ hat (rongchambu) is broad and flat with a small
hemispherical crown, It is made of leaves and bamboo strips and
looks heavy and clumsy. This is used in the 'rainy'weather. In dry
season a small conical hat is worn (runchambu). I‘t is ‘made of cane
or plaited strips of bamboo. The former type is used in Zongu and
the latter is used in Kalimpong. This is due to the differences in

the rainfall.

Lepcha women are very fond of ornaments. Lepcha women
of Zongu wear necklaces (feruliak) of cornelian, amber and turquoise
brought by the clandenstine traders from Tibet. Kalimpong Lepcha

wear silver and gold necklaces or armlets and rings.

In earlier days the ancient Lepcha used to move bare foot,
but now they use cheap slippers or shoes available f>rom the Bhotia
and Behari traders in the weekly market. Now the Lepcha are
completely dependent on market for their woolens aﬁd Warm clothes,
which they buy in césh. But in olden days they uséd to get it in

exchange of agricultural and forest produces from Tibetan traders.

*hkkkkkk



CHAPTER SIX

THE ECONOMIC CONTEXT

It is generally understood that economic condition in a
particular eéological setting determines to a great extent the culture
of a pe@ple. Gradual changes in economic pursuits bring corres-
ponding changes in the social system and allow the people to interact

at varied degreses in the social and economic sphere.

An examinatidn of the Lepcha subsistenée economy would
reveal that it had undergone a rapid economic transformation from
hunting - gathering stage to shifting cultivation and finally to wet
rice cultivation on terraces. In the Zongu area of north Sikkim the
Lepcha still practise some amount of shifting cultivation in the high

hills along with plough cultivation in the lower areas.

As has already been said, as members of a forest tribe, in
former times and still today in the less fertile regions of Zongu, the
Lepcha relied on hunting as a supplementary means of food supply.
In Lirgdong village of Zongu at least five Lepcha ‘families even now
practise seasonal hunting almost regularly. But it is done more as a
sport and a favourite pastime rather than a purposive economi\c
activity. The games consist of Himalayan black bear, deer and wilc;
birds. Whenever one gets some sizeable quantity of meat he throws a
communal feast. Now-a-days in Zongu hunting has turned out to be a
occasion for community integration which Rappaport (1968) calls

community nucleation.

{

There are a number of reasons for which the Lepcha are

gradually giving up hunting in Zongu, in Kalimpong they had given
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up regular hunting long ago. The'stigmé which @a_i_sg (as inter-
preted by the Lepcha informants) places on the killing of animals prohi-
bits the Lepcha of Sikkim partially from this pursuit, and even those
who are not Lamas feel generally disinclined toward killing of animals.
The settled houses, increasing dependence on wet rice cultivation and
keeping of herds of cow and bkuffaloe, have given the Lepcha of
the Zongu area adequate economic alternative to hunting so as to
make this pursuit unattractive except for occasional hunting for
recreation and pleasure. But inspite of these facts hunting has been
practised and still continues to be an important economic activity
among the Lepcha of Zongu, especially in the high 'altitude areas of
upper Zongu, where the forest provides games in plenty. As a matter
of fact the Lepcha are as much attached to Buddhism (or Elﬂa_is_rr_], as
it is. called in the Himalayas) as they are to their traditional Bon
religion which is animistic in nature. So the so called stigma, if
any, imposed by _L_ima_i_s_nl, is overruled by the demand of the
Bonthing (pagan priest of the traditional religion) for animal killing
becausa sacrifice is a must for this type of rituals. Poongrum is the
main moong (spirit) who is to be propitiated before a hunting expedi-
tion. The ritual for the sacrifice is known to the Bonthing who
supervises - the offerings. The sacrifice consist of buckwheat, chi,
fowls, some roots and tubers and flowers ; no woman must be present
at the time of the hunting rituals. This ritual is not observed by the
Lepcha of Kalimpong, especially of the Nassey Village. The ritual
connected with hunting is almost unknown to them. Only a few indi--
viduals of Pagang who are old enough to have lived in the e;mbience
of forest ecology in Kalimpong area, have some idea of this ritual

connected with hunting. The Lepcha youngmen of Kalimpong also
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practise occ‘asional hunting in the nearby semi-forest as a pastime.
The games consist of rabbits and birds only, as no other animals are
availazle in the semi-forest areas of Kalimpong, around the villages.
As - a membei‘ of the forest t'ribe the Lepcha also used to gather
various forest products including- a dye of red ochre which they
exchanged for salt with the Tibetans at the border. This trans-
Himalayan trading has ceased to exist aftef the closing of frontier
during the Indo-Chinese War of 1.962.

AGRICULTURE

Agriculture was the subject of least concern to the anthro-
pologists till recently. There are reasons for anthropology's apathy
to the study of agriculture. The universal nature of agricultural
practices did not excite the anthropologist enough to go into under-
standing the social organization of agricultural production aﬁd its
relation with the social system as a whole. But sincg the concept of
ecolpgy became widely adopted in anthropology (Barth 1956 ; Geertz
1963 ; Rappapért 1968), agriculture is being seen. as an adaptive
mechanism in a specific environment so as to produce a pattern of
relationship which is conducive to the maintenance of the productive
organiz.ationl in that specific ecological setting. . In this light it is
not sufficient to understand the complex network of social and’
cultural system as it exists but it becomes imperative to examine the
man-nature dimension as a basic coping device for'survival of a
population through the subsistence techniques and. strategies adapted
to maximise the yield from the available reéources. (Brown 1978 ;

Boserup 1965 ; Sorenson 1972).
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The account of Lepcha agriculture is two fold, one of tradi-

tional agricultural system and another of contemporary agricultural

practises.

The traditional Lepcha agricultural calendar at Zongu is

as follows (after Morris 1938 : 184).

Lepcha AgriculturalCalendar : Traditional

January

February

March

April

May

June

July

August

September

October

Sow buck wheat

Clear ground and sow buck wheat in the lower

part of the valley.

Clear ground and sow dry rice, millet, and a

little maize.

Clear ground in the higher places and sow more
dry rice, millet, barley and wheat ; the last two

being sown together as a mixed crop.
Reap buck wheat, and sow more millet and maize.

Plant rice and terraces., Weed dry rice. This is

the worst month for food shortage.A

Sow more millet and also buck wheat. General

weeding.

Reap the first rice terraces, and prepare drying

sheds for cardamoms. Sow more buck wheat.

Reap dry rice and cardamoms. .' This 1is done
mostly by the men, as it is heavy work. At the

same time the women reap the millet.

Sow barley and wheat, also onions. Continué

reaping the cardamom crop.
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November : Clear ground for buck wheat. Make arrangements

to sell the cardamom harvest.

‘December : Continue to dispose of cardamoms. Women start to
prepare the ground for buck wheat. This is the

slackest month of the year.

In the present Lepcha agricultural year, cultivation of
paddy starts in July/August and continues upto November/December.
Wheat cultivation (only in Kalimpong), starts in December and goes
uptoc March/April. Season of makai (maize) cultivation is from
February/March to July. Beside wheat and pulses others are mainly
monsoon Ccrops. The Lepcha of Darjeeling and Sikkim also cuitivate
various vegetables in their kitchen garden or sing. The produces
include raisak, green chilli, okra (ladies finger), tomato, onion,
ginger,. potato etc. Whatever they produce in the sing, they never
sell but consume as supplementary dishes which add a relish to the
cultivated cereals. In Kalimpong ginger, potato and cauliflower are
grown separately as cash crops but not in the sing. Dal or pulse,
which is fhe most invariable accompaniment to cooked rice in the
greater part of India, can not be grown here properly on account of

the cold climate.

The present day Lepcha agricultural calendar for food crops
is given below. Some or other forms of agricultural operations is
performed during the months mentioned below for the production of

that particular crop.
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Lepcha Agricultural Calendar .: Contemporary’/

Lepcha Months

1. Karnith

2. Karsong

English Equival'ent'

December - January

January =~ February

Crops Produced

Wheat

.- do -

3. Thom February - March Maize / Millet
4, Som March. - April - do -

5. Thafa April - May Paddy

6. Blung May - June - do -

7. Namkam June - July Maize / Paddy
8. Parvim July - August - do -

9 Glu August - September Paddy

10. Ith September - October Millet / Paddy
li. Ra October - November Wheat /v harvesting 6f
N paddy.

12.. Mar November - December - do -

Beside the temporal reconstruction of the Lepcha subsistence
agriculture, a spatial one is also attempted because methodologically
my study is exfended from an exposed _Kalimlﬁong wvillage to a remote
¢ comparatively unexposed village in Sikkim where some relics of the
traditional Lepcha Eulture is still in existence. The Lepcha cultural '
development can also be seen. in time perspective as agriculture and

technology become distinct and more intensive.

Traditional Agricultural System

The pharse "traditional agriculture" will refer to agricul-
tural practices used before the Lepcha came in contact with the

Nepalis and Europeans. Traditional agriculture was also by no means
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static. As we shall""see afterwards that changes, did take place in
traditional agriculture as- much it has taken place in contemporary.
agriculture. The 'lo_nger a people occupy an environment, the more
they learn ‘to intefpret and use it with greé.ter facility. They
continue to cope with and seek solution for the.many uncertainties
they faxﬁe - weather, pest-s' and diseases. In additioﬁ to the greatér
understanding that came‘fro)m interactioh of man and environment,
contact with other cultures through mié_ration and spread of new crops
and ideas brought changes in both the traditional and contemporary
agricultural sphere. Eor‘ example, the cultivation of wet rice and
cardémom sp‘read rapi@ly after their introduction into Sikkim by the

Nepalis.

Though the Lepcha still continue shifting cultivation to some
extent, most of them have taken to settled agriculture with plough.
The process of extending areas of settled agriculture has been inten-

sified during the last 50 years or so.

One of the earliest documents available on the Lepcha

traditional economy is of Dr. A. Cémpbell's 'Note on the Lepchas of

Sikkim'. Regarding the olden- déy Lepcha ecor;omy}, he writes "they -
.are Fpoor agriculturists.v Nomadic in their habits, i:hey form no
permarnent villages and cultivate barely sufficient for their
subsistence. When their stock of grain and pulse falls short, they
subsist themsevlbves on wild roots, mountain spinach, fern—tops, fungi
and oiher natural products and the produce of the chase. They
seldom remain more than three years in one spot. They have no’

ploughs, and the implements they employ do no more than scrape and
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soften the soil for the reception of seed in the upper layer of

vegetalzle mould" (Campbell, 1840).

The traditional agricultural system of the Lepcha was
wasteful and inefficient but it no doubt accounts for their dislike of

fixed employment and their interest in jungle life.

Their traditional method of cultivation was a nomadic form

of tillage popularly known as shifting hill cultivation. The Lepcha
‘

call this s;ash and burn method of cultivation - "Sadeum Suk" or only
"Sadeum™. In Lepcha language sadeum means cutting of the jungle
and suk means burning up. The main crops cultivated by this
method are dry rice, millet, maize and buckwheat (phapar) and some
roots and tubers. The venture consists of selecting a spot ofr virgin
soil, «clearing it of forest and secondary undergrowth and then burn
down the jungle and digging or scraping up the surface with the

rudest agricultural implements like digging sticks. They cultivate for

a few years. One agricultural year comprising of seasons of culti-
vafion for dry rice, maize or millet and buckwheat in a cyclic
order. After the productive powers of the land become exhausted the

clearing is abandoned and allowed to 1lie fallow for seven years
before being cultivated again. A new site is chosen again where the
same operations are carried on de novo. Now-a-day-s all suitable
land in Lingdong is div;ded up into private holdings, the landmarks
consisting of big trees or streams or stones set up at irregular
intervals. The clearing of the land, usually an unterraced hill slope
called rongdom, is started in the early spring. The women cut down
the lower g‘rowths with their sickles, while the men climb and lop the

bigger trees ans saplings. Until recently the trees used to be cut
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down if possible, but now there is a government law forbidding the
destruction of big trees and guards of forest department of Sikkim are
always after those who violate the rules. When all the debris have
been collected, the straight sticks are sorted out and the rest is put
into heaps and set fire to, the ashes acting as a loosener and ferti-
lizer of the soil. After burning, the ground is cleared of charred
wood and the remaining weeds by hand and the sown with the
intended crop. This is done in the simplest manner, holes are made
in the ground with a pointed stick (thangyal) and seeds are dropped
into them. The Lepcha sedeum-suk cultivation again, is not a
"shifting cultivation”" of the neolithic pattern. The ownership of land
of each family in the semi-forest area is defined and it has to
confine its agricultural operations to thej.r owﬁ lands. In other
words the shifting of agricultural plot is not of linear pattern but of
"rotational type". This type of cultivation, may aptly be termed as

slash and burn type of 'rotatioqal cultivation.

The main variety of dry rice cultivated and recognised in
Zongu is a red one called, 'thakmarzu'. This traditional 'thakmarzu'
variety of rice seeds bare only suitable for dry cultivation by slash
and burn method. In the case of rice cultivation the men go first by
making on holes with digginc sticks (thangyal) in both the hands,

and the women follow them with seeds putting one each in hole.

After the introduction of wet rice cultivation in terraced .
paddy field the importance of dry rice as a food crop has ceased to

exist. It is required only to perform some religious ceremonies.

Presently cultivation of dry rice is not done in Lingdong, it
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had stopped about ten years ago. But it is still being continued in
some other villages of Zongu, like Sakyong Pantoong and Limza where
people are comparativly in a more primitive stage of technology. Dry
rice needed for the ritual in Lingdong is brought from other wvillages

of Zongu.

The crops which are still cultivated in Lingdong by slash
and burn method are three varieties of makai (maize), two varieties
of kudu (millet) and phaper (buckwheat). In Lingdong the
principal crops c‘ultivated in shifting cultivation are kudu and phaper

The cultivation is done by making a hole with digging stick and

putting one or two seeds into it.

The Lepcha of Zongu recognised three varieties of makai

seeds. These are kuchungdari, kuchungnok and kungchungmu. Even

today the traditional variety of makai seed, especially the one called

kungchungmu is being regularly cultivated by the Lepcha of Lingdong

both by the traditional and contemporary methods.. This 1is an
example where a particular variety of crop 1is grown in the

traditional as 'well as in the contemporary system.

Kudu or millet is a very traditional and indigenous crop of

the Lepcha. In Lepcha language it is called mong. Xudu in Lepcha

life has multifarious uses which will be discussed in the subsequent .

pages. Cultivatioﬁ of kudu by shifting cultivation method starts in
April. Small seedlings come out in July when weeding (niothbuk) is
done. It ripens in October. In the case of kudu the seeds are sown

by direct broadcasting.
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The following two ,varieti-es of traditional kudu seeds are
recognised by the Lepcha. These are mongm_t_.l_, exclusively for shifting
cultivation and mongbri, which ripens quickly and is still used in

contemporary agriculture along with the traditional system.

In the autumn, after the rice (neot in Lingdong) and millet
a;e‘gat‘hered, the fields are sown with buckwheat - or phaper, which
ripens in about five months. When it is harvested the ground is
‘allowezd to lie 'fallow. Usually in most of the cases buckwheat is

. i .
cultivated simultaneously either with maize or millet as mixed crop.

As it has. already been told that though the Lepcha
continues shifting cultivation in Zongu area of Sikkim, they
abandoned the practice in Darjeeling long ago. The development of
Darjeeling district started in 1866, when large areas of forest land
were brought wunder cultivation by the more efficient methods of
terracing, ploughing and irrigation replacing the primitive agricul-
tural method of shifting cultivation and by the introduction of new
crops like téa, cinchona, potatoes, cardamom and orange. The rapid
extension of agriculture in the early days of development resulted in

the clzarance of large areas of forest at favourable altitudes.

For the Lepcha the reservation of forest by Government has
further cramped their traditional means of livelihood and natural
envircnment, They are far less efficient as vcultivators than the
Nepalis who seem also to be more prolific, The Lepcha do not have a

word for plough in their language. they use the Nepali word for it.

The reason for the present existence of shifting cultivation
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in Lingdong and few other villages of upper Zongu is mainly
ecological. The prevalence of certain ecological conditions enable
them to still pursue this type of primitive method of cultivation. The
Lepcha of Zongu éling t6 shifting cultivation not because of any
cultural moorings but because of t;.he constraints of nature. They
practise slash and burn cultivation in the higher altitude fields
where terracing or plough cultivation is-practically impossible due to
the steep 1incline of the land and other ecological factors. In
Lingdong there d&dre some steep mountain slopes where leaving aside
piough cultivation even wélking is difficult. Presence of excess land
in the form of private forest and abundant rainfall help them to
continue with this type of cultivationﬂ. .Again vin shifting cultivation
no manure is used but the yield is alg‘o good. This is an indication
how provocative 1is the traditional Lepcha agriculture. The only
cultural bearing that could perhaps be associated with the shifting
cultivation is, there are certain varieties of buck wheat, dry rice and
millet which are needed for ritual and c¢ould only be grown by
shifting cultivation method. ﬁut change 1is even evident in this
trgditionél method of cultivation. The Lepcha of Lingdong now-a-days

do not produce dry rice and kuchungdari variety of maize in this

method. Beside the above mentioned cereal corps, a great number of
root c¢rops are also being cultivated through shifting cultivation.
These includes, tubers like sweet potato, yam, artichcke etc. Crop
tending is comperatively easier for the root crops beca‘use they‘ are

left undergroundr and can net be damaged by pigs and other animals.

Presently the scientific assessment of this agricultural type

=

has c¢hanged from total condemnation to partial recegnition of an
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inherent ecological rationality in the system. Shifting ' cultivation
makes agricultural production possible in areas of generally infertile
soils subject to rapid depletion of plant m.itrients due to low

temperature, altitude and moisture (Bartlett 1956 ; Gouran 1956).

Historical study indicates that shifting cultivation has beén
an early rmethod of agrigultural production in wvirtually all forested
areas ‘of the worid when subsistence production supported a relatively
sparse population: 'For a better understanding ovf the system we fnay

consider, how many people can be fed by the food which is and can

be produced on the land used and available by a particular

technology. Productivity of a system may be made in terms of all the
land available, which include land under cultivation and production,
land temporarily out of cultivation, all form of grassland, fallow,

" wasteland, grazing lénd, forest etc.

But the system of shifting cultivation has some drawback.
A certain length of fallow period is required to regenerate sufficient
vegetation to maintain a slash and burn system, and given a certain

amount  of lan-drequired’to be cultivated per person per year, there

exists an equiiibrium that represents the maximum population density .

the s‘ystem“can Asﬁpp‘ort. From this, we c¢an suggest that if the
population density exceeds the critical value, the fallow period must
be shortened. But ;}jfaving shortened the fallow, land 1is then less
productivg‘;anld »the-:.area under cultivation in any one  year .must
increase, which causes a further shorteﬁing of the fallow period.
Hence, a sgiral results that seemingly ends in a total disaster. But

the Lepcha of Zongu are lucky in that way. They have developed
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and are well adapted to wet cultivafion in terraced fields simulta-
neously with the traditional type of cultivation. The families in
Lingdong who are doing shifting cultivation also have permanen't
fields at their disposal and thus not solely dependent upon shifting
cultivation. Due to the less pressure of population on land the
pursuit of shifting cultivation is being continued in Zongu. area of
north Sikkim. In north district of Sikkim (of which Zongu is a parAt)'
the population density is 6 persons per sq. km., as per 1981 census.
This shows the ehormous amount of land available for cultivation in
north S$Sikkim. Moreoirer, rin Zongu, the area of highest concentration
of Lepcha population, the Lept;ha are the only land holding community
under the 1§w of Sikkim. But the Lepcha of Darjeeling, unlike their
Sikkim counterpart, are not in a position to afford the luxury of
shifting cultivation even on a small scale. In Darjeeling the Lepcha
are tied in tough com'petition with the Nepalis for the ownership of
land. In Nassey they posses 59% of the village land and in Pagang
it is 50% but in Lingdong 100% of land is owned by the Lepcha. The
lands are gradually passing out of their hand to the Nepalis in
Darjeeling. The meagre arﬁount of land that they ~posses are only
used in wet cultivation. The situation compels the Lepcha of
Darjeeling district to increase their productioin by developing the
method of agriculturai techniques. But in Zongu of Sikkim, as it was
stated earlier, owing to high elevations and impervious nature of
terrain and paucity of population, there is no such demand. The
dehsity of population in Zongu 1is perhaps below the minimum
requirement  for a proper development of an effective agricultural

system.
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Division of Labour iﬁ Shifting Cultivation

and its Social Consequences

In hunting economy, which involves iong distance travel and
masculine strength, women cannot participate to the extent of men due
to the univefsal constraints .of their being involved in child care.
They cannot affod long absencé_s from home and thus. becomé auxillary

to this type of subsistence activity.

But in 'shifting ,cuitivation.women's participation is much
more intens‘i\}e at opefétional level than that of the men. In Lepcha
shifting cultivation women's work is in fact slow and continuous,
evenly distributed throughout the agricultural season, The men's
share, namg]:y the clearing, lasts a limited time and forms no part of
the actual process of cultivation. But in cqntrast with the more
intensive agricultural system, slash and burn agficulture requires
high level inputs to crop tending, especially weeding and watching-r
the crop against wild animals. In Lepcha shifting cultivation most of
these operations are done by women. These include sowing, weeding
and harvesting of crops. According to White et al (1981 : 827),
agricultural regimeé that require medium labour inputs with no
periods of peak demand are more compatible with the childrearing
constraints on women's activity than -are regimes which require
sudden mobilization of large number of people. The root. crops
cultivated in this method can be left underground and can be
harvested at a slow pace, since it remains protected from pests,

animals and weather.

Since the women play an important role in Lapcha shifting
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cultivafion; Jit can, therefore, be assumed that it will Ilead Atf.o
incre’ased-d-egree of polygyny in Lepcll.ia 'society.‘ In othér words the
pre‘éence of polygyny .in the Lepcha :society lcar<1 be pljedicted as a
consequence of its‘ high degreé of fém;ie ~p_ar§ic_ipation in shifting_
cultivation. ‘ That is why the incidence ‘of polygyny 1is still found
. among the Lepcha of Zongu bécause they ,gtill practise some amognf of_:r
-shifting cultivation- even- in ‘these ‘days. ~ But in> Kalin;lpofgg where

shifting_ 'c#xiltivation' canﬁot be ‘pr'anlctiseéi‘ polygyny_ is -réfely -fbund. o
Polygyny, . as an./insé:-itﬁtion”_h;ad (-:lé“\_/_'e.loped among the Lepﬁha Wheﬁ_
they were in shifting cultivation 'Stage pos;iblyr due to the high

degree of women's ini/olvement,_in the productive sYstem.

"In Zongﬁ éély-gyAny is préEtiéed by those’r who have“vlgu-ffici‘e‘nt
'ampunt of land, both under shifting cultivation-'as well ua:s under
perm‘anent i-Net cultivatidn. This might also be -an i’ndirect. éffect of -
thé Nepali caste system. 1In N.E. India- where sh‘ifting'/t;.u.ltivation is
practised, we do not- find polygyny Vbeca,use th,? influence * of Hindu
(Nepali) 'caste syétém ‘is not :'t‘:here. Whereas 1n Zongu po_lyaﬁdry in
‘the form of cicisbeism is preS'ent only among those wh6 ‘I-la>ve' lands
4_on'1y under wet cultivation andiwﬁen the owner tl;"an not look after his
land anci h‘gus.e' because he isv' b‘usy iﬁ ;Jther preocc,upatiop; éWay 'from_'
his. fiélds -a1‘qd hodsé, A- it is 'obsex-ve;.d th_'a:t in I;,il;gdong only 16 acfgs;
of land 1s under ‘sh‘ifting‘ rcuﬂltivat'ion. This land is owned by'v
3 ifami].ies. » Tw;_: farﬁ’ili>es‘ .pbssess 5 acf.es each and one rfémily»‘l‘i;’-\'re :
6 acres of land under slash and burn methed. .OL.lt “of thé;'e families,
two ‘are c;f ub,‘«:ilygyhc:_:us’ type.- 'A’>E“>11’j'st w1fe b'f thek‘thiix.‘d._faiﬁ:il‘y, has died
'éllféw. year“s: back‘ and t,_h>eiw6m<en's woxk ir; tﬁ‘at-‘fém/ily ,Ais i’ooked‘ éft‘;er

©..by the grown -up daughters. This observation is. alsoc supported. by



86

the information received from other villages of Zongu.

Contemporary Agricultural System

The physical geography of the region makes conditions for
agriculture extremely diverse. In the hills, many of the slopes are
so stony gnd precipitous that nothing can thrive except scrub jungle
or a occasional tree in the crevices of the rocks. Much of the hiI/l
land is wunsuitable for cultivation of any kind, but on the more
gentle slopes thek so’vil is often of good quality. Altitude and other
aspects, as might be  expected, have important effects on agriculture.
Only a small part of the dj.*strict of Darjeeling and state of Sikkim
lies above tree level but no crops are grown 9,500 feet above sea
level owing to theh' cold. Only potatoes can be grown upto that
elevation but the upper limits of height for rice, maize and millet are
much lower, Orange is not  grown above 8,000 feet. Below 2,500 feet
much of the ground- is steep and unsuitable for cultivation, the
temperature here are too high to suit many of the crops growing in
the colder altitudes and the result is that between 1,000 and 2,500
feet there is comparatively little cultivation and most of the areas
are under forest. The combination of wafmth at lower altitudes and
high humid.ity makes for rapid weed growth, leaching, and poor agri-
cultural soils. The higher altitudes slopes between 2,500 to 5,000
feet are less humid, better drained and at. lower temperatures the
weeds grow more slowly, humus and weathered rock combine in better
soils., The area around 5,000 feet is ideal for intensive agricultural

practices.
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As it was mentioned earlier that the Lepcha do not have any
long exberience of settled agriculture in terraces in comparison to
their Nepali neighbours. They have started terraced cultivation only
in the early part of this century. They learnt the art of terracing

from the immigrant Nepalis.

Agriculture among the Lepcha is a a family enterprise,
among those who share the hearth, share in the work and harvest.
The usé of high ‘yielding varieties of crop are not very common in
Darjeeling and Sikkim. The functional unit of production is the joint
famiiy, or may be refered Ato as the household (persons sharing a
common cooking Thearth). Goods are produced, ‘distributed and
consumed primarily by the household unit, and any relevant economic
decisions are made there. The household is ideally a patrilocel

family under the leadership of the eldest active male.

The major crops grown by the Lepcha i1in the area are
paddy, maize, millet, potato, ginger and vegetables. The list of
crops grow.n also include phaper (buck-wheat), sugarcane, wheat,
puises and - mustard. The wheat and mustard cultivations are,
however, limited and are. declining. Cash crops are cardamom, in

Sikkim and oranges, ginger and cauliflower in Kalimpong.

Types of Land and Soils

Due to the undulating nature of the topography there is
extreme variation in respect of soil type, altitude and moisture from
land to land in the area. But in general in Kalimpong lands are

classified into two broad categories, wviz., sukha khet or dry land
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(unirrigated and wusually unterraced) and pani khet or wet land
(irrigated and terraced). In Sikkim there is an additional type of

land, i.e. cardamom land or cardamom field known as elaichi khet

and the land used for shifting cultivation (rongdong). Sukha khet is

mainly meant for dry cultivation, pani khet for paddy cultivation and

cardamom lands (they may be sukha khet or pani khet) exclusively

for cardamom cultivation. Cardamom fields are mainly found as a
private enterprise only in Sikkim. No venture to cultivate cardamom _

in individual land is present in Kalimpong and Darjeeling.

The Lepcha classify soils into the following four classes -

1. Farjar - Stony .soilj
2. Farnuk - Black soil
3. Farliang - Red soil

4, Faryear - White soil.

The above Aclassification is mainly based on colour and
quality of the soil. Beside this the Lepcha can identify and
recognise a large number of soil types based upon the crop growing
pattern, but in practice, circumstances force them to cultivate all
so‘rts of cropAs in one field. They also colourfully decorate their
house with different types of soils, The farnuk is the best type of
soil, it is a type of soft alluvial soil where cultivation can be done
best. In farliang soil cultiv'ation can also be done, but it requires
heavy manuring to give as good a yield as in the former type of
soil. Farjar soil is not good for cultivation. Faryear is a 'dyer
type' 'of soil, used in dyeing the walls of the houses. Basically

fertility of the soil depends much on the geological formation of the
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underlying rocks from which the soil is derived., Climate and weather
conditions are also critical factors constraining productivity in this
Himalayvan area. Since the ground is almost frozen during winter
months, the agricultural cycle is limited to a single (summer-monsoon)

crop.

Methods of Cultivation

Method of cultivation in the hills of Darjeeling and Sikkim
vary with the érops. Land which is ,pot toofsteep is ploughed,
otherwise hoes are used. While terracing .(V\;ith an inward slope) is a
distinctive and important feature of Himaiayan cultivation, it is not
systematically followed as terraces have to be cut with _great lablour

in the hill sides. .It is done to retain a portion of rain water.

As it was stated earlier that. the chief food crops in dry

cultivation (sukha khet) are maize (bhutta or makai), millet (marwa

or kudo) and buck-wheat (Ehager), and in wet cultivation is rice.
Money producing crops are cardamoms (for which irrigation is

needed), potatoes, organges, ginger and vegetables.

Tilling of land 1is done by ploughing except, véry small
terraces are not ploughed. Weeding and harvesting are generally
done Ly the cultivator and his ‘family and with the system of mutual
help ‘among the neighbours known as parma. This mutual labour
exchange system is called parma in Kalimpong and lobo in Sikkim.
Both in Kalimpong and Sikkim hired daily labourers are only employed
when absolutely necessary. Daily rates of agricultural labourers at

present (1979 - 81) is @ k. 5/- per day (with food) for male and
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ks. 8/- per day without food. Throughout the district of Darjeeling
and Sikkim the agricultural labourers are mainly Nepalis. It is very
rare to find a Lepcha as agricultural daily Ilabour. A recent
Government notification (1978) has fixed the minimum wages for
agricultural labour in the Darjeeling district @ k. 14/- per day, but
in practice no one follows it, it is not even known to majority of the

villages.

The chief implements used in cultivation are the plough, the
hoe or spade, t‘he kanta, the sickle and the 6rowbar. A wooden
harrow and a thick heavy beam are used in paddy fields and
sometimes in dry cultivation to break up clode. Mt;.are intensive and
efficient methods of cultivation are becdming popular among the
Lepcha. While formerly a single ploughing was thought sufficient and
no manuring was applied, now most Lepcha cultivators of Kalimpong
in particular and ofSikkim in general plough twice, manure (organic)
more freely and use better seeds. In Kalimpong chemical fertilizers
are used by the Lepcha particularly in Nassey village, it is also
used 'Sporadically by the Lepcha cultivators of Pagang, but it is
rarely used by the Lepcha of Lingdong. Weeding, hoeing and
earthing are often repeated mainly among the Nepalis and rarely .
among the Lepcha. Men, women and children all use the hoe where
ploughing can not be done, seeds are sometimes sown broadcast or
dibbled in with a long stick either pointed or with an iron spike
fixed at the end. ‘The Lepcha are to some extent ineffective users of
the plough and at some remote places of Zongu are sometimes seen

turnng over the soil with a rude wooden stick, a small spade or a

spike. The comparative seclusion of fields surrounded by jungle is
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congenial to their traditional culture and habits. On the other hand
the Nepalis are the most assiduous cultivator leaving practically no
part of his hélding uncultivated, using his plough cattle to the
fullest extent possible and terracing skillfully wherever it is
feasible. The Bhotia,-, another ethnic Qrﬁup living in the region, are
also casual cultivators 1like the ‘Lepcha, ‘perhaps because they are
descendants of pastoral .'races‘mo're accustomed to grazing ; they are

for the same reason fond of cultivation at the higher level.

[}

Work in ’th_e' fields, whether, sowing, weeding- or harvesting
are hearly always done in large parfgiés. These parties are made up
partly of relationé‘ ‘by blood or marriage, and.Apartly by friends.
Since the. Lepcha trace relationship back sevein -generafions on the
father's side and at least three on mother's, there are always some
relativés at hénd to help in agriculturai acti;\rities. Hélp in the
fields is always repaid with a similar amount of labour ; for éowiﬁg
and weeding the helpers are always givén a meal with meat and chi.
At harvestin_g a mealv need not be g,ivep to pebple Awho yolunteer their
services, but must be gi{ren to those who are asked to help. In
Sikkim thos»efwho'help in the p“reparafi_on of cardamom fields are paid
for in money because cardar-nom‘-.is a cash cr;ap and not a food c_fop.
" Rupees 20/; 'is given for carryiﬁg .a EEPE (abou-t. 40 kg.) of

cardamom .from Lingdong to Mangan market, a distance of. about 15 Km.

‘Econémic relations are ecology based. The Lepcha fully
realise it a_nd they.have shaped thé' relatipnships as part of the
adjustment. A relationship of reCiprocity and co-operation 1is
specially exhibited among the Lepcha whe 1live in the undulating

areas of Darjeeling and Sikkim. Agricultural fields, at a higher
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elevation gets ready for pleughing' and sowing earlier than one at a
lower. e_levatlon where rain water takes more time to dry up. One
man alone, with hlS pair of bullocks and plough may not be able to
manage ploughing and sowing of his slopy fields which get dry at a
rapid speed. ' Under such a situation, he is jeined by cultivators of
his neighbourheod or kinship sphere, “who>b'ring their respective
ploughs and -bullock‘t\o help in timely ‘pvloughing of the tield. As  a
consequence, one would find a number . of ploughsop\eratihg simulta-
" neously on the ‘same plot-df B lan_d.\ The man who is helped.‘in
ploughiug and sewing of his 'fields provides  food 'and' drinks to‘ all
the helpers. With such a joint econorhi.c effort, the timely' sowing is
assured. When the field of the next man get sufflciently dried up, to
the extent where ploughing is vposs__lble, the .same fleet of ploughs
would operate there too. The ‘operati_onv antinuestill the fields of all
the» men i‘n..l’the' group are ploughed and sown. An econoruic system of
this kind grew out 'of necessity of adjustment to the typical kind -of
terrain found there. . Those involved _in_ an ope'ratibn are under’ an
'oblig'atioh te render help to ;ene' another. _'The _.help rema:lns at the
'1abour_ level as the‘. .p-)roduce is not. shared which g_joes‘-as per the

ownership of land.

Rice Cultivation

Rice oecupy nearly -two .third: of .the cultivated ‘:area“ in the )
hllls of DarJeehng and Slkklm.‘ Indian eorn form" a val'ua-hle stapl'e
-'1n Kallmpong and other sub d1v151ons of DarJeehng and‘the s*ate of
Slkklm 'and the area under it amounted'to more -than th_ree quarters-,_

of the net cropped area. at the time of  this study. -Of the different -
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crops the cult‘ivators."concéntr;ate on. amon p'addy mostly, - the soil
being most suit‘ablle.for the same. Ifrigation is :essential for rice
growing in the hillé'_ and .wéfer Ha}s> to be lﬁri‘.aught from nearby
"jhofas 'by flumes or pipes of -bamboo _§r galvanised irpn. Usually
‘an att'émptr "i,s made"to-'-g:_lve an inward ! slop'e to the 'terraces but 'that‘
is not always poss‘ibile. It is howe\}el;-, _.:cequired .where rice is culti-
vated, as irrigatiox'i. wa}terA has to sténa on ‘the :fields." ~ These rice
ferraces : are quite fer‘til;a apd require less marlbur'ing» as ‘. top soil from
highér land is w.ashed:' do-wn.and deposited in “th-e rice ‘fieldsk-durirng
irrigation or rainf‘al‘l.r‘ .Th_e cult’ivatioq of"ricé in wét terraces is very
feéent in Lepcha' l-ife.’ Ric_e féfraces for wet p'a'ddy was introduced at
- Lingdong, "a's_ v_v‘ell é_s in other parts Sf Zongu ‘_les's‘tlr'lan sixty yéaf_s
ago and'in Kalimpong 'fat the -begiﬁning of the century. 4-Ri¢e.i:errac_éfs
dvemand. a certain ;él'mou'nt. of hard i’;’iitial labour, a'fter-which'thAey
a;quiré as 1t are; -a-‘_capvita.ll ‘value and once they are méde, ‘crop can

be raised . on them reggiar_ly with relatively 1little éAffort.

"It is Vevit':le_vnt Vthat Lépchas learnt the cultiirétion of wet‘ rice
in terraced fielt»:lA (th‘a‘f'dng) fl;gm the Nepalfs. In -Kalimpong and other
parts of the district o‘f. Darjeéiing the”conversion of 'un—terracet_i field
'(fongdomj ‘to terraced one ‘:(th’afong) wés started a little before the
be:gir{mi.hé cﬂ:)f-, this "Century.' But in Zongﬁ ﬁerraéing was sta'rted j.n
-1-_.920:5, am;.l ‘e\-ren it . is contifxuing today. I-n,j Lingdon;g' : ahd A ofher
v-il]‘.égelsl of Zongu ~ the Government of Sikkim has 'férraced ~some lan.d:>

free -of cost in the y'»ear ;979; It ‘was done : to . mé_ke' cult_iirai_;ion of wet -

rice p0551b1e '-ih_ the Telatively -unused fallow land (lukthukmapanfath) 7

. 51tuatedh1gh up in “the" hills. To encourage and facilitate the growth

S

permanent paddy  fields’ (fathnakjong) the ‘Government has
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announced the waiving of land tax up to a period of three years
after terracing. By this generous gesture on thé part of Government,
the amount of terra;ed lands in Zongu has been increasing annually.
These terraces are scattered all over the- valley, and it is rare for
two conti'guous strips to belong to the same owner. In Lingdong at
least three 'pei‘sons have converted their uncultivable falldw into

terraced fields in the year 1980-81,

Alre[ady it has been mentioned earlier (Chapter 1IV) that the
¢ .

cultivable-fiéids of the Lepcha are situated on the slope's of the hills
either in the vicinity of the villages or a little far away. Though
the physical geography of the area is not suitable for rice cultivation
in general, because in the hills where the Lepcha live many of the
slopes -are stony - and precipitous, but in the gentler slopes and
terraces the soil is often fertile. Especially the terraces of the lower
region are much more fertile than the upper ones because the minerals

and other valuable natural fertilizers of soil accumulate at the lower

terraces.

Paddy is best grown from plains level upto the elevation of
2,500 to 5,000 feet. In the hills of Darjeeling and -Sikkim it is
transplanted into irrigated land (pani khet). Seeds are sown in seed
beds (1/6th of the area to be planted out) in April t-Dr May. Trans-
plantation ‘takes place in July or August and harvesting in November
or at the beginning of December. The yield is wvery low, vary from
240 to 400 kgs. per acre and 320 kgs. may be taken as the .average
in the hills although in the plains double this figure may be attained.

The yield of straw is heavy (1,000 to 1,400 kg. per acre).
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The agricultural operation starts in the month of April - May
or a little earlier in case of paddy cultivation, with the tilling of
the terraced field by means of a plough (halkung). The next
operation after plouging is harrowing which is done with a ladder like
frame made of bamboo or wood and at times an wooden plank is also
used for this purpose. The whole instrument is called khuakubu and
the wooden plank is called danta. After harrowing the field, trans-

plantation (chok-zoothiang) is done. Weeding (buk or zoobuk) is the

next procedure followed on. The next operation is harvesting (eak).
) .

It is done by sickle. Then the crops are dried in the field. The

crops are taken to the threshing ground (lam) where threshing (kuk

or zubuck) and winnowing (bee-kuong) are done. They store the

grains in a wooden box called baha which is kept at the house.

The manure used by the Lepcha is cowdung and other
garbages. Only the people of Nassey use a small amount of chemical
fertilizers 1like phosphate, urea etc. and that too also for cash crops

like cauliflower, potato etc. and not for paddy.

Comparisons of the time and 1a1;our involved in the culti-
vation of a particular type of crop has been attempted to account for
the variations in yields. Clarke (1921) compared his obsérvations of
the Bomagai - Angoiang to those made .of Kapauku by Pospisil and
concluded that in clearing Kapauku worked 200 man - days per acre in
the agricultural system as a whole whereas the Bomagai - Angoiang
worked 165 days. Kapauku spend more _time in tilling, slashing and
fencing and less time in planting, weeding and tending the growing

crops. However, the comparison of man-hours per acre does not
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reflect the yield of different systems. A partially cleared,
irregularly planted, slash and burn (shifting) field of big size may
produce large tubers, or thick croppings, but the total harvest weight
of a fully tilled and evenly planted permaﬁent field may be much
greater. By and large, the involvemént of more man-days for a crop
which gives more yield is a sign of more intensificatién of the system
with increased production, especially when population pressux;e is
felt, higher labour in-put while reducing the supply of forest

products and dependency on animal meat.

+

The output in the production of paddy in Kalimpong (village
Nassey and Pagang) and Lingdong is different. The output of 'the
production of paddy is atleast 80 to 120 kg. less per acre in 5ikkim
than it is in Kalimpong. This is because of the fact that the Lepcha

of Sikkim take less interest in cultivation.

In Lingdong one acre of terraced paddy field is ploughed by
two men in one day. To level and watering (hillu) the field &4 to 5
persons‘ are needed for one day. At the time‘of transplantation 25 to
30 persons are required because it is to be done in one day.
Weeding is done by- two persons in one day. Three persons are
needed for harvesting, it is done in two days. Then the paddy is

carrisd to threshing ground.

The number of man-days required to cultivate paddy in one
acre of land in the Zongu area of Sikkim and Kalimpong subdivision
of Darjeeling.district of West Bengal are given below. Data of Zongu

is given from Lingdong and data of Kalimpong is given from Nassey.
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Data of these ‘two villages given below will represent the general

trend in the respective regions (Table No. 17).

TABLE NO. -17

Labour required in Lingdong and Nassey to

cultivate paddy in one acre of land.

Name of the No. of days No. of men No. of men
Operation required required days required
_(duration)_

Elrialr;aeg(e)i Lingdong Nassey Lingdong Nassey Lingdong Nassey
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Ploughing 1 , 2 2 2 2 4
Levelling 1 2 4 4 4 8
Transplanting 1 1 25 30 25 30
Weeding 1 2 2 4 2 8
Harvesting | 2 | 2 3 3 6 6

Here, we can see that in Nassey to cultivate paddy in
1 acre of land 56 man-days are required whereas in Lingdong of
Zongu area it is only 39 man-days. This partially accounts for the

low output of paddy in Zongu area.

Maize (makai or bhutta)

The next impértant crop of the Lepcha, after paddy, is
definitely makai or maize. This c¢rop grows on almost any soil at

altitudes between 1,000 to 7,000 feet above sea Ilevel, Black soil
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(farnook) suits it best as hill cultivators do not usually manure this
crop. It does best at low elevations ip sunny areas and grows quite
will in places where rocks retain moisture. After rice, it is the
second best staple food crop of the Lepcha and is grown on dry land
(sukha Kkhet). After the ground has been prepared, the seeds are
sown in February to April, either by broadcasting, by sowing in rows
(phalis) or by individual planting in holes. Itis harvested in July-Aug.
After t:ﬁe first ploughing of the ground levelling is done. They use
little or no manure for the makai cultivation. The Lepcha usually
keep the seeds at their h.ouse‘.. Average yield of this crop is six to
seven maund (approx. 280 kg.) per acre. This is not a cash crop,
they do not sell but consume it themselves. -'I‘his crop is liable to

damage by bears in Zongu where forest exists néarby.

In the villages of Kalimpong the Lepcha mainly use the
imported makai seeds from the plains but in Lingdong and other parts
of Zorgu they wuse the traditional variety of makai seed, called

Kungchungmu.

Millet (marwa or kudu)

Millet is grown exclusively for fermenting of chi, a type of
home brewn liquor and its use as food crop is limited in the Lepcha
society. In Lepcha the crop 1is called mong. At times it is
cultivated along with maize as a mixed crop. Kudu is grown in dry
field cr sukha khet. Land is prepared in March/April. Seeds are
sown in May-June. Seedlings are prepared and ‘transplanted to the

main field during middle of June, and the crop 1is harvested in
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October-November. It may also be transplanted in July-August so that
the crop will be ready for harvesting by second week of December.
Average vyield of kudu both in Kalimpong and Sikkim, is 280 to 320

kg. per acre.

Actually the:'Lepcha cultivate this crop (kudu) on some
sizeable amount of land. Lands undér _lziu_du_ cultivation is quite
unproductive, which has got no food value except for the preparation of
chi. The Lepcha have some fixed plots exclusively reserved for kudu
~cu1tivation. Sometimes‘ they cultivate kudu in the interirﬁ period
between two major érops like paddy and wheat. It is felt that had
they cultivated food crops instead -of kudu or millet, their economic
condition would have been mﬁch better. This is wvery much observed
from the Nepalis and Christian Lepchas, it is not that the Nepalis or
Christian Lepchas do not drink chi but as they have less land under
kudu cultivation in comparison to the Buddhist Lepcha, their economic
condition 1is much better.. Unlike the Buddhist Lepcha this drinking
of chi has not become a part and parcel of life among the Christian
Lepcha. This has been discussed under the topic of cropping pattern

in the subsequent péges.

- Potatoes

During the last decade this crop is being increasingly grown
as a cash crop in many a Lepcha villages, particularly in the
Darjeeling district. It is grown in villages as high as 7,000 feet
above sea level. Potato cultivation 1is quite widespfead in all parts
of the hill area of Kalimpong. It is grown in dry fields but requires

heavy manuring. In some places two crops are harvested, one
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planted in October and harvested in January and  February and the
second planted in January or February and harvested in July. The
success of potato cultivation depends to a great deal on the weather.
Yields vary from 1200 to 4000 kg. per acre. To cultivate one acre of
land 2000 kg. of manure and 400 kg. of seed potatoes are requiréd.

In some villages of Darjeeling it is seen that potato and maize are

grown together in the same field. Potato seeds are sown in December
or January. When the plants attain a height of 6 to 8 inches, maize
seeds ‘are sown in between two lines of potato plants. Potato is

harvested in the month of June and July, maize stand in the field

which is harvested in September and October.

In Nas_sey cultivation of potato as a major cash crop has
been launched recently with the assistance of Comprehensive Area
Dévelopment Corporation (CADC), and is gradually becoming a popular
cash crop. It is observed tﬁat in Kalimpong the cultivation of potato
as a cash crop has been taken up more by the Christian Lepcha than
the Buddhist and it is mainly practised in the areas situated near to
Kalimpong town. In Pagang village, as it is located a little far
from Kalimpon_g town, its cultivation is net much popular as a cash
crop and 1is being cultivated in a sporadic manner mainly for self
consumption, In Zongu surprisingly potate is not cultivated (as it
was in 1981) though the c'limate and soil are quite suitable for potato

cultivation.

Cardamom (elaichi)

Cardamom is grown in small clearings all over the lower

slopes of the Tista wvalley in Sikkim. This crop is a wvalusble one,
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doing best at altitude"i'f;rbr;rlv‘- 1,000 'lit':o_':j 5";4000 feet_ above sea level. The
crop requires a rich séil, shade,-"f-'so'me warmth and a good supply of
water, Fields are usﬁally in the beds, or on the sides of streams
and are liable to destruction by floo;ls and landslips. This crop is
harvested from September onwards. For a ﬁew plantation seed is
sown in special seed beds ) and then transplanted in May or June, two
to four feet apart; It is a perennial plant and can also be
propag.;ated by cuttings from old stemling clustersA which aré taken out
in early splfing. The plants need a good deal of care, and have to
: i
be hand-weeded thoroughly ‘atlleast three times a year because buds
and fruits come close to the ground. For the first two years the
plant vyields no crop, the plant reaches its full bearing period wifhin
three years apd in the third year a half crop is obtained and
thereafter for about- 8 vyears a full- crop can be expected which
amounzs to about 240 kg. or more per acre. After the end of tenth
year the plants start to decline and become 1liable to blight or
damage by insects and new plantings have to be made ; this can
héwever be done on the same ground as the pl’ént does not exhaust
the scil. Cardamom flowers from. the middle of April to the end of
May, and a-fter_ September when the crop is harvested the seed pods
are dried in -a klin and thereby are much reduced in weight. When .
the fruit is‘gathered the old growth is cut down'and burned. The
dried seed% are bagged and sold at prices upward of B. 350/- per
maund (40 kg. =1 maund). Prices go up when supply is short and
sometimes reach as high as k. 700/- per maund in Sikkim. This is
f?r the year 1980-81. It is difficult, to calculate the cost of culti~
vation and consequently the profit, because most of the cost of

cultivzation is that of labour which is obtained mainly from the family.
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Moreover, prices of the finished product wvary erraticallly.. It is

nonetheless a crop which can give a very high return.

For the Lepcha cardamom is a foreign importation from
Nepal, they always refer to it by its Nepali name - elaichi and with
the cultivatior; of the plant has come a whole complex of alien belief
and rituals. Presently in no village of Kalimpong cardamom
pléntation is done at individual level. Only one attempt has been
méde by the Cal‘-damom Board, Government of West Bengal, for the
re‘vival of cardamom Plantation in Darjeeling district at\ their own
nursery. In fact the impact of cardamom as a major cash crop is
absent in the life of the Lepcha of Darjeeling district. But the
picture is different in Sikkim; where plantation of cardamom as a
caéh crop has become a part and parcel of Lepcha life. In Zongu
almost all families have some cardamom fields. In Lingdong it is
even found that a few families have started the cultivation of
cardamom in their permanent rice terraces by cor;x-verting it into a
cardamom field, because they found it mﬁch more profitable to
cu:ltivaf:e cardamom than rice. Wifh the money received from sell of

cardamom théy can purchase paddy or any other cereals,

The principal factor, which made them- switch over to
cardamom cultinvation in the paddy field is the ealtitude. Because
evéan at high altitude cardamom gives more or less the same yield but
otﬁer food crops like padd?, millet, maize etc. give much less yield.
This is an example how a natural or physical phenomenon (altitude)

influence in determining the producticn of a crop.

In Lingdong and other villages of Zongu thresz varieties of
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cardainoms are cultivated.
I
[ .
1
j
13
i
i

1. Ramna - It is the best and _Asuperior in qnaiity th’an the other
| two. Ttis best suited to low altitude fields,” In the year
E v 1981» in Zongu one maund (40 kg.) of ramna sol»d for
{ Bs. 480/-. ' ‘
2, Ramla - It is the second best to ramna inﬂ_qualit‘yé.‘%;' It can even"'
_ { o - be grown in the high altitude fields. o
di : . . .
Bf Ramsez. .:-V_AQual_it'_atively it is' ranked last and always »’ sel].s twenty ‘
Ij rupees per ”m_al.ind less than the pre_vious two_v_:ariet_ies.:i
.i The Lepcha of Zongu sell their Vcar-damom to thé..mar’wra‘ri
triaders and. bu51nessmen, locally called 'kanza. Tl‘l_e>Le;:1__:gchau of "Zongu

!
c;o! not pay any land tax ‘for the land i.tnder_‘ cardamom cultivation.
But the traders who huy' cardamom have to pay a toll of k. 20/- per

und at the border’ when‘ they take the cardamom_ out 8;!. Sikkim. But

|

!
u
|

i
e

l

1n fact the shrewd marwari bu51nessmen always deduct tnls toll tax -

» from the prlce. pald.to t,he cultivator.
} : . : : :
b

[

i
Orange

i
; In Kalimpong about fifty years agdo the orange groves. began
! X

{

1

to die out and at present there is practlcally no orange in Kallmpong

I DarJeehng dlstrlct orange is grown only in - Kurseong and Sadar

N
’?
u d1v151ons,, but 'not 1n— Kallmpong subd1v1sion ‘.where more than 45%
| .

.-_“;‘W;

ofI ;ts Lepcha populatlon re51des. ThlS destructlon of orange groves

1n V_Kahmpo«n.g; suhcl,lv151on is probab‘y : due "_to some -unknownj
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geo-morphological reasons. At Nassey only about two generations ago
orange was profusely grown and a part of Lepcha economy depended
upon orange plantation. When all of a sudden 'orange plants started

to decline in ‘Kalimpong, the-  cash economy of the Lepeha received a

jolt.

In Sikkim, the Lepcha of Zongu used to grow{“'“orange since
tir:ne immemorial but the monetary value of the crop wafsév{not known to
| _ o
th:em untill- recently. Only after 1978 they have S£'érted selling
or‘;anges., Before that the entire produce was consu%’ned or freely
distributed. | |

The market price of 100 oranges was k. 10/- in Sikkim in
1981. Orange plantation is highly profitable and in Zongu it has
ex'-panded‘ considerably in the recent years. About 90 percent of the

output is exported. Two varieties of local Sikkim orange. are grown -

one of small tight skinned variety and Vthe other a ?}I.;o‘os"e skinned,
1a§rge and softer kind. Rich black soil is required and an elevation
of: between 2,000 ft. and 4,000 ft. above sea 1eve1.w;_:;->The crop 1is
h'a;rvested from November to January. Seedlings, brough;_'{:;'{b_from outside
of‘; Zongu are transplanted in May and June, 14 to é;g\_feet apart.
Abfout 200 seedlings are required per acre. About .:8 years are
reiquired before the trees begin to bear fruit and they continue to
gi:ve & good crop for 25 years or so. The trees grow opto 15 to 20

feet and out turn per tree is from 800 to 1,000 oranges annually.

Cauliflower

; Cauliflower is a highly profitable cash crop. To cultivate

cauliflower (riburu) in one acre land, seeds of &. 10/ “are needed ;
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the outturn is 20 maund and is sold at’ @ B. 80/- per maund
(1 . maund = 40 kg.). This is a winter crop, which is :grown befween
firfst week of October to last week of December. The‘f cultivation of
ca_!uliflower ﬁéeds intensive care especially the weeding is of utmost
imi)ortance. The cauliflower is only grown. at Nassey and a few other
ad;jacnt villages near Kalimpong town. In Pagang village which is
situated far away from the Kalimpong town, caulifl&wez;i‘?éffor any other
form of cash crop is not cultivated on commercial *gasis. It is
becuase of the fact that the market is far away and regular trans-
portation isAnot' available, so that the villagers can not bring their

produces to the market.

At Nassey for the cultivation of cash crops, ?he Lepcha get
help from various Goverﬁmenﬁ agencies like Comprehensive Area
Development Corporation (C.A.D.C.) etc., in the form of cash or in
kinds (seeds, manure). It is evident. that those wha ‘have adopted
the cultivation of cash crops, are econofnically in a better position

than the others.

In Zongu though the cultivation of orange has sfarted on a
_cqmmercial basis but the general picture of the orange plantation in
Zongu is not at all encouraging. Except cardamom,i-{:-he Lepcha of
Zgngu are not particularly interested in growing other c:slsh crops like
orange, ginger etc. because these are perishable products and can
nlot be stored and also need quick transportation to the market in

the plains. During the rainy season, the roads avesi, Plocked due to

landslides.

If we compare the technology of production employed in the
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process of cultivation among the Lepcha of Zongu and the Lepcha of
Kalimpong, we will see that the agricultural practices .are much more
intensified in Kalimpong. Most intensification is foundi;‘l;n Nassey and
least in Lingdong, inbetween stands Pagang. By intensification of

agricultural practice I mean the following

1. Field with defined boundary with fence to keep away
livestock.
2. Preparation of ground by intensive tilling, ploughing,

ridging as well as rotation of crop and livestock foraging.

3. Irrigating the field by terracing, drainage, trenching,

diverting streams and waterways and transplanting.

4, Use of more manure, cowdung for food crops and chemical

fertilizers for cash crop, applying organic fertilizers.

5; Proper crop care and tending, weeding, pest control.

The increase of production may result from 'e:':;itivating more
land. or from increasing the yield by changing .the agricultural
techniques to grow. more on the same land. The;."e is a «close
relationship between the density of population - a result of population
growth at some time in the past and the intensity of agricultural
practices. Obviously more intensified agriculture is being practised
in Kalimpong area as population density is moré there. The
population density of north district of Sikkim of which Zongu is ‘a

part is 6 persons per sg. km.

Wil
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‘Agricultural Transformation and - Some Related Factors

' f
I

- An examination of " .the Lepcha agrvicultura‘l subslst‘ence

economy reveals that within a very short period it had undergone a
rahpid transformation from hunting gathering_x stagle-s to. plough .
cu;ltiv.ation, in wet: terrace‘s‘,." via an 'interim :phase of shifti_ng
céltivation, and finally to ca"sh crop ,economy ogf cardamom, oranges'

i
i

and cauliflower ‘etc.

“ 3 . - . . .
. - - T R [N
' R - . .

P - Each of these stages has brought», in its train, ,some social

consequences. Conflict of choiCe in the economic purs‘uits, developed

d‘uring these interim periods of transformations. ALl socio-_cultural

changes are usually initiated by the individuals. : ‘;T'he-i:,"stimulus 'for a

n'ew idea or a new behavmur is consequently always speciflc to a

given individual. *Sometlmes, however, it is generalised so  that - it
bears wupon -several individuals, or it becomes ‘more 1ntens1ve or

r;ecurrent so that it affects some ‘individuals. more acutely. than it does

others.

r This agr1cultura1 transformatlon in the case of the Lepcha of

Kallmpong and other places of DarJeehng district took place long ago
and no informant s avallable to narrate the situation.‘ But in the

case of the‘ Lepcha “of Zon‘gu, north Slkkim, this transformation

&

occured not very long back and some information are avallable. o

: In: Zongu; in 1930 s, only 'two 'or three f_’amil'ies" whoﬂhad f

'1and in the lower river valley had begun to cu1t1 'ate wet rice w1th)

l -
plough ) At that t1me settled agrlculture did - not mavs.e much headway

P

“_‘and as stated earller was purely a result or Nepali & v,ltur,ation;”
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During ‘the initial phase of change overf."’"‘_‘::fr~om sh_ifting’*
cultivation - to ‘settled "agriculture, it was not onli-r 'learning ~and
relearning_"of new techniques,. but also has ;meant.i, a triangular
conflict in » most of the- families', A - case .stu'dy.'his given for ‘
~illustration. The shtor'y- was collected from one very old informant_ of

Lingdong village 6f Zongu. His name is Takdung Lepcha.

In 193‘8 one"Lepcha youngman' as he was at 'thatu-ti'me wanted

'to extend the area of wet - plough cultivation of rice by reducing the-

‘.‘u

area under ' slash ,and burn »cultlvation. But his father ‘was not‘
’ 'ag‘reeable.‘ ‘At that Atime plenty of’land was available, the problem.
was not -of space ’butv of capital. Both dry. and wet rice cultivation
seasons fall almost ‘at the same time. During the cultivation of - either
types theyA required to’ enﬂga‘ge' outside labour for a -few days. As
»they did not have enough cash to engage labour on wage ba51s, they
.dec1ded to engage labour on parma basis’ (mutual exchange system),
but even in that case they required to entertain the _Zla_bourers with
chi (ligquor) andyfood. But they did not have,enoughku& (millet)
_in- stock "to 'preparelc_hi' for .the workers for . both type_s ~of crops. :
. Moreover a 'tremendous amount of labour was necessar)'{_l'to conir‘ert the
groun.ds into terraced fielid The father did nof s?iiccumb to the .
pressure of the. son.‘ The mother was also against the':;son.- She was .

not familier with the practices associated with settled acrriculture and

she felt. that the .ex-t_ension ‘ of the same _woul_d render er useless .invv
the', fami-;l-y*, '_ ﬂshe was Valsott under impressio_n A‘;that_ dry r‘"ice“was
inﬂdi‘soensahle | for 'thé various viceremonie‘s and r,ituals,. ';[llt'i'mately, the
son_“:borrowed- some. money from- the marwari money-len'd_e_r_.'on condit,ion

th,at- | he wou'ld' ‘repay Ath’e debt by cardamom when_ 'Vseason’ comes -and
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extended the areas of settled . cultivatlon independently with the help of
the Nepalis -as wage labourers. On seeing his success gradually a
few more families in the next year also brought ‘their grounds under

wet rice agriculture by building new terraces.

‘Now-a-days, cardamom has becomeé very irhportant in the life

of the Lepcha of "JZon'g"Li"_Aas a major cash crop. Th . _production of

ca'sh‘ or"tﬁone}{ crop‘s'.’:‘are no —:doubt a';defiﬁitei'in<di’ca%t'ioh_ of so:ci..al
chanoe. B 'I.‘hrough' the production of cash crop' tthe'gf}self-contained
subsistence economy of the Lepcha came in‘contact with the market
economy. As; stated ‘earrlier, .ca”,rdamom, is'a foreign‘ :lmportatioh from
Nepal a result of Nepali a"ccﬁrlturatiori. Cardamom :ls Aexclusivel'y
produced as a cash. crop in Zongu and other- parts of north Sikkim.
As a j.ndlrect'effect of cash- cropping, the attribution of some taboos
- on '_v;omens act1vity attached to cardamom cultivat:lon deteriorated the
status of women in ‘Lepcha. soclety. _.Cardamom,.- as 4a'n‘ effect of a
Nepali‘ Hindu acculturation brooght rhany alieh be_l_ief .._'and practices
q'u"it:e >ur‘1kno.wn.. to thev : Lepcha wtome'n.,w_h»i,c‘h "rqnlade them less importaht in

the new era of cash economy . Pre,viously'~there was | no ‘ban on,

_menstruatlngrwomen from part1c1pat1ng in agricultural gperation. - But
“the ess,entlal 'Nepall‘_Hlndu 1dea that the smell of the‘menstruatin)g
‘ worhen _wotllci‘ spoil .the_cardamo'm flowers, prevent‘s the "-Le'pcha women-.
frorh .-pa_rticipati_ng in 'c‘a‘rdamom productton'ey The very *‘dea of women
be‘in_g essenti-aily .unclean was due to accoituration' with the. Nepalis,_
othe‘rwi_s:ei-the_mens_trqating women v;rere hot segregated- .in 'ac;ric't_i'ltural

‘activities.

’ After the -introduction of cash. cr‘ops,—'and"‘m'oney‘ economy, the
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prevalence of nuclear families is on the rise. Where income 1is
primarily for direct consumption, the joint family s,tores its produce
in one unit and wuses it when needed. But when a -large part of
income is in cash, its joint use becomes complicated, and it is a fact
that' a number of joint families have divided because of quarrels over
the deposition of cash income. This is why the number of nuclear

family is more than the joint family among the present "f.aéy Lepcha.

Land

Since agriculture is. the basis of ‘livelfihc;_t;;d among the
Lepcha of Darjeeling and Sikkim, land is of utmost :l:mpéitance. There
is a 'popular Lepcha soﬁg concerning a hero_”v&h.c‘i‘f féu@hjt to death
rather than to lose the land which was rightfﬁily:%his.. ‘Cultivable
land is categorized by the villagers in several 'way.? ;elevant to its
productivity. Probably the most imporfant_distinctiﬁn 'is between land
which is irrigated and that which is not.  Most of thedahdrof the
village Pagang and Nassey are of irrigated type. ©Land in lower
lying areas is ‘often irrigated. With small exceptiéris,» generally the
land is considered to be the property of the housel'):éji;dver in whose
name the house is registered and who is responsible for the payment.
of taxes. According to the Lepcha traditional custom, land can only
‘be owned by men, in the event of a woman or a‘ gz_*r::up of women
(usually co-wives) being left soie possessors of a property, they must
acquire, either by marriage or by adoption, -a male who can inherit
the property. ‘But today even a woman, who does net have any male

member to look after, can have land in her name.
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Nassey Village

Total cultivable land in the villagé Nassey is. 142 acres, of
which 34 acres are sukha khet and 108 acres are pani khet. Roughly
84 acres bélon‘g to the Lepcha commﬁnity; 54 acres t_q’ the Nepalis ;
4 acres to a Muslim family. Out of total cultivable land of 142 acres,
59.16 per cent belong to the Lepcha and 38.02 per cent owned by the

Nepalis, the rest of the land belong to the Muslim familj';'o

Population and landholdings of various communities of

Nassey village is given in the following table.

TABLE NO. 18

Landholding by communities

in Nassey

Community Family Percentage Landholding Percentége
in acre
1 2 3 4 » 5
Lepcha 34 58.62 84 g 59.16
Nepali 23 39.66 54 i 38.02
Muslim : 1 1.72 & 2.82

TOTAL 58 100.00 ) 142 100.00

The families 1living in the village Nassey do not own same
amount of land, it varies from family to family. " The pattern of land
holding among the various communities in the Nassey village is given

in the following table (No. 19),
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TABLE NO.. 19 | e

Landholdir'lg pattern in Nassey

Community A Number of . families and land thcfiﬁ’gs (in acres)
Land - - Below 1to 3 3 to’5 5 to 8
less T 1 . ‘, Iy ‘

1 2 3 4 5 6
Lepcha | 2 7 .9 ' 4 12
Nepali 8 6 5 “ -
Muslim v Co- - 1 ‘ -
Total 10 13 14 ] . 12

From the above table it is seen that 2 Lepéiha (5.8%) and
8 Nepali (34.7%) families do not have any land. 7 Lepcha (20.5%)

~and 6 Nepali (26%)families possess land below ‘one acre. 9 Lepcha

(26.4%) and 5 Nelpali (21.7%) families have land betvire 1 to 3 acre.

4L Lepcha (11.7%), &4 Nepali (17.3%) and 1. Muslim ~(100%) families

}

pos‘sess' land " between 3 to 5 acre. 12 (3.6.6%) L_ept:'l';;;families only
own land bétween 5 to 8 acre. From the fablveb (:;IA\'IJd.}'i19) if may be
said that among-the Lepcha of Nassey, 20 (58.6%) faﬁ)ﬂies have land
upto 5 acres and may be called smali farmers, 12. (:36.6%) families
have land in the range from 5 to 8 acres and may be called mediﬁm
farmers, large farmérs may be called who ha‘v;_a land above 12 acres.

This classification of small, medium and large farmers have been

made keeping in .mind the special condition prevaili__iig‘ in the hill

area and level of production.,
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Pagang Village

Total cultivable land of the Pagang village -:i;s 318 acres,
out of which 16 acres belong to the monastery and 302 g;i'es belbng to
the individual families. Out of these 302 acres of lan& 52 acres are
sukha khet and 250 acres are pani khet. 50.34 pércéﬁt of the land
beloﬁg to the Lepcha, 19.86 per cent beion_g to nthe Nepalis.
22.36 percent land belong to the Bhotia. Though the Leﬁéhé are the
major landholding group but they are _grédually lo}osing'.‘their land to
the neighbouring; communities, especially to the Nepalis. It is
interesting to note that the Lepcha lands are beihg passed :out mainly

to the Nepalis but not to the Bhotia. The various factors responsible for

it will be discussed later.

Population and landholding of various communities of Pagang"

village is given in table No. 20.

TABLE NO. 20

Landholding by communities
in Pagang

Community Family Percentage Landholding - vPercentage
A in acre o '

1 2 3 A 5
Lepcha 50 58.82 152 50.34
Nepali 16 18.82 60 -A 19.86
Bhotia 19 22.36 90 29.80

Total 85 100.00 302 100.00
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The pattern of land holding among the various communities
in the village Pagang is given in table No. 21. Here also the
Lepcha constitute the major landholding community. Next to them are
the Bhotia. Nepalis are relatively new comer in tl}i’s tract and

possess much less land than the other two communities.

TABLE NO. 21
Landholding pattern in Pagang (in acres)’

\

Cpmmunity - Number of families and land holdings
Land Below 1to3 3to5 5to8 8 tol2
less 1
1 2 '3 4 5 6 7
Lepché - : 8 16 19 s 2
Nepali 2 6 4 3 1 -
Bhotia - - 5 8 6 -
Total 2 ° 14 25 30 12 2

From the above table it is seen that no Le;{;ha or Bhotia
family is landless in the Pagang village. Only 2 .1i;1é15ali (12.5%)
families are landless. 8 Lepcha (16%) and 6 Nepali (37.5%) families
have land below one acre. No Bhotia family has lénd _below one
acre ; 16 Lepcha (32%), 4 Nepali (25%), and 5 Bhotia (26.4%) families
possess land between 1 to 3 acres. 19 Lepcha (38%), 3 Nepali (18.7%)
ana 8 Bhotia (42.2%) families have land between 3 to 5 acre.
5 Lepcha (10%), 1 Nepali (6.2%) and 6 Bhotia (31.5%) families own
land between 5 to 8 acre. Only 2 Lepcha (4%) families possess land

above 8 acres.
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Here in Pagang 43 (86.0%) of the Lepcha families have land
upto 5 acres and may be termed as small farmers ; 7 (14.0%) families
have land in the range of 5 to 12 acres and may be called medium

farmers.

In Pagang, land being the main form of capital is owned by
the family units. But besides family, there are about 16 acres of
land owned by a monastery, known as 'Rishi Gumpha'. }“{Tﬁhis monastic

land is cultivated by the Nepali share-cropper.

Lingdong village

In ‘L'ingdong and other villages of the Zongu‘t.:llle picfure is
completely differenf. The main problem here is the lack of proper
measure of land because no proper land survey has been done in
Sif{kim since it was ruled by a native Prince till 1975, This caused
a tremendous methodological problem at the time of collécting' data on
laﬁd. In Zongu upto 1881 the land is measured not in terms of acre
or% bigha etc. But in the traditional old 'mana-patty’' system. It is
ba‘:sed on the amount of éegd required to cultivate';a ;Elot of land.
Here a.gaiﬁ seeds of different crops wvaries in amouné-}:. Again the
measurement of cardamom fields depend on its produ'ctio,n, and not on
the area. Areas of orange gardens also depend on thé:,-__production of

fruits.

While collecting data on 1land holdings I put a simple
question to a Lepcha of Lingdong. How much land do you possess ?

The reply was, 5 patty sukha khet,‘ 4 patty pani khet, 6 maund

cardamom, 500 oranges and so on. The measurement of land in acre
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or bigha is alien to them. In Zongu the Lepcha are ‘th-e only land
holding community, no one other than a pure bloo'cféia Lepcha is
‘allowed to buy land in Zongu. It is observed that only the families
with small holding and big holding are i’ntereSte‘d in vorange
cultivation. Families having meagre amount of land cultivate orange
because at the end of the season they run short of food crops and by
selling orange they get some cash and purchase cereals. But the big
land owners grow orange in their excess land in a most reluctant

manner. Orange is grown in dry field.
]

Conversion intoc Acreage

As said earlier, the Lepcha of Zongu did .h_qt have any
modern method of land measurement till 1981, they st111 follow the
traditilonal ‘mana pattz' ' system. It is based on the amount of seed
required to cultivate a particular stretch of 1land. In 8 manas
become 1 patty, 1 patty is weighed approximately 3 to 4 kgs. of

séeds, depending upon the nature of seed. Generally leatty seed is

required to cultivate one acre of land. This is applicabie for paddy
and millet cultivation. The situation has become further ambiguous
for cardamom cultivation. It is also stated in terms of "producticvm,
i.e., 2 or 3 maunds of cardamom or so. Cardamom is grown in two

or three different types of land, each having its different level of
production. Say for instance, 5 maunds (200 kg.) of cardamom can
be produced in 3 acres of land if it is good, or in 7, even 8 acres
of land, if it is not so good. But on an averaé; to produce

2 maunds (80. kg.) of cardamom, 3 acres of land is requi;i'ed.
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However, an attempt has been made to conver this
traditional ‘'mana patty' system into modern acreage. The result of
which 1is given in the following- table. In Lingdong the total
cultivable land is about 366 acres, out of which 99 acres sukha khet,
167 acres pani khet and 100 acres cardamom field. go in Lingdong
about 28% of the total land is under cardamom cultiv;tion. All the
land is owned by the Lepcha. .Nepalis do not own any land, they
cultivate the lands as a tenant. .Out of 99 acres of »is_ﬁkha khet only
about 16 acres are used for shifting cultivation. O;ange trees are

\

planted in the sukha khet skirting the land.

TABLE NO. 22

Land holding by communities in Lingdong

Community . Family Percentage Landholding Percentage
in acre
1 2 3 4 . 5
Lecpha 29 70.74 366 ~100.00
Nepali 12 29.26 - -
‘Total 41 100.00 366 ~ 100.00

From the above table it is seen that all fhe land of the
village Lingdong is owned by the Lepcha. The land temporarily held
and cultivated by the Nepalis is not owned by them. Out of 366 acres
“of arable land in Lingdong only about 16 acres are under slash and
‘burn method of cultivation. This land is owned by 3 families. Two

families have 5 acres each and one has 6 acres.
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TABLE NO. 23

Land holding pattern in Lingdong (in acres)

Community Number of families and Land holdings

Land Below 1to3 3to5 5to8 8tol2 above

less 1 12
1 . 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Lepcha - - 2 2 8 . 7 10
Nepali 12 - - - - -
‘ . v
Total 12 - 2 2 8 7 10

From the above table it is seen that all ﬂt;he 12 Nepali
fémil\ies are landless. No Lepcha family have land below 1 acre,
2 (6.8%) of the Lepcha families have land between 1 to 3 acre,
2 (6.9%) have land between 3 to 5 acres, 8 (27.6%) Qf the Lepcha
families have land between 5 to 8 acres, 7 (24.2%) :of the families
have land between 8 to 12 acres and 10 (34.4%) of the Lepcha families
have land abové 12 acres. In Lingdong the Lepcha own Dbig
holdings. -Among the Lepcha &4 (13.81%) families have land. upto 5
acres and may be called small farmers ; 15 (51.8%) farriiiies have land
in the range of 5 to 12 acres and may be called medium farmers ;
10 (34.4%) families have land above 12 acres and may ‘lei:{e called large
farmers. A comparison of the land holding sizes amomv_:;' the Lepcha of

the three villages is given below :-

Table...
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TABLE NO. 24

‘Comparative land holding categories (in acres)

Village Landless Small Medium Large
: Farmer Farmer - Farmer
(upto 5) (5 to 12) (above 12)
1 2 ‘ 3 & 5
Nassey 2 : 20 12 ' -
Pagang - 43 7 -
Lingdong - 4 15 o 10
i

Total 2 67 34 10

From the above table it i$ seen that small féfmers are more
among the Lepcha in Kalimpoﬁg whereas medium and large farmers are

more in Zongu.

Land Tenure System ./

Land tenure is the set 'of rules’ regulatinc;' the use a‘nd
ownershi_p of land. One of the most important aspects ;:Jf society's
relation ‘to environment is thé way in which resources are allocated
among the producingl units, which has already been qiscusséd in the. -
preceeding pages. Thus, the allocation of land resogrceAs for agri-
cgltural purposes is a major facet of organization which people impose
on the spacé around them. Land tenure system is a  combination of

land tenancy, land labour management, taxes and tranfg.-_f,er of land etc.

Traditionally the Lepcha had little or no pressure on land

and forest resources, access to land depended only upon one's
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remaining on good terms with his neighbours.

In most of the cases the later migrants like Nepalis got the
land from the Lepcha owner as a share cfopper or through some other
varieties of tenancy. Subsequently with the help of __\»their multiple
choice of occupation they accumulated wealth and ultimat':iely purchased
the land from the poor Lepcha owner. At present though there is a
law that no tribal land can be transferred to non—ti‘;ijpals, this is
insufficient to protect the Lepcha land because, the B‘h{:&tia, who are
also tribal, can ‘purchase - land from the Lepcha. Agééi:in the Lepcha
girls are getting married to the Nepalis who then purchase land in
the name of tﬁeir tribal wives. But as stated eariier, no other
ethnic group other ihan the Lepcha are allowed to pu-rchase land in
Zongu, Even the Bhotia are also not permitted. » In :Zongu thus no
case of the transfer of Lepcha land has been reported. But in
Kalimpong and other areas of Darjeeling district a number of cases of
transfer of Lepcha land have béen reported in the ret_::ent years. The
transfer of land through means other than inheritancg ni.éy be effected
through sale, mortgage, receiving back mortgaged land and gift.

With a few exception of gift most of the transfers werA'e.- by sale and

mortgage.

There are many reasons for sale and mortgage of land ;
some of them are; (i) when the death of one or more of the working
imembers of the fafnily reduces the family to a small size, it may rent
out part of its holding. Renting, however,‘ decreases the profits, and
through letting out the land a small family may become pooi' and

eventually have to mortgage at least a portion of its land ;
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(ii) sometimes the inability of a poor Lepcha famiiy to marry off its
sons force selling of lands or at least a part of it and:.(iii) sometimes
to meet up the high demand of rituals conneﬁting, with rites of
passage, specially the Buddhist Lepchas are mostly affected. To save
their last penny from the highly expensive and comi:ulsive Buddhist
rituals, many a Lepcha peasants of Nassey and Pagang villages of

Kalimpong have converted themselves into Christianity.

Most of the Lepcha inherited their lands from their
forefathers. 1In all the villages of Darjeeling and Sikkim, the official
tax collector is Mondal, who collects revenue taxes on behalf of the
Government. Though the Mondals are appointed by the Government
their names are proposed by the respective village pv"anchayats. In
olden days the Mondals used to enjoy some polit‘i‘cal power and
authbrity in the traditional Yillage panchayat, now :ﬂthey have been
reduced to the status of‘a mere tax collector, In West Bengal the
present Lzft Front Government has made land tax free‘;;w:.;pto 3 acres for
arable land. Those who possess land in excess of 3 \a;.fg:»res are to pay
tax @ B. 5/- per acre. In Zongu of Sikkim the tax is @ k. 1/- per
patty. Lands under cardamom cultivation is absoiutely tax free in
Sikkim. The Mondals do not get any fixed salary but get a
commission of 5% over the collected tax. In Lingdong and other
villages of Zongu the Mondal is alsé an éx-—officio"member of the

statutory village panchayat.

Agrarian Class Structurev”

The agrarian classes and labour management in the hills of

Darjeeling and Sikkim are of various types 'depending upon the

R
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situation. These are non-cultivating land owner, owner cultivator,
absentee land lord, owner cultivator—cum-share-cropiper, s"hare cropper,
share cropper-cum-agricultural labourer and - agriculti.{ral labourer.
The classification is done mainly on the basis of the primary

occupation of the families.

The agrarijian class structure of the village Nassey based on

the existing ‘land tenure system is shown in table No. 25 (Nekt page).

3

Non-cultivating land owner cultivates his land by hired
labour or by share-ér-opper with full control over the production
system but the absentee land lords on the other hand fully depend on

the share-cropper ; he does not stay in the village.

From table No. 25 it .is seen thatg among the 34 Lepcha
families, 2 (5.88%) are non-c_ultivatin& land owner, '13' (38.24%) are
owner cultivator, 15 (44.12%) are owner cultivator-cum-share cropper,
4 (11.76%) are share cropper. . Among the 23 Neiaali families,
3 (13.04%) ‘are owner cultivator, 8 -(34.79%) are owner cultivator-cum-
share—cropper‘, 6 (26.09%) ‘are share cropper, .3 (13.04%) are share-
cropper~cum-agricultural labourer and 3 (15.04%) ar;e aéricultural
labourer. Thé only one Muslim family is an owner. cultivator. II;: is

interesting to note that no Lepcha family is doing agrit;ixltural labour

work in Nassey.

Table No. 26" gives the agrarian class :é.tructt;{i‘fe of Pagang -

based on the existing land tenure system.

Tables...
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From the table No. 26 it is seen that among 'fthe 50 Lepcha
families of the village, 3 (6%) are absentee landlord, 6 (12%) are
non-cultivating land owner, 16 (32%) are owner cultiv'étor, 18 (36%)
families are owner cultivator-cum-share-cropper, 4 (8%) families are
share;cropper, 3 (6%) families are share—crop_per—cﬁm—agricultural
labourer, there is ﬁo family which depends on total agricultural

labourer in the village Pagang among the Lepcha.

Among the 16 Nepali families, 2 (12.50%) families are owner
cultivator, &4 (25%) families are owner cultivator-cum-share-cropper,
5 (31.25%) families are share-cropper, 2 (12.50%): families are
share-cropper-cum-agricultural labourer and 3 (18.75%) families are

agricultural labourer.

Among the 19 Bhotia families of the villag;;, 2 (10.54%)
families are absentee land lord, 3 (15.78%) families are ;;Jn—cultivating
land owner, 8 (42,10%) families are owner cultivator, 6 (31.58%) families
are owner—ci.lltivator-cum-share-cropper. No Bhotia family is doing

sh,are—cropping or agricultural labour.

In the villages of Nassey and Pagang the J;eason for the
families to become ﬁon—cultivating land owner 1is that, the male
member are old aged and some active male members of the family had
gone to Sikkim as school teachers and other members of the household
are indolent to till the soil. 3 families of Pagang village recently
started share—cropp”i”rigw and worked as agrlicultl_iral' labourer because
they had lost their 'aréble land in the land slide and’ soil erosion ;
thé land they are holding at present are fallow and'i-‘il_nsuitable for

cultivation.
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In the Lingdong village of Zongu it is found that there are

only four classes in . the agrarian system. These are, (1) non-
cultivating ‘land A‘own‘er ;o (2) non-cultivating cum' . cultivating land
owner ; (3) cultivating land owner and (4) :share cropper. The
L.ep.cha belong to the first three categories. The Nepalls exclusively
belong"to the_‘class of share—croppers since they are not permittedbt_o
own land in Zongu. ‘The class of agricultural"- labourei’i:?: is absent in
Llnodong v111age because the Lepcha elther cultivate their own land

or they let out the1r excess land to. the Nepalis on share-cropplng
‘

besm,. Here _th_e«'N,epall,s become tenant.. While cultiv_ating their o_wn'

'land the Lepcha of Lingdong usually do not employ the Nepalis as
agricultural daily labourers -J'.nstead'they seek the help of the fellow
Lepchas on lobo basis whenever they require it,

But ~when . the Lepcha feel it necessary to employ agricultural

daJ.ly labourer in the f1e1d they engage h1red labourer brought from

outside of Zongu who obtain ‘a daiiy- workv permit, come for work and

return to Mengan in -the evening. - They do not live in the village
and hence are not included in the agrarian class‘,_;_ structure of

Lingdong.

As told earlier the cultivable land. in Lingdong under

contemporary system can be classified into three categories, vi(z‘.,'

(1) paddy land; (2) cardamom fields and (3) orange plentation. The

Lepcha, as they possess large amount of land are only interested to

let out the paddy flelds to the Nepah tenants on various terms and

&

:condltlons.. But the Lepcha usually do not let out ° the carc_lamom '

fields or orange gardens to any ....
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Nepali because cardamom and oranges are readily saleable cash
crops. Also cardamom and orange requires less tending once they are 4

planted.

'Agrariaﬁ class -structure ‘of Lingdong villagef:'.'based on the

existing land tenure- s’yste;rri 1s given in table No, - 27, ‘

TABLE NO. 27

Agrarian class structure of Lingdong

Community:. Total No. Non Culti; . Non Culti. Culti;  Share
- ~ of family land owner . cum - land- cropper
. : - land owner owner ' :

12 3 & 5 . 6
Lepcha . 29 . 7 18 4 S -
S (24.14) . (62.07) (13.79)
Nepali . ‘ 12 - - 4 - 12 o
_ oo _ (100.00)

(‘”Figurevs in the paréntheses show percentage)’

I.t is seen tﬁat‘ among the 'l29‘._LeiJ‘cha' families “of the village
Lingdon'g,' 7 (24,14%) families are non-cultivating " land owner,
18 (62.07%) families are non-cultivating-cum-cultivating land owner,
4 (13.79%) far;qilies are cultivatin;;—land owner. In Lin:g’;dong there is
no share-cropper family among the Lepcha. All the Nepali families of

Lingdong are share "trdpper.

The families that come under the cate'g'c'»ry of ‘nbn-cultivatin‘g

curh-cultivating type in Lingdong generally keep within themselves



128

some portion of their >cu1tivable land, usually the cardamom fieidS'
an_d orange droves and' some paddy fields and the rerﬁéining portion
of their - land 'they let out to the Nepalis on share crOpping basis.
The Lepcha never ‘let out the land under shifting cultivation. The

Nepaiis in Sikkim do not practise slash .and burn cultivation.

Social Organization of ‘Production

The organlzatlonal forces behi'nd the (productive system . in
the Lepcha v1llages of DarJeellng and Sikkrrn are common. There are
four types of system‘ preva111ng in the area (1) Self cultivation - in
thls system the land is cultivated by the owner himself with the help
of hlS family members ; (2) Adhiar or pakhure‘(share cropper) -
production under thi‘s system 1is divided .on a fifty - flfty basis
between the land lord and the tenant after the seeds required for the
next crop is set aside; (3) Kuth (contractual system) - under this
system” the tenant enters 1nto a contract with the Lepcha land lord

which oblrges. him to pay a specified amount ofgcrop irrespectlve of

‘the amount' of yieldl; (4) Parma or ‘llo_bo (system ot' exchange of
labour) - in this s"ystem mutual ekchange of lavb'our- takes place. One
has ‘'to work in other's field wvoluntarily, in -“return he must expect,
that the person will also work in his field in return nrhen required.'
A person while cultivating his field gets physical: ass_is,tance in the
form of labour from his neighbours free of cost, only l'rej-,has to treat
them with food and drinks, in lieu of it he also does work in the
n‘e‘ighbours field on51m11ar terms; This is .undoubte_dl'y a very
effective instrument to ‘decrease the cost of product;on where the

Lepcha do not have to%depend on hired labour.
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In tﬁe foregoing ‘pages an attempt has been made to show
the differential pattern of distribution of the most impoftant resource,
the land, in the three villages of Darjeeling and Sikkim' under study.
Along with the allocation of land, it has also been .shown how the
utilization of land takes place. In Kalimpong villages where the
pressure of land is more, the economic condition of the Lepcha are
not good. But in Zongu of Sikkim due to less pressure upon 1land,
the Lepcha are economically better off, this alsoc helps them to

maintain their inc}egenous way of life,

Cropping Pattern

Yield or productivity of the land is an important phenomenon

to understand and evaluate a subsistence agricultural economic system,

One of the ways of measuring the output - how much is produced in
a standard area such as per acre - over a -specified period of time,
usually a year, to correspond the outputs of tempeféte regions

where the annual variation in weather generally results in a
variation in yielld in single crop season. The yield oi‘;‘ a particular
crop can be measured in weight when one t;ommunity ;c;:;‘rowsv several
crops, the productivity of one may be much more than that of another
- mdre weight, more bulk, more calories and more people fed. In
order to undérstand the interrelations of environment: agricultural
practices and land use, we may compare the rate of proﬁuction in two
or more areas where the same crops or at least the .same type of
Crops are grown. ’l‘he &ifference in the production otl'l,.s.ame crop by
the same community in two or more places accounts for .the variations

in the technology involved, manure used, necessity of that crop by
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the people, cultural dimensions along with the other factors stated
hérein. Even in the same location and using the same agricultural
technique there might be differences in the out turn of a crop between
two communities or within the same community. Because of land, work
habits, intensity of the adoption of agricultural practices, one person

may produce more food than his neighbours.

o

The distribution pattern of agricultural prbduéés also deter-
mined by geographic factors, e.g. altitude, climate, r;ifnfall, nature
of the soil and the facilities of communication. Some more aspects of
cultural ecology dealt with now may help to account for the variation
in the cropping pattern and its relation with productive mechanism.
It is implied that features of vital production of rﬁajor crops in the
local environment come first in an historical sense and method of
production developed in the area as a respohse there to. Certain
social, ideolégical and other factors - even the prodgctive system
itself - influence the manner of adaptation to the envix;;)nment. It is
less important to note in this context how one accouni:s .for the method
of fechnological activity. Given the environment anc-'ir the way in
which it is exploited, certain characteristics of produiv:j:ion result to
which the remaining aspects of culture are to be adju;‘t;ed. A vital
aspect of food production in the villages under study is that there
are large difference in the quantities of food raised by different
villages under study. In a given village these variations amount to
the differences in the quantities of crops raised by diffei-ent families,
Families who own more land for {:ultivation willlnafﬁrally produce

more cCrops.



131

Another feature of production to which attention should be

given 1is the regional varlation in the quantities of wvarious types of

food produced. In different locales, variations in.-_rainfall and

sunlight, and - of- waters and topography necessary for irrigation, soil

condition, generate different potentials for_groviring different types of
crops and plant accorclin'gly._ As a result,.different \}»iilages tend to
produce more of certain crops. Butto shape the cropping pattern of
-a region, the soc1a1 and cultural factors are much more important
than non—'social factors like environment, rainfall etc. The
accompanying tahle 'No.- 28 indicates the crop production in three

different villages under study and describes the nature of regional

variation in production.

TABLE NO., 28
Production of crops among the Lepcha

" in three villages under study.

, . (n kg. )

Crops ‘ ‘ - ‘ Nassey Pagangv‘ S Lingdong
' Paddy ﬂ 5120 9000 .. 6680
Makai (maize) ' 3640 5600 . 5360

Kudu (millet) 560 2600 ' 5320
Cardamom Nil Nil 6000

No. of families | .

engaged in cultivation 34 50 - 29

In the fo]_.lox}ving tables (No. 29, 30 & 31) an attempt has

been made to show the cropping pattern‘of the three villages under . ...

study in detail. From these tables it will be seen that average
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production of different crops in one yéar (1980-81) is n;t ;e,ame in ‘tll"1e
three villages under study. Some villyageAs produce mor»e‘ﬁ_c.i_u than
others. Lingdong vgvrov}s cérdamom prqfuseiy,~ ’v"vh'e'reas Nassey and
Pagang couid _not gro(w cash ~crops- 01;1 a fégular basis only a ‘few__

individuals occasionally plant ginger, potatoes _a-h_d cauliflower. The

emphasis in ‘the table is more on food crops than on cash crops.

TABLE NO. 29°

‘Cropping pattern of village>Nassey

Crops ‘ : : ' Quantltles of major ‘corps produced (In kg )
Parditvly Maize - . Millet

(makai) - _(Kudu)

Total .Production of -. . . . = : :
crops in the village - - 5120 . 3640 .560

Total land under
cultivation in . - . .
acreage 45 30 o v 9

Number of families - . - L :
cultivating - 34 , 34 34

Average Production
per Family- .- 150 107 S 16.5

. Percentage of land
‘under cultivation 53.58 35.71 10.71

Average productmn : -
per acre o 113 . 121 - ’ 62

'Here, as- weil as in the following table . all the families
cultivate, either in their own land or in others land. The imporfant
" thing is the amount :ofilapd tﬁat is devoted to each Acrop> and not its

®

ownersnip pattern, though in the ultimate analysis the quantity of
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crop obtained from a piece of land by a family depends on the nature

of its ownersHip.

TABLE NO. 30

Cropping pattern of village Pagang

Crops Quantities of major crops produced (In kg.)
Paddy Maize Millet
(makai) ( Kudu )

Total production ‘of
crops in the village 9000 5600 2600

Total land under culti- »
vation in acreage 90 27 35

Number of families
cultivating 50 50 : 50

Average production :
per family 180 112 » 52

Percentage of land .
under cultivation 539.22 17.76 23.02

Average production
per acre 100 , 207 A . 74

Table ,. 31
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TABLE NO. 31 .

7 Crbpping pattern of village Lingdong

Crops ' Quantities of major crops produced (In kg.)

Paddy Maize Millet - Cardamom
(Makai) ( Kudu)

Total production
.of crops in the : . .
village 6680 5360 4520 .. 6000

Total land unde;
cultivation in
acreage 109 75 - 75 107

Number of families ' o o
cultivating ) . 29 .29 i 29 29
Average production '

per family ' 230 - 184 155 206

Percentage of
land under : .
~cultivation 29.78 20.49 © 20.49 29.24

Average production o ’
per acre ' 61.3 71.4 60.2 - 56.0

From the preceeding tables on the cropping pattern of the
‘three villages under study it is seen that three major _Al‘c;:ops, namely,
paddy, maize and millet aré g:oWn in all the locations. In addition |

to that cardamom is produ;:ed abundantly in Lingdong village as

cash crop.

So far the paddy is concerned, the maximum (59.22%) land
under. paddy cultivation is found in Pagang, followed by Naséey
(53.58%) and Lingdorng “; (29.78%). But Nassey, the - village situated -

near Kaliri'!pb'ng town and well communicated with it, give emphasis
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upon makai. 35.71% of its land is under r_n_akai cultivation, followed
by I.ingdong~ and Pa‘gang, where 20.49 and 17.76 percent of its land,

respectively are under makai cultivation.

But the most interesting observation is on kudu (millet)culti-
vafion. As it is said earlier, in thé, Lepcha- life M 7 has
very litt1e> or’no si'gnificémce, as a food crop. The maiﬁ: use of kudu
in the Lepcha lifg is to prepare chi, a natfive'beer._: In the
p_roductic;n of kudu Pagahg top.s fhe other two villages.Ifi:PPagang'23.02%
of its total. land is under _k_qgg cultivation. This is followed by
Lingdong ;nd Nasséy, where 20.49% and 10‘.71% i_:)f the".land are under
kudu cultivation, respectively. But considEfing ' the ﬁumber' of
population and number of families it is Lingdeng whiiéhr comes first.
In Lingdong theé average per family production of kudu is 206 kgs.
In Pagang t-he average per family pfoduction of kudu is 52 kgs. and
in Nassey -the average per family prodqction of _}gid_u is 16.5 kg.
whichis \}ery meagre. In the total produétién ot; kudu, Lingdong
produc'es 4520 kgs. whereas Pagang and Nassey produce 2600 kgs. and

560 kgs. respectively.

It is ‘also observed that average productio_i’fx; of crops per
acre is quité'goq’d in Nassey which reflects the fact that they grow
more crops in less area of land, this also indicates the intensiveness

of their agricultural practices.

Now comes . the question as to why the. production. (or
requirement) of this pafticular crop, kudu is more in: Lingdong and

less in Pagang and i\Iassey. It is due to the following fact.
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Lingdong is a traditional Lepcha village situated in the relatively
less exposed area of Zongu, north Sikkim. In- Lingdong the Lepcha
have been able to r‘ngintain some of their original él;l_aracteristics in
social and religious sphere. In Lingdong the participation in
religious activities is much more intensive than that in Pagang and

Nassey, including that of monastic feasts. In rites of passages and

other ceremonies the Lepcha of Lingdong throw big pafties where food
and drinks are generously served. For this they reqi.lire to produce
more kudu since it is their only form of beverége. In Nassey, the

Lepcha 1live in close 'proximity to the urban centre of KXalimpong.

Many of them have accepted Christianity and visit church regularly. -

Their céremonies are less elaborate and not prolonged ,with very little
"or no use of liquor, because the church does not a:p"prove drinking.
Besides this, the Buddhist Lepcha who live in close association with
the Nepalis and Christians have also takén to less t:;onsumption of
liquor. Since their requirement of alcoholic b‘everag:e is less, they
grow %-only as much as they reduire. The position of Pagang is
just in between Lingdong and Nassey and that in .the:matter of kudu
production it stands in-between Lingdong am;i‘ Na;s,.,ey. So kudu
production among the Lepcha, is to be seen from this _:cultural point

of view.

Another pertinent observation relating to croppirig pattern is
that the Lepcha of Lingdong grow cardamom on the same area of land
as paddy. The land under cardamom cultivation is 29.24% and the

land under paddy cultivation is 29.78%. 'They do it Dbecause

cardamom is a cash crop and they can purchase cereals and oil etec: -

by selling cardamom. Moreover, their population is small and by
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bripg_ing only " 29% 'Qf the land under paddy ‘cultivation they can. meet
their food reguirement. But " if required, cash frorp'c_ardamom could

always be used for buying foodgrains.

There ‘arev sofne va—riatione in . the alverage ' pro‘c.iuction' 'o'f
various creps produced in the three wvillages under stl.}cly; But these
vériatj.on are more due to difference Ai.n soil types, 'raill‘:'s’}fall and other
non-social:'phenomen(:n than due to vany cultufal or social factors
(unlike the percentage of land uhder cultivation d‘zf_crops which
reflects the peopiles’' intention to produce a parfit':ul.ar“{:‘:crop, whether

the production is more or less, is alto,’get'her' a‘gnl_:ifferent factor).

OccupationJ

As,fper the occupation is coccerned, ';f:he Lepcha of Darjeeling
and SjikkAim‘ are prirnvarily -dependent upon _ag:'rj:'culture as a means -of
their Liw}elihood. "O’nly a few of thel;rxr' have accepted the profession of
"teaching in the rur‘al areas of Sikkim, wh*é:e:l..l‘.epcha language is
b_'ei’ng taught at- school level. Otherwiee' J-fl};ey 'stick to- their
traditional occupation of agriculture. It is ; vefy rare to find a
Lepcha .working a’-s a lebourer in 1road construction under a
c‘ontracto:.- But'chic is a ccmmon feature among the ‘f:N_epalis. They

.are always ready to accept any type of job that is available.

From Nassey five individuals, from five different families,
all men, have left for Sikkim where they are engaged as teachers. -
From Pagang two men went to Sikkim also for feaching; From Nassey
two persons are employed as Peon in Government offices. In Pagang

nobody is engaged in Government offices. In Lingdong most of the
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people have agriculture as their occupation.. ~Only one Lepcha yodth
in Lingdong is in Government service as a village':"‘; level worker

(V.L.W.) .

' Rituals Connected wii.:h' Agriculture v

- There are numbers of ritualsi_ con,ne;ted wifh agriculture
present in both traditional and contemporary agricultural system.
These are usually officiated by the Bonthing in which :d-_iffereﬁt types
of’ s;ﬁirits like xhéong (evil one) and M (good one) are propitiatéd.
Th‘e rituals associated with temporary shifting cultivation are usually
‘ pérformed before the preparation of field but the céremoniesﬂ connected
with permanent wet cﬁlt_:iy"ation are generally performedv at the time of
harVesting to havé a good yield. -- This appears to be a later
"adoption. Before the forest i‘s burﬁt to prepare the sgil for shiftingv
cultivation, tx;vo bene_volent spirits, adooyuk and alamyuk who send
ricev and millet seeds and ‘their wives taleanimes aﬁc{ s{angunimes who
hold the cultivable lands on their bellies are woé#hipped. The
Lepcha regard se-dyu and sa-dju as the god and god'ciéss‘ of farfning
an& agriculture. The necéésary sacrificer "is performed by the
Bonthing. Apart from this sé:tcrificé to the god c;f V agriculture,_
performed at the Household le‘vel, there are also Vceremon.ies performed
at’ community level. - These 'a're spring and autumn sacrifices observed

mainly by the Lepcha of Kalimpong.

. After harvesting of paddy, liram ceremony is performed by
A T o

the head of the household. Bonthing or mun comes and performs the
teremony. For this purpose small amount of paddy, 5 kg. of chi,

3 hens or cocks are given.
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But the Lepcha‘of Zonguz, in addition to this,:.:"a_lso perform
another ritual after vha"rvesting’ of paddy towards the pe;:ple of Mayel.

This ritual is called sikeurumfath (worship of the God offfciodgrains).

Sikeurum 1s ‘supposedr to be thé deity of food -grains., They prey to
thé people ‘of Mayel. (a hidden -and inaccessible valley in the
'Ka'nchenjungha,' which is no 1onger~possib1é to ré‘ach) ?o give them a
fraction of ‘the treasure which the people of M_a_&al have in their:
country. - After the Bonthir;g. compiétes thé ritual, all the family
members gather a‘nd eét meat and dance tqgether. In "this ritual a

cock is sacrificed. ‘Cﬂhi, ‘thackmarzu rice, ginger and eggs are élso

given. It is believed that agriculture in general was introduced into = .

Lingdong by the mythical inhabitants of Mayel.

VCL’llti‘V&tion of c‘ar'd>arhom associates a cdmplex fwi‘;ole of alien
beliefs and rituals.» Nothing is done when’the ‘ca_rdmtlir/n is planted,
but every year at i_:h‘e flowefing time a sac1;i't;ice is pverformed in -
honour of supernatural "elai'.j-nxon" whom - the "Lepcha equate with

makuyan moong, the devil of death. "It is needless to mention hefe

-that elaij-nyon is a Nepali -deity. When they fi;'st planted cardamom
they did no ceremonies, but.the‘y got 'ili,. then a Lepcha from outside
of Zongu learned the proper ritual from a N.epali_Jha'nkr'i (a priest .

somewhat similar to Lepcha Bonthing) and taught it to the Lepcha- of

Zongu. The rathevr elaborate ritual of elainchiseufath has two
surprising ‘featixres-; it is only permitted for male priest to officiate
and the chickens a'rsemhung by their feet while still living and killed
by hitting._ them on head. Both ;tfuese feature:s are .S',unusual for a
Lepcha - ritual. In -no- othgr Lepch‘a ritual except. .. in cardémom.

- worship, the sacrificial animals ‘are ill treated or made uncomfortable
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before killing and the priestess (Mun) are excluded. It was
also from this foreign sﬁurcé that the Lepcha learﬁt that the presence
of menstruating women would blight the piant in flower. - This is a
completely alien idea, for otherwise mepstruating' womeﬁ are paidr no
attention to and thé ‘prév_alelnt pan-Indian (Hindu) idea of women’

_ being essentially unclean was not known to the Lepcha. :

Every cardamom field has asmall erection. It is called
mungli (devil's h‘ousé). It is made for the accdmmodation of a devil
called thyok dum, whose chief joy appears to be the .destruction of

cardamom plants.

Animal Husbandry ~

The subsistence economy in Nassey, Pagang.a;nd Lingdon-g,‘
as in most hilly wvillages, is agriculture ; of second. importance ‘and
closely reiated to agriculture is animal husbaﬁdry. Besides culti-
Qation the I;epcha of Kalimpong in most of the 'cases keep livestock
which serves as their subsidiafy income. The rearing of.‘ milch cow is
also a ver'y common practice among fhe Lepchai an_d other communities
of "the wvillage. ‘ They also kéep hen or cock a'sy av source ;D‘f egg and
meat, Theyv sell their I‘surpitis producf:s tou the ~10c-a1 Eélivll'npong Aﬁ_
(weekly market) or  to the various farms. The Lepcharusty_lally keép.
pigs. Among the Néﬁalis only the lower castes like Kami, Damai,
Mothey (e_ill‘-are ;Sched'uled Castes) rear pigs but not the :higher -Casftés

like Brahmins and Chettris.
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TABLE NO. 32

Livestock population of the village
(among the Lepcha community)

Viilage, Bullock Cows Pig Goat "~ Poultry Total

. Nassey 9 39 . 41 . 50 ' 139
Pagang .12 46 ‘ 47 23 88 216 -
Lingdong 5 70 49 .. 54 206 385

;
" From the table it is seen that.Lingdong has more cattle and
poulfry than Nassey 'Aér-Pagan_g. Lingdong has more livestock because

it can prov_ide' pastures and good grazing ground for the cattle in the

nearby forest.

,Alth{ouygh -of  secondary importance as a s;ource o-f diet
domestic animals play. an important role in the life of the Lepcha.
Nearly all the _cererr;c_mies presided‘by the Mun and Bonthing demand.
éxjimal sacrifices. :'Animals' ‘are -essential for‘ the :;E's;ocio-jreligio;.ls
ceremonies 0;1 the: occasions of birth, marriége and death.
Consequently people witﬁ few or no animals who get ill or have
childl_‘en or mafry §r die val"e ‘at a considerable disadvantage and
have to borrow animals for these ceremonies. Muc1;1~_of the indebtednesg
to the money lenders has been for the purchésé of animals. Though
the Lepcha can, and ofteﬁ does, borrow animal from-the neighbou-rs,
he appears to feel uncomfortable to being indebted to a friend which-
he does not feel towar'd-s a money lender. Goats are raiged exclusively
for food and, 6 sacrifice. and ére nevér milked. They are not highly

valued animals and people usually have only a few pairs; A1l goats
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are fec on salt and maize. Kids are never killed for food. Pigs are
raised for eating and sacrifice, but their meat is more popular and a
large number are kept, They are the only animals which are
generally killed for domestic eating. They are fed on the remains.of
chi after the grain has been three time soused. All pigs are castrated
with ceremony at the age of three or four months so that they would

not become wild and wander away into the forest.

Among the Lepcha pork is the most favoured meat, an easy
‘

source of aﬁimal protein and common item of diet ; everywhere the
killing of a pig is a mattei-. for feast and‘ celebration. Only wild
pigs are killed without a prior plan or purpose. Domestic pigs are
part of the household valuable property ; their raising }and slaughter
is purposeful. Pigs are of some interest to the Lepcha, but they are
not an exclusive concern as to the herds of pastoralists. Domestic
pigs are attached to their feeders. Many people hand-feed ltheir pigvs tubers
and the discards from their meals and left over of chi (fermented
millet). It is observed that in Kalimpong the pigs are kept in pens
whereas in Zongu pigs forage during day time. They sleep in the
basement of the house. Pigs are led.into the agricultural fields,
after the crop is harvested, this is beneficial to the produ;:tivity of .
the land in that pig feaces fertilize the soil, and the movement of the

pigs overturn and soften the soils and destroy weeds before it is

again prepared for recultivation,

Animals must never on any account be killed by a woman.

r

This is the only complete and absolute sex linked prol’ii.bition of any

form of activity imposed upon the women. There are some acts which
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are more commonly or indeed exclusively practised by men or by
w”omen onl_y,‘ but except this there is no sort of prohibitioﬁ for
members of the fairer sex doing them if they feel so inclined. For
example, only women transplant the seedlings and'only men plough
but there is no reason why a man should not transplant if he wants"
to and similarly a woman can plough, but her relative lack of

strength prevents her from doing so.

comprehensive view of Lepcha economic life in three villages in three
different ecological setting. It is seen that substantial .economic
differences in subsistence activities exist which are defined not only

by ecological conditions but also by cultural parameters.




CHAPTER SEVEN

SOCIAL ORGANISATION

In the previous chapter an attempt has been made to
descrize the relationship of the Lepcha to their physical environment

and how they exploit it. In this chapter we shall focus on some

social aspects of this relationship.

The Lepcha tribe is composed of a number of clans, called

ptso (Pu-tso) in Zongu and agith in Kalimpong. Every Depcha

belongs to a clan, which is believed to have originated from some
supernatural or legendary ancestor. The chief function of the clan

is the regulation of marriage and the prevention of incest; it is an

exogamic unit. No one can say how many clans are there. for this
grouping seemsto be a purely local one. As a matter of fact the clans
appear to be like the extended families. In Kalimpong the names of

over ten ' different clans have been recorded and in Lingdong there
were as many as‘fourteen, all of them were different from others. "
Besides these:exogamouslc'lans there is no intermediate divisions like
moiety.

Lepcha exogamy is of a special kind for it does permit a
man l:o'marry relative of his father provided the =relationship is
removed by five (but some say seven) generations. Such a marriage
is of course only possible with a person descended through the
father's or more possibly grand father s sisters sirz;:;i she being
married, belongs to a different clan. In the cése of a marriage
betweenn the deécendants of two sisters a separation of only three
generation is ' demandéd.”™ The Lepcha count descent five generations

back on the father's side and at least three on the mother's. In
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actual practice all this means is that any two related 'Zpe_ople who do
not belong to the same clan, may marry provided the relationship
between them is sufficiently distant as to have been forgotten for all

practical purposes

Gorer (1938 :161) suggested that the Eté_o_was possibly
earlier a geographical unit; if this wére tﬁe case, it_'geems possible
that these permissive regulations were evolved to meet the spe-cial
circumstances. For, with the ptso as the geographical unit, Athe
young men would h‘ave had no possible sexual part‘nersA ‘except through
adultery or incest, and as some examples shc’»w,'.,such.situations
inevitably lead to jealousy and fighting. By'_their regulations the
Lepcha have reduced intre-group aggression to the .m__inimum. The
potential rivalry between brothers is mitigated by allowing the
younger brother's access to his elder brother's wife, but the

relationship between an elder brother and his younger sister-in law

is considered incestuous.

In earlier days the clans were supposedlto'have something
to do with social integration aﬁci economic _p,_ﬁréuit:__s iike access to
forest land etc., but today the Lepcha of Darjéeﬁn_g and Sikkim do
not recognise the clan as a g'I'Qup when d’e’scrilb‘i.x.léiu'.]:ife cycle and
other ceremonies; they describe the particiﬁants as members of the
family, lineage. or community depending upon tl;le nature of
participation. The territorial range of a clan of lix'lieage whatever
the population, seems to be an area that permitsI visiting and
cooperation in ceremonies and rituals. kinship ties are conceptrated

within a convenient visiting range.
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The clans are believed to have originated from some
supernatural or legendary ancestor. Most people know the story of
how their own clan originated, and these myths have probably been

reinterpreted many times.

Origin of Clans
The Lepcha clans are of mytholégical origin. According to

nuliknasong' the history of the Lepcha tribe, there was a demon or

monster called rosumung The monster was perpetually engaged in
one . sort of per‘verse activity or another - destruction. thieving,
defying authority, playing magical tricks, - In short this character
was a sociopath of the first order. So the Lepcha had killed him in
a bat-tle‘. The early ancestors of the present 'day Lepchas
‘participated in that war and according to the role pérformed by them

all the descendants of them have been given the c¢lan names as

follows

a) Lukshongmu The man who plucked all the teeth of the

demon is called by the above clan name thereafter. '

b) Simickmu = The man who pierced the eye of the monster

c) Suthumgmu - The man who cut the body of the menster

into pieces.

d) Sandamgmu - The man who threw dust at the eyes of the

monster during the battle.

e) Korvomu - The man who prepared the swords fer the war,,
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f) Brimu - The man who made the string of the bow.

g) Ademmu ~ The man who made the necessary sitting

arrangements for the fighters during the war.
h) Jaribu - The man who prepared food for t'Hé soldiers.

i) Mallamu - The man who prayed to God day and night,

for the welfare of the Lepcha during the war

j) Fenthatimu - The man who made the bow &Hd arrow.
)

Lepcha clans do not change after marriage, even in the
case of women. Ix% Kalimpong, clan name 1is inherited either
patrilineally or matrilineally i.e. the son Qets the clan name of his
father and the daughter gets the clan name of hef mother. But in
Zongu of Sikkim the clan names are inherited patrilineally i.e. both
son and daughter inherit the clan name of their father. Only clans of

women remain same even after marriage.

Lineage

The lineage 1is a consanguineal Kkin g_ro_up.s‘ that traces
commcn descent through known ancestors. In the ca;e of unilineal
group it would be either patrilineal (through malel);':or matrilineal
(through female). The Lepcha of Zongu are patrilineal, they (sons
and daughters) belong to -father's lineage. But in the. case of the
Lepcha of kalimpong the <clan name 1is inherited in both ways
(patrilineally in the case of male and matrilineall? in the case of
female). The main functions of lineage are te¢ maintain marriage

alliances and are indications of descent and ancestry. Members of
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the families belong to the same lineage help each others in economic

pursuits, social and religious ceromonies. It is always an exogamic

unit.

Family

Among the Lepcha the family is patrilocal. :- Idgally the
basic residential, social, religious and economic.unit is the
patrilocal joint family, This consists of a man, his wife, his sons
and their wives and children plus any unmarried daughters-.' In a
Lepcha village tr;is unit is supposed to occupy a house, preferably
with a separate sleeping room for each nuclear family consisting of
man, wife and children, All members should share in the family

occupation and in the product obtained. All should eat from the

same hearth.

But in practice, it is the nuclear family of husband, wife
and any number of unmarried children actually occupy the households
in a Lepcha village. Sometimes an unmarried brother or sister also

live in the family.

Every married Lepcha wants to be the head. of the family
and exert authority over other members. It is also but.ﬁbtlz'l'atural f\OI' a
Lepcha to set up his own‘ family and household after marriage.
Because of this feature joint families break up in to a simple nuclear
families. This fact has also been numerically established by the
hoqseh-:‘ld census., Another customs in the Lepcha society is that
every newly married couple takes shelter in the house of the groom's-
father as long as the. Iyo;.mg man is sunable to build a house for his

family and arrange for other necessary household articies. As a
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TABLE NO. 34

Types of family

Village Nuclear % Nuclear Plus % Joint % Total
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Nassey 30 88.24 - - 4 11.76 . 3%
Pagang 38 76.00 2 4,00 10 20.00 50
Lingdong 20 68.96 4 13.80: 5 17.24 29

‘

In the table No34nuclear family is composed of husband,

wife

and any number of unmarried children.

In nuclear plus family

an additional male member, usually brothers, live in the family.

Joint

son and son's wife

family is composed of husband,

. After some time it

wife and their newly married

is expected that the son

would build his own new house and will shift there along with his

wife, Horizontally

together with their wives and children are

extended families 1in

TABLE NO. 35
Family forms

which two

brothers live

rare among the Lepcha.

Broken %

prevalent marriage types among the Lepcha.

Village Monogamous Polygynous % Total
Nassey 33 87.05 - T 1 2.95 34
Pagang 45 90.00 3 6.00 2 4,00 50
Lingdong 20 68.96 9 31.04 - - 29
Total 98 12 3 113
From table No. 35 it is seen that monogamy is the

Ir Lingdong of Zongu,
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the incide‘nce ‘o-f polygyny is more (31.04%) in comparison to Pagang
(6.00) and Nassey (nil). Another feature is this that in Lingdong
thére is no broken family. It does not signify that §eparations
am!ong the spbuses are not there. There is no brok‘e,n'family because
afﬁer separation- a woman is ins,tantiy acéep_ted kby aﬁdther man as
wife, .especialiy ‘if she had proved her powers in giving birth to ‘a
child.

From the tables and analysis on the: composition of the
Lepcha family it is evident that a family is. an institution which
emerges primarily through marriage between a male alnd. a female angl
wl}"ich initiates a set of social,veconomi'c and biological interactions
beét?/'veen the - couple épd then among their 'ﬁelatives. Family in the
Lepcha society is again a starting point of dgt_errﬂining the sets of
'reiationship -of 'é man or woman with his or her parents-in-laws and
their famil?, V, with his brothers or sisters and ‘a,ls;o 'wAith :his or her
(3w:r‘1 _parents. ‘- The family' to ‘a Lepcha is a networ.k. c;f bilateral
vre;lations which sanct.ions a person to _fqllow a set of ﬁinship usages

and pattern of relationships (kinship terms are.givén in the appendix).

"The relationship of the clan, family,- linéage and community
to. one anoth.er and to productive or exploitafive systemlare especiaily
si:gnifi.cant. Clan, lineage and family as a éomlvaonentv palrvt of social
st;rﬁcture consists. of inter-lpersonral arrangements adopted to the
é)éploitatioh of ‘resources, satisfaction of sex, 'child rearing and

» . .

control of supernatural beings. Nuclear family, as the basis of

society, is the ulti'maie unit of producticn, distribution and
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cc}nsurpptio_ﬁ. | But family alone is unable to ove;cﬁme the demanding
sivl‘t"uation. ' »I.n the preparation of land for cultivation, in the
cénst:ruction "of houses and in various other social_;" and religious‘
aétiv:ities, it fequires help. Assistance and co-operation is extended

b'y the clan -and lineage members.

K;in.ship and Descent

Ku_r'o_eber (1952 : -219) writes, "It is generally accepted that
ajn{ong prirfxiltive‘people society'is structured prirﬁarily.‘on,mthAe; basi; of
'_kinship and in mdre_ c;ivilliséud' hations largely in terms of econ&mic

a;rid political factors". The Lepcha So‘éiety is also not an exception

of this general frafnework.

!

According -to Leach -(1961 : 305) ‘kinship systems have no -
reality at all except in relation to land and property. He writes
£hat kinship system only provides us with an idealised model which

states the correct status relations between groups and social persons.

Among the Lepcha denotative terms are very few in
éomparison to classifi'catory terms. The Lepcha havé"_ five, namely,
'i?a, Br, Wi, Wibr, Wisi' denotative terms. .So'me of t'he terms of the
Lepcha is applied' to both sexes and evenr to' members of differentv
igenerations. The Lepcha do not use .separ'ate term for agnates and
Ecognates. The agnates are, here, the “clan rhembers /.who are known,
r'a'.s well as those w‘ho can be traced in the genealogy. They have
jdisti.xnct term for the affinies. The Lépcha ‘kinship terms -are of
jHawi:'Lan type. Tbe Lepcha term of reference for Fa, FaBr, MoBr,

‘MoSi, Fasi are bifurcate collateral type. The Lepcha exclude all
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the categories of cousins, and, except for the mother's brothers, make
no distinction between the paternal and maternal lines. For people
younger than the speaker, too, they do not make ény distinction of
sex. The s$ame word is used for a younger brother or a younger
sister, for a son or a daughter, for a nephew or a niece. Only in
the case of children's spouses are different words lised for son-in-law

and daughter-in-law.

The ties of kinship help people to lay claim to land for
cultivation and other properties, to mutual assistance in the pursuit
of common interests, to authority over others, and obligations which
compliments those claims, and all to co-operate on occasions where
the recognition of kinship requires it. In societies of simple

technology like the Lepcha most statuses are ascribed.

This is another way of saying that a  person's place in
society, his rights and duties, his claim to property, largely depen'ci
on his genealogical relationship to other members.r The primary
social groups, the ones to‘ be found in all such societies whatever
other principles -of organisation, there may be, are all linked by
Rinsl‘.li.p and in many cases their membership 1is fi:;ed by descent. .
The term 'kinship' and ‘'descent' are not identical and they are not
always distinguished clearly enough. According to Rivers (1924)
kinship is the social recognition of biological ties. All the people
who are related by blood in any way toc an individual are his

cognates. Those who are related to him by marriage are his affinies.
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. Descent is one of the central concepts of social
anthropology, but it haa been used in various ways. For examplé

Notes and Querries, definition of the term is that, "Socially, descent

isf the recognised connection between a person ,and'v' his ancestors”.
But Muraock (1949 :- .15) states that "a rule of‘descent affiliates an
1nd1v1dua1 at birth with a particular group of relatives with whom he
'1s especially "intimate and from whom he can expect certain kinda of
services which he can not demand from any other kinsmen" Overall,
thfe récruitment of members by birth on- a recognized principle is

cailed as a descent group.

Here, in this study, I am not particaiarly Ainterested - in
kinship terminol.ogiea-. and describing the ,classrficaf'ory system“of
krnship after Morgana:a;dfothers.,Rather I am 1nteresfe;l in seeing ;‘;he
kifnshi}ﬁ syatem as a "furi’ctioni'ng corporate grqupf-f' and to illenti’fy
carporate group‘s organised on some principle of. kinsﬁip. Corporate
groups means the con:t‘i-nuing property holding »grm'.lps - based on
kil:nship are re.crui‘te‘c_l. by descent, and a clear principie of descent is
eatablished by the rule. If it is traceable in .one»“li»he only either
‘through males (patriliaeal) or through females (rrlatri’lin)eal). This is
called the principle '-.’o‘f unilineal -dascent-. A few societies trace
descent in the male line for some purposes like the '.inheritance Iéf
immovable properties {(land, house etc.) and’ia the female line for
sc;)rrie other purposes like inheritance.of currency, livestock and other

movable properties. This is called double unilineal descent or double

descent.. This is present among the Yako of Nigeria.
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The Lepcha of Zonéu and the Lepcha of Kalimpong,
sux;prisingly, do not share the same descent systen‘l. The descent
system of thé Lepcha of Zongu is patrilineal in nature. Whereas the
Lepcha of Kalimpong as well as the entire district of Darjeeling follow

parallel descent system.

:E’

Figure No. 4. Showing the inheritance pattern in parallel descent

This parallel descent system is present among the Lepcha of
Kalimpong and Darjeeling. Vivelo (1978 : 158) difines parallel descent
system as "a form of unilineal descent in which women trace descent»
through females only and men trace descent through males only".
Among the Lephca of Kalimpong full brothers aﬁd sistel;s of thé same
parent belong to two different clans. Males are the legal owner of
tﬁeir father's property ; descent and act as an instrument of holding
and transmitting property. The significance of descent is also that a
member's claim of the property does not depend on where he lives, as
long =s he does not go.and stay so far away that people forget him

and he can not prove his membership.
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‘In practice there are great differences in : the extent to
whith lineage' members live together, though nea:}ly everywhere . the

ideal is that they should.

éb émor;g the Lepcha of the Darjeeling district the males as
a rﬁ,emper of ‘tﬁ'ei'r father's clan and lix?eagg and- desbeqt live together
wi:th their father and ikn 'fathe"r'_s 'vil'lage. But the females, since the
refsidence is patrilocal live "w'i.th their hus'ban'fd ’or- father (before

marriage) but always belong to different clan- and lineage.

The phenomenon of having two_different typgs of descent
syjstems in the same population living in two different regibn s qu;te
in'teresting." Since the nature of ‘this study - does not permit an
in‘:depth probe into the matter, tvhé faﬁt hés béenistate'd mainly for
informative pﬁrpose. Thoﬁgh‘an attempt has been made to see the
kinship and descent as a continuing property holding group. The
I}vépcha of Zongu, are‘ patrilineal in descent, they raféiy establish
matrimonial- relationship outside Zongu, let aside out side' of Sikkim.
Bgt both the Lepcha of Zongu and Kalimp"ong‘ are members ‘of the same
Lepcha tribe, they possess .simi]..ar characteristics, eklcept_ the descent.
The scholars, like Gorer (1938), Morris (1938), who had done work
among the Lepcha of Sikkim (Zongu) described. thém as patrilineal;
m}r personal field work among the Lepcha of Zongu also confirm'thé
faftct. No authors, to the best of my knowledge, has Ad;sc‘:.ribed the
parallel descent of the i,epcha of Kalimpong in detail.. Oniy Nakane
(i966 : 234) writes a small sentence, "al';iong the . Lepcha in
Gitdabling, sons belong--to the father's clan, and dau“ghters to the -

mother's".
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B:ut even among the Lepcha of Kalirﬁpong the»inheritance of
property is in-the male line. -only. The reasor;‘ for' tiie preseﬁce of
two different ‘descent’ systefns in the same'populfa‘tion living in two
areas is quite obscure ~ probably the 'Lepcha'had miérated.from the
North-East ‘where matrilineal descent is -présent» aiﬁd K’alimpdng- liéé in -
thé course of their 'way to Z:c'mgvu. In‘angu cldse association with
thé" Bhotia might have _influe’hced them)“fﬁ aﬁopt patrilineal desﬁent,
whereas in TKali.mpong' due to At,:.he proximity to the rﬁatrilineél ‘people
thg'y somehow haa maintair;ed '_the matrilipeal principle for»- fhe women

folk.

Birth -
| According to Lepcha thebr‘j a child'é life-sfafts at the
morﬁent of cbnception' and is conside;'ed’ as a gift of God. | Coﬂception
follows with the cessation of the menses. At the 'fifth'r-nonth when the
b;by', is considered fully formed, "the expectlar;t‘ paren't.s-' must start
observing _the numerous prenatal precautions which have to be
followed if the child is .not »{to‘ be 'born" ‘malfox.'r‘ntva‘d. k’I_‘his prenatal
'rite;é are m',utl:h moré elaborately observed améﬁg the "Le.ijché of Zongu .
than their Kvalimpclmg Vcounter part. She is not.* ‘supposed \fo fetch
Water' alone .Ifrom the‘m (hill stream) of'the ht;lsbar;d is ncﬁ:

supposed to kill or join any hunting party.

Among the Lepcha of Zongﬁ énte__ring ‘into this périod 'of
pfe.natal pfecautions is estalslishedb by a‘_Mir_l_“géhtly beating both
pareﬁts with é‘buncﬁ of elephant grass'.‘ The sex of a‘t.‘:hild is' fixed
after> five months an‘c_i':'-ca-n be told by the fact that a{!':l:;oy is always

higher in the womb. All prenatal rituals -and ceremonies are
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perforhed by Mun or Bonthing, the priests of traditional religion and

not by the Buddhist Lamas. Buddhist rituals, are started only‘ after
the child is born. The Christian Lepcha do not observe any specific
ceremony relating to child birth. They only ;/isit the church. But
the Buddhist Lepcha perform a series of cerémonies'when a child is

born. Lama as well as Bonthing and Mun come at the house.

Three days after the child is born the Bonthing comes and

worships the house-hold deity Liram. Then he performs the name
1

giving ceremony or thing-bong-fath. For this he needs one bamboo,

fruits and flowers. Then after enchanting the mantras, he worships

the benevolent spirits of do-chu-bu-lip, i.e. the spirits of mountain,

lake and hole.. A fowl is also offered to the spirit. The Bonthing
gets Bs.4/- ar;d some meat for his service. Final name of the child is
given in a Lamaist ceremony according to time and date of birth and
after calculating the horoscope with the helpl of_ Ath_ie‘ sacred book
Keoncho. Three days after a child is born its head 1s. smeared with
a mixture of butter and salt. This remains on the boy's head until
. it wears away. At the same time snail shells are tied round its
neck and wrists and sometimes fastened to its clothing. There is also

a cerembny on the third day after birth, called ‘Pa~gong-chi-tong, -

which rﬁeans merely chi drinking - an indispensable part of all
Lepcha ceremonies. After the ritual is over,f;he village folk come to
bless the vchild. They bring hen, chi, f{ruits and money which are
given to the child's mother. Duriﬁg the' first few ‘weeks the baby

sleep:s in its mother's arms, afterward it is given its own mattress

beside its mother "with™ the mother's breast always within reach. = -
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Amomj the Lepcha of Sikkim it is seen that lactation p'eriod continues
fof an unusﬁaiiy long . time, even boys and gir_lls:"of -5~-6- years are
seen s'uckiné their mofher's breasts. This is'_":'j;uppbsed to be a
natural de&iée of birth -control practised by them when they were in
hunting - gathering- stage. At present this P;as proved .Jto be an
effetA:tive méas;.lre of . population control to keep; fhe ‘balance between
available natural resource and humaxi‘ population. .The scientific
validity of it has also been i:roved n’ow: a-day.'.'%‘.; (ﬁillewicz, 1979;

Wenlock and Wenlpck, 1981).

Marriage and Sex

" To. the Lepcha sex i§ as- inevitable ant‘:l'. natural as hunger,
though there _afe some - restrictions -on ;the free mixing Aof'.the sexes,
but forest écology and thelneeAd'»for outdoor work by the girls provide
opportunity' for such action. In Zongi.t monastic" feasts also‘ provide
opp_ortu_nities"of free mixing from where many a marria«je negotiations

have initiated.

Amoﬁg the Lepcha of Darjeeling and Sikkilm, th'e'marriage
is not only a contract between two individual "but aiso a contract
between tw'ov groups. Presen_lt da'y-' Lei:;chaé _are fnonégamoﬁs in
geperal. ' Polygyny,‘ though practised ‘ear]4.ier, is - declining
now-a-days. - Polygamous famiiy is rare in Kalirlnpo'ng. But in Zongu
even toda.y. polygyny is met with occasionally, There l;ved a man _in
Lingdong _ﬁ‘arr.1>ed Atong Lepcha who had five wives.' There are also a
few polygynous families in Lingdong. Normally;,' the second wife
happens to be a sister -(real or classificatroy) of Vthej f}rst wife;, The

idea behind this is that the two sisters will not quarrel and live
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under the same roof. Though in practice no Lepcha man from Nassey

in Kalimpong possesses two wives, in theory they can.

The Lepcha acquire mate by negotiation. .A Lepcha can
also marry the wife of his elder brother, after his death.. Bﬁt not .
the' vice-versa. The Lepcha of Zongu still p_ra;fise the old.
traditional metﬁod qf giving service to the father .of thé wife for some
years or fn-ont_hs in lieu of cash payment of brid?’f'price, This system
is completely ‘abse_nt in ,Kalimpong area because the Lepcha living
here-clo not possess;.suffiqié'nt land or forest at their disposal tq
engage their prospective-;on—in-law. C;o’usin mar‘riage is absent
afnéng the Lepché.' ‘._SenioArfqleyirate is present among the Lepcha of
Zongu but the Kalimponé Lepcha rarely do it in practice. Junior
levirate is absé,nj: _»é}nong "the Lepcha. Senior sorrorate is. also
'abs;ent. -The Lepch:.ei’ of Zcingﬁ are also permitted to marry one's
father's younger brother's widow. A widow can not perform marfiage

ritual but she is allowed to get a husband by elbpemeni:. -In such a

case the Lepcha perform a ceremony called khadaw-thick-shet i.e.
off‘ering of scarf by the re1a>tive of the widow t§ the rﬁaﬁ.- Rejectién
or“completek, di‘vorce is present among the Lepcha but the Lepcha in
general are me in favour of divorce because after divorce a man cén
not claim tﬁe réfund_ of the expenditure he. made.'o-n the .occasion of
the marriage either frbm the parents or from the hew‘ husband of the
divorced wife. -Mutual dislike and adultery are the prime causes of
divorce. Aduitery, if unnoticed by - the IAl‘usb‘énd‘ is not at all a

problem to the Lepcha of Zongu.



161

Lepcha marriage is a complicated ceremony with a series of
rites. Cost of a Lepcha marriage is quite high.. In Kalimpong
intermarriage between the Buddhist and Christian Lepcha, though not
preferred but tolerated and are frequently practised. In Sikkim the
intefmarriage with the Lepcha and Bhotia is not uncommon and
continued from ancient times by which the ethnic group Sikkimese -
Bhotia has formed. But intermarriage with the Nepalis is much

looked down upon by the Lepcha community as a whole.

i

The Lepcha of Darjeeling district do not practise polyandr'y
and contrary -to the reports of some earlier travellers, the Lepcha of
Zongu also do not practise polyandry in its truést sense, though it
is true that their customs permit adelphic polyandry, that 1is to say
the co-husbands should be brothers. This is no doubt an influence
from T..ibet, and contact with the' Tibetans. But in reality there was

not a single case of polyandrous marriage.

But in Zongu a distinction must, however be drawn
between marriage and sexual relations; while it is unusual for a
Lepcha girl in Zongu to be actually married to more than one man,
it is common for her occésionally to sleep w}vith all her husband's
younger brothers with a certain amount of social sanction. The
important point to note, however, is that she, is not married to them,
whereas in a true polyandrous society each of the man concerned is a
legal husband, and takes his place as such at the wedding ceremony.
This situation of latent polyandry may properly b:é termed as
cicisbeism, which grants legitimate sexual access of two or more men

to the same woman. This is not polyandrous marriage because it



162

does not confer on cicisbeo the possibility of being recognized as the

pater of any of the children the woman bears.

To make the situation clearer it would be better to put the

sexual rights of a Lepcha in a tabular form.
A man (Lepcha) may sleep with -

1. The wives of all his elder brothers.

2, The wives of his father's younger brothers.
. )

A man can not sleep with -

1. The wives of all his younger brothers

2. The wives of his father's eldef bfothers.

The restriction is because of the fact that in the first case
the son is supposed to sleep with them and in the second case his

father is.the potential sleeping partner.

In Kalimpong, the villages where I worked, I had no

information of the existence of any sort: of this relationship.

In Lingdong I was told that the Lepcha have to tolerate
this extramarital sex-relation otherwise the young people would go to

the Nepali girls and consequently marry them.

Besides the sexual rights which a man has with his elder
brother's wives it is customary for a widow to be inherited by one of
the deceased's younger .brothers, preferably the next in succession.

It makes no difference if the man in questibn already has a wife of
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his own. No marriage ceremony is performed, the woman being
simply inherited in the same way as any other piece of property.
Dong-op is the term for it, though the woman is at liberty to remarry ‘
with any one whom she wishes. This situation of free will is more

present in Kalimpong than in Zongu.

The system of widow inheritance is considered very much
objectionable and derogatory by the educated Lepcha, and in
Kal‘}mpong and o‘ther places of the Darjeeling 'district it has been
completely dropped, even among the Buddhist Lepcha who are more
traditional than their Christian counterpart. But there is no doubt
that it is a satisfactory method of providing for widows in a
community which does not permit women to _inherit property. Levirate
‘provides an assured supply of labour forceA to the family. This is
quite helpful in Zongu where agricultural land is held in plenty by
the Lepcha both under shiftingand permanenf plough cultivation and

cardamom plantation.

With the lead given on ‘'Lepcha polyandry' in the
foregoing pages, we will try to understand its genesis and nature of

its persistence in Lepcha soci’.ety.

Among the Lepcha the sexual rights of the other husbands
are exercised, not by virtue of the marriage, but through the

individual consent of the first husband as eldest brother and the

wife as common partner. On the other hand, ritual of patrilocal
marriage - the essence of which is that a man, conducts his bride
from her father's house to his own - serves to establish a

relaticn of affinity between the wife's family as a .whole and the
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husband's family as a whole. ‘The wife's family have no interest in
what sexual arrangements pertain unless it is proposed to extend the
rights of sexual access beyond the limits of husband's sibling group
which amounts to transference of uxorial rights from the wife's group
to husband's group. Gorer (1938 : 171) writes on Lepcha polyandry,
"it is permissible for a man who feels himself unable to cope with
his field work, either on account of physical weakness or because he
has other work which takes him a great deal from the neighbourhood,
to invite an un-married younger brother to 1live with him and to
share his fields and wife, The co-husband is co-opted without any
sort of ceremony, but thereafter he is no longer free in the choice of
a wife of his own; if he desires one; he must make the request for a
wife of the same ptso as the shared wife, exactly as if he was
taking a second wife in the normal course of .events. The
co-husbands sleep with their common wife on alternate nights,” but all
the children are presumed to be begotton by the first husband, and

he alone has to observe the prenatal precautions".

As regarding the persi.stence of this type of polyandry
among the Lepcha as well as its genesis, the general notion amohg
the Lepcha of Sikkim that‘; it was an effective custom to keep the
property undivided, moreover, a wife of two brothers in possession of
a joint property can expect a higher standard of living than the wife
of a man with only one share of his paternal property, she will also

enjoy the advantages of a comparatively young husband.

Polyandry as 'an institution might have de\}eloped when

the Lepcha were in hunting-gathering stage of economy, because there
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is .a gross correlation between polyandry and a shortage of women
(Berreman 1962 : 68). There might have been a shortage of women
when the Lepcha were in hunting-gathering stage long ago. Because

hunting economy always discourages the growth of female folk.

To become a 'Lamg_ is considered a most desirable
achievement for a Lepcha. The monastic training required to become
a Lama has several stages including compulsory staying in the

gumpha. A Lama may enter married life but his increasing involvement

in catering the needs of the people as a religlous specialist and
commitments towards the gumpha force proloriged absence from family
life and hom'e. If he does not have a bfother to look after his field
and his fanllily, he will face grave economic crisis. Polyandry as
practised by the Lepcha is one of the means best suited to cope with

such & situation.

Though it is not uncommon that a young brother who had
joined in a polyandrous union, later establishes a separate house
hold and takes ancther wife from the same ptso (clan) of the earlier
wife, Usuaily this is done amicably by the mutual -agreement among
the Lrothers. In most of the cases the cause t.;:f dissolution of
polyandrous unions are due to disagreement in economic matter but

never on jealousy over the sexuality of the common wife.

Inevitably the polyandry in Sikkim, as it .i's”in every
where throughout the cis and trans Himalayas, had long seen its
prime days. Due to the acculturation of alien ideas and values from
the plains the institution of polyandry has become inept now-a-days.

It has also lost much of its supportive institutional settings.
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One of the reasons for the persistence of polyandry is that
it helps to check the population growth and thus é.voiding rapid
increase of the potential claimants to the hoﬁsehold property,
fragmentaiion of joint labour and above all, pressure on land. Now
with the introduction of high wvalue cash c¢rop of cardamom, the

pressure on land has reduced considerably and solved the problem of

economic stringency to some extent. To become a Lama is also not
considered as desirable as it was earlier, Polyandry and Lamaism

are mainly to he seen as an ecological adaptation to- the meagre
resources and also as a measure of effective control. over ‘the

resources whatever be its amount held by a family.

Another problem, a methodologicél one, 1is to identify the
polyandrous union. As a rule monogamy has prevailed at first, the
second husband is incofporated at a later périod quite informally
withﬁut any ritual, on the basis of mutual understanding because the
system 1is looked down upon by the neighbouring Nepalis.who are
monogamous people and the co-husbands find it too much-embarrasing
to publicly acknowledge the polyandrous relationship. One hés to
depend completely on guessing by studying tl.ie behaviour of the
woman with her husband's brother outside the house, mostly at fields
or in market place and depend upon secondary sources of information

available from the neighbours.

Marriage Ceremony
When it is wished to arrange a marriage, the parents of
the boy concerned must first send for a pi-bu, or go-between to the

girl's parents. The parents now prepare a special ceremonial gift
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called khachyong, which consists of one maund (40 kg.) of fermented
chi, twenty rupees, and a Tibetan ceremonial scarf or khada. The
khachyong is taken by the boy's pibu to the .-house of some nearer
relative of the selected girl, usual_ly to a brother who will act as
girl's pibu. The girl's pibu keeps the money for himself and takes
the chi and scarf (khada) to the girl's parenté a,nd discusses the
proposed marriage with them. It is the custom for them at first to
refuse but the pibu continues to plead with them. to gain their

consent. ‘

If the girl's parents agree to -the marriage proposal they
send for a Lama and ask him to work out the auspicious date for the
ashyek or formal betrqthél “to ‘take placé, after which:the go-between
informs the boy that he should come on such-~and-such a day. On
that day the boy accompanied by his pibu, sets out for the girl's
home.‘ They take with them one large copper pot, sufficient
cloth to make a dress for the girl's mother andv two plg's carcases.
All these presents are taken direct to the girl's home. There is an
exchange of compliments, the girl's parents say that they are really

willing to marry their daughter to the boy.

This comple'tes the betrothal and the boy then returns to
his own house. One week later the boy goes alone to the girl's
place, taki‘ng with him a gift of one bullock'’s leg, which he presents
to his future parents-in-law. He stays in the house for ten days
and duriﬁg this peri;:sd he is expected to have sexual relations with

his future wife.
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At the end of ten days the boy returns to his own home
but he is now at liberty to visit the girl whenever he Wishes. There
is no.ceremony in between betrothal and marriage, aﬁd the interval
between the two is entirely dependent upon the weaith of the bride
groom's family, provided that money and food are available for the
necessary feasts. The marriage can take place iIn the next
auspicious date after betrothal or may be deferred for years or may

even never take place at all.

]

The betrothal or ashyek 1is exclusively an affair of the
Lepcha of Zongu. Among the Kalimpong Lepcha there is no betrothal

before marriage, marriage directly takes place among them.

Probably this is 'because of the fact that the. Kalimpong
Lepchas possess less land and they do not have any major cash crops
like cardamom. Though they grow some cash crops 1like potatee,
cauliflower and some ginger on a sporadic mann_er,'bﬁt-these are quite
insignificant incomparison to the enormous cash cropping of cardamom
in Zongu. So the Kalimpong Lepchas can not support expenses on
betrothal immediately before marriage and so gave it up long ago.
Besides, the general consumption of food and chi are also less among

the Lepcha of Kalimpong.

The majority of the marriages take place in the autumn
months after the harvest is gathered. The groom's family usually
spends several months in collecting the necessary food and animals

before the date of marriage.
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The actual day for th-e marriage ié determined by a Lama
and a few days previously the groom goes with -his. pibu, one or
other of his paternal uncle, a boy friend known as myok ‘fzgll. They
take with them the hind leg of a pig, a scarf and some“money as
gift. On the arrival of the groom the sisters of the bride armed
with thorny plants pretend to drive him away; to be allowed to go
on, the groom must give them all a present of -at least one rupee,
When the bride-groom's party arrives they are given a light meal of
tea, a special ceremonial parched rice known as sohet set and

i

followed, of course, by the inevitable chi.

After this the bridal procession sets out. The bridal

procession consists of the folowing people; they are, -

Pi-bu : Go-between

Kegu Numbu .

An old and experienced man, the

leader of the party.

Rum fatbo ¢ A sacrificer preferably a Bonthing.
Aku : A paternal uncle

Ajyong : A maternal uncle.

Nyem tyol : Bride's attendant, usually a sister.
Nyon faming : A younger brother.

and finally a number of men to carry the presents from the bride
which consist of a load of chi, a load of popped corn, and a small

pig or piglet.

When the bridal party enters the groom's house the girl's

pi-bu offers a ceremonial scarf (khada) to the groom's family head.
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After this the groom's father is also given some presents.' Then the
girl's father is given the bride price which varies frorﬁ ’5.300/~- at
Kalimpong to #.2000/- in Zongu, as it was during the period from

1979-81.,

Then, in the presence of Lama and Bonthing the bride and
bride groom take the oath that they would live together happily till
death. Lama and Bonthing both attend the marriage as priests.
Bonthing usually conducts all the functions while the Lama chants

)

hymns and prays for the well being of the couple.

The Lepcha both in Kalimpong .and in Zongu have a
tendency of selecting mates within a reasonable distance from their
residence. In Lingdong they usually do not marry outside Zongu and
in Nassey and Pagang it is mainly restricted within the subdivision
of Kalimpong, at the most within the district of Darjeeling. Whereas
the neighbouring Bhotia are more open in this matfer, their network
of matrimonial alliances is quite widespread. Bhotia Lamas who are
widely travelled, have a good net work of relaticnship and help in
the selection of mates for their brethern. This account for the

greater dyhamism of the Bhotia society.

Death

The Lepcha believe that death is; notl';in-g.;“l;l:lvt;ﬂthe seperation
of soul from the body. The soul comes from a place called rumlyang,
situated near Mt. Kanchanjungﬁa and after death the soul returns
there. The causes of death are diseases and accidents which are

believed to be caused by the influence of evil spirits. Suicide is rare

among the Lepcha, mazom moong is an evil spirit who is frequently held
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responsible for the death of a person. These moongs (evil spirits)
are subdued wusually by the offerings of animals to them; and
Bonthing performs the ceremonies as per the tradition. For
subjugation of evil spirits a good number of animals are neceséary
and a forest ecology can only provide a steady supply of animals for

the persistence of Bonthing rites.

Death is the real enemy of the Lepcha life. Once a person
is dead there are two things to be done. The danger of the devil
(that has caused‘ his death) finding another victim in the community
must be avoided and the dead man must be got rid of thofoughly and
as completely as possible. The infection and dahgér of death 1is
strictly local and therefore if a person d_ies away from home no sort
of cefemony is held for him, the body is just unceremoniously thrown

into the river.

The presence of Mun (female Bonthing) is very much
essential in the case of death rituals, because it is believed that thé
Muns are only supposed to know the right rituals for death. While
performing death rites a Mun has to be careful not to touch the
corpse and she also does not eat anything infront of the dead to

prevent her perscnal illness.

At present burial as well as cremation are practised by
the Lepcha of the Darjeeling and Sikkim.‘ The Lepcha who are
accustomed to animistic rites to a greater extent are in favour of
burial while fhose who have a greater degree of impact of Buddhism
adhere to cremation. The Christian Lepcha of Kalimpong bury the

dead =and they follow their own Christian religious rites. Nonavaila-
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bility of firewood during monsoon and destruction of forest also force

the Lepcha, mainly in Kalimpong, to opt for burial.

" The Lepcha bury the dead body nine feet underground in

case of female and it is 8 feet in case of male, Some part of the

death ceremony is performed by Mun. The family members are not
supposed to take meat for three days. Lamas are summoned

immediately after death to help the soul of the man to find his wayto
next incarnation. It is mostly at death and the ceremonies whiéh
surround death, ‘the belief and rituals of Mun anq_ L_amas clash and
contradict each other. Generally the ceremorfies of both’ réligioné are
held simultaneously, the Lamas perform inside the house while the
Mun or Bonthing does his ceremonies outside, in the courtyard.
Mourning continues for 59 days after which a Mun ceremony is to be
perforrmmed with fowl and chi. The Buddhist Lepcha. display white

prayer flags outside the house, as a sign of mourning.

The Lepcha believe that the souls ‘of the Lamas wander for
forty nine days, when it gqualifies for next incarnation. The souls of
Bonthing and Mun go to rumlyang to live there permanently. There
is no hard and fast rule among the Lepcha in the matter of food
during the death pollution period. Usually meat and sexual

cohabitation are avoided for a week or so.

From the discussion on the ceremonies followed by the
Lepcha it appears that they adhere to the traditional beliefs and

practices alohg with the Buddhistic ideas. Instead of total

replacement of one ’i-"él’igibh by aﬁother, thé ébcio-religious life of the

people reflects an admixture of Lamaism with the traditional Bon
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religion. It may also be noted that many elements of social
structure and ceremonies centering around life-cycle rituals have been
conditioned by the forest and mountain environment in which the

Lepcha live.




" CHAPTER EIGHT
POLITICAL ORGANISATION '

It has been said ear.lier that the Lepcha had neither "a )
tribal nor a clan organisation. But in order to f_ugulate their
déaiings with the State cerfain officials ,wére appointéd, whic.;,hj*'
constituted their traditional political system. ’l;l-iisl tfaditionality of
fheir political organisation persisted in Zongu until fecentlyf and
perhaps its veétiges can be seen even to-day. | But inA K'alimpong,

since it became a  part of British India long égo, it lost its

)
traditional p‘olit'ical character soon after this subdivision was annexed
from Bhutan. In the following pages traditional as well as ‘modern

political system of the Lepcha of Zongu and Kalimpong will be

discussed.

’

Political o'rganisation is a system of regulating relations
between groupg or meﬁbers of different groups withj.n the. society at
large. It is likely that true political organisation begins only with
the development of co-operation Dbetween distinct and unrelated
kinship groups. Ecology and the patterns of culture wherevbyir a people
~adjust to their environment, undoubtedly piays a large role in the
initiation of political sy_stems and in some aspects of ‘their furthelr
development. Economi:; b;{tterns of culture seems also to +be linked to
political patterns, at least in part (Beals & Hoijer 1965 : 539-62).
The politic:al organisation is the set of arrangements by which a
public. (the public is the persistent social‘ group that forms a unit
regulating its common affairs, is a corporate group) regulates its

common affairs (Smith 1968 : 194).
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Traditional Political System
Zongu, as part of the Maharajah (Chogyal) of Sikkim's

private estate, was administered on his behalf by one of the Kazi or

hereditary ministers and landowners. The last ohe was Rhonock

Kazi.

Administratively Zongu was divided into fourteen villages,
each with a Mondal as its head. There was also a Mukhtiyar in
between Mondal ‘and Kazi. The Mukhtiyar was superior to the
Mondals. There was but one Mukhtiyar for the whole of Zongu, and
his duty was to supervise and co-ordinate the work of the separate
village Mondals or headman. The Mondals collected taxes in their
respective villages and used to go once in every year with the actual
cash to Gangtok, but since most of them were completely illiterate
they delivered their accounts verbally to the Mukhtiyar, who recorded
them in writing. The Mukhtixar feceived no pay but was entitled to
a co‘mmission of four annas a year for each house on which taxes
were paid. He toured all over his district twice each yeanz-:,' when he
assessed the tax to be paid on areas newly brought under cultivation.
He also registered birth and death. At the end of each tour he
reported to Gangtok and rendered his accounts in person. The office
of Mukhtiyar was not necessarily hereditary, since it could only be

successfully filled'by one who could at least read.and iwrite.

The post of village Mondal was previously hereditary. If
he had no son the office eventually devolved upon the man who
married his daughter, but when a man had children some near

patelrnal relative usually succeeded to the post. In addition to their
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work as tax collector Mondals had authority to ;mpése fines upto
thirty. rupees, but a Mukhtiyar might order a fine of sixty. They
were also empowered to settle cases in connection with misappro-
priaticn of land but there were no such cases in Lingdong since
many years. In Chogyal's time Mondals did not receive any pay
from the state, but each household was required to give him three
day's free labour (or three men for one day) a year. .This system

was called kurwa. '

Every Mondal had undver him several assistants known as

Karbari. Karbaris were appointed for a period of three years and

with the exception of Lamas every one uséd to take on the duty in
turn. The roster goes on indefinitely, so thaf if any particular man
was not called upon during his lifetime the turn 'devq%lyed‘ upon his
son. There .was no vpay or any other material advantage attached to
the office of Karbari, except a certain amount of authority. When a
man had retired from the office of Karbari he was eligible for the
appointment of Youmi. Numbers of Youmis to be a'ppointed was at the
discretion of the individual headman. Whenever any matter cropped
up which could only be decided by reference to customary law, the
Mondal called in the Youmis to aid him in giving a decision. They
were usually very old man and becuase of this tﬁey could decide
such matters as whether there was any reason why a particular
couple should not be married or if one man ran off with the wife of
another what compensation he should be required to pay and so on.
The Youmis also with the help of Gyapon tried to settle quarrels and

minor cases without bringing it to the official notice of the Mondal.

The chief work on the administrative side of the village
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fell on the Gy éEon. .Each‘householder in turn ha.s to hold this office _
for three years, a':-sor»t of rotation _was; established, a_n.d(people came‘
to know before_ hand when ‘thej.r turn of office wOuld'faiJ. due. The
work was distinctly r;.\rduous, it -entailed the actual colléction of the
taxes, t‘:hei_ summonihg 6f all " citizens of ceremonies or organising
éollecti;/e work for a village 1like bridge or road repairing or
carrying loadé to the monastery when require_d',thé coilection of grain
fro;n each house Afor communal ceremonies and the preventiqn of crime
and- quarrelling. , A great deal of the Gxann_'s time was taken up in

communal business at ‘the cost” of their own work ahd cultivation.

The office of Mukhtiyar and Mondal could be héld by the .
Lamas, the other two offices of ¥oumi and Gyapon cduld not, as these

offices might entail directly or indirectly the slaughter of animals.

Previously at the time of Chogyal ther_eﬁvas no per capita

tax of land in Sikkim but every houses paid five rupees a year..

The political organization of the Lepéha of -thé Darjeeling
-district was differlen‘t »_ from that of Sikkim, bécause- the district of
Darjeeling was annexed from Sikkim and had been made a part of
British India before'thé begining of this century. . In_olden.’ days the
Lepcha of the Darjeeling district had a traditional pc;litical system
i.e. traditional panch headed vby the village head man or Mondal.
Eaéh vil'lagé ,’ had their own Mondal. The Mondals with the help of
other members (selectéd on the basis of age and experience) of his
traditional panch were solely responsible for maintaining law and
order and disputes amdng the villagers. In the ‘Darjeeli;'lg' district

also the posts of Mondals were in most cases hereditary. The
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villagers at a. gathering selected a person as Mondal or headman and
he continued the office for generations., But if he did not have any
son or his son was considered unsuitable for the post, the villagers

could select any other person as their new Mondal.

Contemporary Political System

At present the infrastructure of the political systems of
Sikkim and Darjeeling district of West Bengal have completely changed

with the introduction of modern panchayat system.

A panchayat (literally a council of five) is a group of
elected members of the body which meets to decide -case. of disputes,
look after the developmental works and judicial cases or problems
and general welfare of the people. Panchayats have an indispensable
role to play in the rural areas, and are supposed to represent
interests of all sections ;Df the community. Many activities such as,
framing programmes of production for Villages; obtaining and
utilising governmental assistance for the betterment of the village
such as the construction of roads, bridges etc. to improve the
standards of cultivation, orgdnising voluntary labour for comrﬁunity
works and general assistan‘ce in the implementation of economic and
social reforms. and to settle down' the minor disputes among the

villagers.

With the change from traditional to statutory panchayat,
the function and power of Mondal has lessened. The Mondal has
become, now a days, a mere revenue collector. He gets a commission,

10 percent of the total revenue collected.
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’fhe_Lingdong .village panchay’at is formed jo:lntly with the
nei“ghhouring'r village Burfock. The two Qillages‘ have one panchayat,
lout two different Mondals.- The panchayat is. c‘orriposed of one
president, one secretary, one vice-president, three member"s”(Mondals.'
are the ex-officio members) one Gyapon (the messenger) The office.
bearers of the posts are unanimously elected by the villagers at a
gathering 'I‘here is no tier system in Sikkim panchayat and the
panchayats have 1itt1e or no monetory or other - powers in. comparison
to Darjeeling village panchayats. The _panchay’ats‘ of Lingdong is

]

directly under .the control of the District Collector.

In DarJeellng 'the traditional Mondal bw’as 'statutorily
acknowledged by the Brltlsh admlnistration as the de facto village -
official - in = charge of the land revenue system.‘ The Mondal"s,
;Nere app01nted as such in succession and.as the traditional leader of
the wvillage with a‘ quasi-judicial authority and. influence, had
prestige and‘larea of domination_ not restri.ctedi within )the confines of
his village Vbut sometimes evenAtransgres‘si_ng the li.mits,‘of”‘ his area of
residence and revenue jurisdlction. The» fact that Mondal is an

important person 1is established by ‘the election of the Mondal of

Nassey as - the member of the gram panchayat. . But after
independence the traditional panchayats.or panch in = Darjeeling

hasl been replaced by the new multivillage Statutory panchayat system.

'In Sikkim it was replaced after Sikkim had become the 22nd
state of Indian union in the year 1975. According.to. the West Bengal'.
panchayat act of 195"7"" a” three tier system of panchayat raj is

operating . in the district of Darjeeling including the- Kalimpong
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subdivision, the lowest level of which is the grampanchayat or gram

sabha. Three to four villages together constitute a gram panchayat.
Each of its village constitutencies have their representatives in it
elected through adult franchise. The seats of the village in the

gram sabha depends on population strength. Again two or three

grampanchayats constitute an anchal pancahayat. The ‘members‘of.

the anchal is elected by the members of the gram panchayét. ~ The

last :but not the least tier of the panchayat system is the district
council or zila parishad, with district magistrate and legislative

members of Stat‘ta assembly being the ex-officio members.

Panchayati raj institution has been introduced in the

district of Darjeeling in a phased programme. “In 1958 gram

panchayat and anchal panchayats were intfoduced in fhree blocks,
Viz. Darjeeling, Pulbazar, Jore-Banglc;w, Sukia'Pokhri al;ld Rohgli -
Rongliat; Then in 1961 two more .biocks Viz Kamimpong I and
Kalimpong II were add.ed.‘ Finaliy in 1.964., the remaining five
blocks, wviz. Kurseong, Mirik, Go‘rub.athan, ‘ Siliguri, Naxalbari,

Karibari - Phansidewa were covered by vgram and 'anchal ‘panchayats.

Zilla parishad came into existence in November 1964,
The village Nassey along with its neighbouring village
Purbang and Peshore come under Nassey gram panchayat which again

with Tashiding gram panchayat form one anchal panchayat.

Within the development block II of Kalimpong, Pagang gram
Panchayat along with . Santook gram panchayat form one Algarah

anchal panchayat.. In the election of 1962 there were ‘10 Lepchas



181

out -of - 15 members in the Pagang gram panchayat. But in the next

election, which took place in 1978 the representation of the Lepcha
community has come down to 7 from 15, though the Lepcha are the

numerically dominant group in that area. In the Nassey gram

panchayat also the number of Lepcha members has become less in the
last election. This 'trend shows the decreasing interest shown by the
Lepcha in the panchayat raj. Because truly speaking the Lepcha of
Zongu and Kalimpong ‘are ‘\more faithful to their traditional tribal
council at the v‘illage level headed by Mondal which runs parallel to
the statutory panchayat in most of the villages. It appears that the
statutory village panchayat which is supposed to be the custodian of
power and authority has failed to become an important element of
social control. The traditional tribal council headed by the Mondals
regulate the intra-tribal and inter-personnel rela]:io_ns- and

compromises disputes in the village. Only to settle disputes at

inter-ethnic level, the help of statutory panchayat is sought for.

The Lepcha show a certain amount of dislike towards the
modern  statutory panchayat system. It 1s. evident from the

non-representation of the Lepcha in the gram panchayats even in the

villages where they are numerically dominant. Elsewhere they could .
not he elected to the gram panchayats due to lesser population
strength. The Lepcha prefer to cling to the traditional political
system headed by Mondals both in Darjeeling and Sikkim because
their aspirations are not fulfiled by the statutory panchayats. They
seem to have expected much more from the panchayati raj’ to
safeguard their interest. They Dbelieve that the holy power and

influence of the Lamas have not been utilised by the modern gram
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panchayat. In Sikkim the Lepcha and the Bhotia jointly enjoy some
special privilege in the matter of allotment of the legislative assembly
seat. Out of 32 seats in the Sikkim assembly, 14 seats are reserved
for the Lepcha - Bhotia, though they constitute only 30% of the total
population of the state. Moreover, one seat is exclusively reserved
for the Buddhist Lamas. This has recvently caused some ethnic tension

in the polity and power structure of Sikkim.




CHAPTER NINE

THE RELIGION

Primitive people of all time and ages believe ih' ;:he
existence of superhuman supernatural powers. The | inabilities,
uncertainties, debr,d:'vgation from expectations 'maké them believe. thét
there are some supernatural powers who cause ‘all thesé thihgs.
These supernatural powers aré conceived "in varidus -forms arid_sire~-
categorised or graded with certain specific attributes, which they
either try to con£rol or propitiate' through offerings includin‘é
sacrifices to avert danger and natural calamity. This dependence on
nature 'is manifested in the' religion of tribal people. According -to
Geertz (1966 : &) i:eligion is "a system of symbols whicﬁ acts to
eétablish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods 'anci motivations
in men by formulating. conceptions of a Qeneral order of existence and
clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the

moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic".

In the preceeidng- /chapters on eeonomy .ahd social.
organization -we obsex:ved' that the activities of the Lepcha .were
influenced, as believed by the people, along with the other factors,
by spirits e;nd superriatu_rals. During shifting ;ultivation, cardamom
-plantaf.ion or at the" time of house construction or in such other
aé:tivities of exploitatj.on of nature, the Lepcha make sacrifices in the
name of spirits. Here an endeavour has been made to comprehend the
ways in which religion is understood by the Lepcha. The Lepcha
religicn particularly the Bon is viewed as a special adaptive feature
of the Himalayan region in which the Lepcha live, The frequent
experiznce of diseasevand death in the hill_y and forested habitat

have made the Lepcha dependent upon supernatural and spirit world.
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The Lepcha religion is a very complicated ;ane because they
préctise simultaneously two different types of religions. One  is the
older Bon religion (called after the name of its priest) and the other
one is the Lamaism or Tibetan Buddhism whichr} belongs to Mahayaﬁa
School of Buddhism. The Lamaism or Tibetan Buddhism is a later
importation in the Lepcha life. The worship of the people of Mayel,
was probably an independent one earlier ‘bu.t now it hés become a
part of Bon religion and can be perceived in a declining form among

the Lepcha of Zongu.
) {

The Chief function of the Mun (female Bonthing) or
Bonthing is to ward off the misfortunes and illness .caused by devils,
which is done partly by sacrifices, e;pecially animal sacrifices, and
partly by direct communion with 'the"\s.uipernaturals.' On ‘th‘e con_t:ra;y,
in Lamaism priesthood and sanctit‘y are acquired by learning and
not by inspiration, the sacrifice of animals is considered. a heinous

sin. : N

In the belief of an average Lepcha, mountain and forest,
‘rock and stream represent ill defined but formidable bowers who
threaten rﬁankind v;lith a \)ariety of physical ills and require to be
constantly appeased through thé ageﬁcy of Bonthing or any other
forms of exorcism. "The snow clad giant Mt. Kaﬁchanjungha, chief
among the elemental deities of the Lepcha, who vexes men with storm
~and hail and sends aown avalanches and torrents to wreck their
fields and sweep away their homes, has been translated to the milder
system of Buddhism, where he figures as the tutors of Sakyamuni
(Lord Buddha) himself" (Morris : 1938)'. But the fact that they

receive offérings of meat and millet beer(chi) in addition to the flower,
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fruit and rice sanctioned by the Buddhist” usage,”lends some weight to

the conjecture that they belong to a more earlier system.

It appears that in the life of the Lepcha the two religions,

Lamaism and Bon, has got almost equal influence. Their belief and

rituals are breing guided by both, Lamaism and 1 3_01_1_ religion. It hasv
got some historical bearing also. In 17th cent.ﬁfy the Tibéfa_n-*Bhotias
came to Sikkim and cdnvertéd the native animistic Lepchas into
Tibetan-Buddhism and also established monarchy as . a centralj.se;l
theocratic political system. This convé:sion did not také place -at
the‘ individual level, rather it wés an obliéﬁai:oryi mass conversion
automatically enforced upon the subject race (Lepch,a') ‘by ‘the King
while makiﬁg ’Buddhism a state reliéion. As a matter of -féct
Buddhism waé superimposed- over the pre-existing ihfrastructt.;re of -
animistic &J_rlvreligion. Their _involvemeht in Bﬁddhiém is not deep
rooted and as serious as it should have been. The common Lepchas
participate 1n many a 4Lamaistic rituals most ofrl .the times without
knoWing their'ﬁ_‘actual meaﬁing as rTesult 6f pres_syurefof the Tibetan -

Bhotias.

Thatﬂ is why when the Christian rﬁissionaries started
. preaching thei‘r' religion in the >hills of Darjeeling, the Lepcha w’_eré, ’.
first to accept Chfistianity in ‘large numbe;:s. .The pércentage of
Christians is quite higﬁ' ~among the Lepcha of Darjeeling whereas it is
almost nil among theABhotia iiving in the same region. According to
1971  census -mOre than twentyfive p‘él:f;;ant(ZS'%) Le.pchas‘ of Darjeeling
are .(l:hristiar.'ls. In Sikkim since it. was a' princely state the
Christian missionariés were not éllowed to enter and thus. we find

almost all the Lepcha are Buddhist in Sikkim.
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Within the scope of fhis thésié it is neither necessary nor
possible to discuss Lamaism in its fullest sense. = We shall only
confine the discussion on this sub.ject only to the extent it is
relevant to the life ofan averé.ge >Lepcha. Because Lamaism or
Mahayana Buddhism is a subject of great complexity and to the study
of which scholars of 'World-wide repute have devoted their whole

lives.

In Darjeeling as well as in Sikkim the monasteries play an
important role in (the life of the Lepcha, though perhaps the bondage
of a Lepcha with monasteries is much more stronger in the Zongu

area than in Darjeeling.

In Kalimpong ‘Tibetan Lamas serve the tribe as priests and
preside over all Buddhist ceremonies. The Lepcha themselves rarely
become Lamas in K.alimpong, but many of them are exorcists
(Bonthing). Whereas vin Zongu the Lepcha .become ;._gga_s_ and even

reach as high as the post of Dorje-Lapoon, highest order of Lama in

Sikkim. In fact in Lingdong every third household have a member
who is a Lama. In Lingdong a Lama does not necessarily stay in
the monastery. He may be a family man, - a cultivator. Only at

fixed time he has to attend the monastic ceremonies. The people of
Lingdong, jointly with Burfock village, have a small monas?:ery. The
oldest monastery in Zongu is the Tulung monastery, where all the
villagers of Zongu go to pay their respect in alternate yearé. In
their monasteries the religious practices are gquided by Buddhist
scripturs in Tibetan language. In Sikkim the monasteries play an
important rolelin the socio-religious life of the Lei:acha, where almost

every act of an individual is guided by monateries. Most of the
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monasteries have huge amount of land for cultivation. These land are
cultivated either through share-cropping basis or through obligatory

labours given by the household members.

Hierarchy of Lamas and the religious structure of priesthood

in the Lepcha monasteries of Sikkim is as follows :-

(a) Dorjee-Lapoon (Patriarch, the head of the gumpha).

(b) Omze ~ Tipa (Chief celebrant - the manaéer of the gumpha).
(c) Ochumpa (Assistant of Omze - Tipa) |

(d) Chutempa( (Provost - marshal, in charge of monks).

(e) Chenjpa (Officiating monk).

(£) Nyepo (Commissariate manager).

(g) Chinyel (In charge of Kitchen).

(n) Konsopa (A ﬁonk on duty at a speciél prayer every evening)
(i) Kunjel (Lamb care taker, sacrificers),.

(1) Tongpa (Conch - shell blower).

A Lam_é_ is a distinguished person in the Lepcha society.
There is also a difference in appearance between laymen and Lamas.
The Lamas have their heads shaved or keep short hair and wear

Tibetan dress whereas the laymen wear Lepcha dress and usually

keep long hair. The Lamas are usually cremated but laymen are
buried. Children of Lama generally themselves become Lamas.
Children of laymen can also become Lama. The vocation to become a

Lama is determined by the horoscope of the child and thought to be
predestined for it. The boy from an early age 1is brought to
monastery ceremonies to make him accustomed to the atmosphere.

When the boy is about twelve years of age he is sent to live with a
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téacher who happens to be a Lama. The pupil works for the teacher
in day time and receives instructions from Lamaist text in the
evening, After two years or so, when he completes the basic
learnihgs he is given his loong (qualification) by <th¢_, feacher.- After
this the boy is formally admitted into the monastery through a simple
ceremony called ditset in which he drinks tea and chi with the Lamas
and is presented with a scarf (khada) by the monastery. From now
onwards the trainee bvoy will have to go through a series of stages
in the Lamaist hierarchy and only a few could move up to reach the-

. :
highest order, in a Lepcha monastery, the post of Dorjee Lapoon.

Each rise in grade accompanies a monastery feasf in which all
villagers are invited and chi (liquor) and food are served. Dance
and merrymaking continues throughout the night. During the
monastic feasts free mixing of boys and girls are a common phenomenon.

Negotiation of marriage also takes place in such feasts.

Lamaism has also got a social organisation. The Lamas are
arranged in a disciplined hierarchy. The Lamas perform religious
ceremonies on behalf of the whole society. 1In turn it is the duty of
the society to lend them some material support. In Tibet this social
organisation was extremely important bet;ore 1962, the -_La_mE as an
exploiting class possessed great temporal power . and peasénts attached to
monastic land were virtually monastery serfs (Gorer 1938 : 192). At
present in Sikkim the Lamas are not as powerful as they were in
Tibet, but even th81;1 they do enjoy considerable amount of influence
and authority in Sikkim and a little less in Kalimpong in the
Darjeeling district. Both in Sikkim and in Kalimpong some gumphas
(monastery) own land in their names as 'Legal persons'. The

monastery at Pagang, name 'Rishi Gumpha', owns about 16 acres of
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land. The land is' cultivated under the supervision of monastery
(gumpha) committee. A portion of the land 1is also cultivated on

share cropping basis. The income from the monastery land is used
for the running of the gumpha. In Sikkim monastery land is tax

free.

The religious life of the Lepcha of Darjleeling and Sikkim is
very much colourful and appear to be similar in nature. Throughout
the year they have festivals, special offerings to a host of deities.
A brief 1list of annual rituals, ceremonies, special offerings etc. is

given below :-
TABLE NO. 36

Annual calendar of festivals & rituals;

Sl. Name of the ) Month of performance

No. zf;fltliatllils/ : Lepcha month Eng. Month Puration
1. NMNam Bun ) Karnith Dec. / Jan i 1 week
2. Ner-Kakyat Karnith - Dec. /lan. 1 week
3. Loser Karsong February 1 week’
4., Chechu Som April 1 day
5. Mane Glu April 1 day
6. Ani Parvim July 2 days.
7. lMong Bree Meno Parvim August 2 days.
8. Lobsong Glu September 1 day
9. Liram Mar November 1 day
10. Layan Chin Thing Mar November 1 day
11. OQngshi . Mar December 3 day.s.

A short account of the above rituals and festivals are given

belecw
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This is the new year festival and usually performed in
the first week of the month "Karnith" (December -
January). The Lamas chant hymns in the monastery for
a week, The main idea bhehind. the performance of the
festival is that no evil befalls on them during the

coming new year.

This is also held in the month of Karnith in connection

- with the new year and the people usually wear new

Loser

Chechu

~

clothes to mark the occasion. This is a part of

Nam - Bun ceremony.

This festival is performed during the firét week of the
Tibetan new year which starts between February and
March according to the Tibetan Calendar and continues
for a week and generally held for the same purpose as

stated above.

The festival is performed on the full moon days, as
Lord Buddha was born on a full moon day. The bhirth
day of Lord Buddha which falls generally in the middle
of April (Som) is celebrated most vigorously and
gorgeously. From the morning till evening the Lamas
chant hymns and pray to Lord Buddha for the well
being of the people. On this day the villagers go to
monastery and they take with them ﬂ‘li and' other

religious presentations, which include fruit, flower and

animals.
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This festival is performed twice in the month of August-
September (Parvim - Glu). The Lamas chant hymns in
the monastery throughout the day. On the full moon

day takbothing, tasething and chuku are worshipped in

the monastery. On this occasion some animals ( a cow,
or g;:)at or fowl) are sacrificed by. the Bonthing priest

in the village. In the gumpha Lamas read out prayer

to the different gods and evil spirits.

Mong-Bree-Meno .

Liram

" This festival is performed' in every house during the

day time seeking blessings of Buddha. It consists of

sacrificing five chicken (black), and offering chi, eggs

etc. to spirits and Bonthing acts as priest over the

ceremony.

In the month of Mar i.e. November - December, the
household deity ILiram is worshipped by the individual

household. Water and pathiyuts (thumba) containing

chi 1is offered, Bonthing worships the early ancestor

(thikung) and early ancestress (nikung) and narrates

the story of creation and the origin of the Lepcha.

Layan Chin Thing

This is performed in November - December and popularly
known as =sikari Puja. Formerly this ritual was only
meant for the hunters but now-a-days it is performed by

almost all the families.
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Ani : This worship is performed in the month of Parvim
(July - August) and is meant for avoiding death from
snake bites.

Lobsong : Lobsong is worshipped for gods and evil spirits of the
village and the ritual is performed in Bhadra Purnima
day. This is mainly done for the welfare of the
villagers.

Ongshi : This is also a new vyear celebration ceremony and is
-performed on 24th December each year. The Lepcha New
Year Day. In this day people plal}‘r with bow and
arrow. These seem to be the main festivals of the
Lepcha.

An integral part of all Lamaist ritual is that the Lamas
chant hymns and mantras throughout the ritual ceremony. The most
famous Lamaist prayer is Om_mani padme hum ! which is believed to
be of great efficacy. Lord Padmasambhava or Guru Rimpoche, the

great teacher in occultism, 1is the principal deity of the Lepcha. He

introduced the tantric elements into the Tibetan Buddhism, popularly

known as Lamaism. The Lamas as well as the laity attach more
importance to the esoteric manifestations in Buddism. Magic and
mystic rites are used more freely. Due to this naive character

Tibetan Buddhism,'as a higher religion, could not totally replace ‘the
earlier and traditional Bon religion. The services of Bonthing and
Mun are extremely necessary in the life of every Lepcha. They must
always be present at birth, marriage and death of an individual as

they are the only essential priests. Throughout 1life they are
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required for cleansing from supernatural danger and for expelling
devils. Unlike Lamaism the Bon religion does not have any social
organisation and religious offices. The Bonthings and Muns are
simply’ individual priests, who through their -possession by a spirit
carry out religious functions as required from time to time by the
Lepcha. The Bonthings are the ceremonial sacrificers of the animals
but a Lama, though can eat meat, should 6n no account kill an

animal.

Any layman can become Bonthing or Mun. It is not
necessary for him or her to be predestined for it as in the case of
Lamas. No systematic training is also necessary from the childhood.
Its vocation comes from inner urge and self power and has to be
possessed by spirits or moong. He has to learn the procedures of
devil worshipping, sacrificing rituals, and other form of exorcism.
For the laymen padem is the first step to become Bonthing or Mun.

Padems are less powerful than the Bonthings or Muns, they neither

drive away evil spirit nor perform death rituals. To become

Bonthing one has to undergo a tutelage for about three years from an
experienced 'Bonthing. When he becomes qualified to control the spirit
independently he is given the loong or degree. An ox is sacrificed to
mark the occasion. A great number of Bonthing and Mun ceremonies

are performed in Zongu for the benefit of individuals and to drive

away evil spirits (moong). To get rid of illness and misfortune are
the main reasons for such ceremonies. The sacrificed animals are
always distributed among the villagers. These sacrifices associated

with Bon religion play an important role in community fusion and as
& source of protein in the cold climate. The controlled slaughtering

of animals under the supervision of Bonthing and Lamas, preyent
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uneventful and unnecessary killing of animals. Everybody wants to
preserve the livestocks for rituals and ceremonies. This attitude
helps in maintaining a balance between human and cattle
population. Instead of killing fowls at random . this ritual control,

force them to save the birds for eggs as a constant source of food

supply.

The M.‘ﬂ and Bonthing, thus, in a Lepcha village not only
wield a powerful influence owing to their'supei‘natural power to cause

and cure diseases' of the villagers but have some beneficial role too.

The Lepcha pantheon consists of both divire powers and
evil one. The supreme divine powers are rather distant, benevolent
in nature which the Lepcha equate with Gods. There are minor
benevolent powers like rum (good spirits) who help people in various
ways. But the negative powers, the moong.s (evil spirits) paly an
important role in Lepcha imagination for causing coﬁsiderable harm
and destruction to humankind. These moongs must be counteracted by
sanguinary sacrifices. Among the Lepcha the ceremonies of averting
nature are more than the rituals of inveking type. The Gods and
rums (good spirits) need not be propitiated frequently as they are of
benevolent nature and do not like animal blolod. But the moongs
(evil spirit) are malevolent in nature and do harms. These evil

spirits are to be satisfied in order to avert their evil influence.

In addition the these the People of Mayel and Mt. Kanchanjungha

are also worshipped by the Lepcha as their guardian deity. The
land of Mayel is situated in an inaccessible valley, somewhere behind

Kanchanjungha which can not be reached now., The people of Mayel
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are worshipped by the Lepcha of Zongu in cionnection with the crops
of dry rice {not in Lingdong), millet and maize. A Mun performs the
rituals. Kalimpong Lepchas though awafe of the existence of Mayel
but they do not worship them in any form. Frorﬁ olden days the
Lepcha have been associated with the nature and with
Mt.. Kanchanjungha. This geographical association is reflected in the

socio religious structure of the community.

Christianity reached the hills of Darjeeling in the last half
of 19th century. In Sikkim it came at a much late/r date and the
inroad there had been sporadic and very much restricted by the
strong influence of Tibetan - Buddhism, as also because they did not
receive any patronage fromﬁ the Chogyal (king) of Sikkim. But in
Darjeeling and Kalimpong the preaching  of Christianity had been
overwhelmingly successful, Inconvenience and hardship could not
prevent the clergymen from establishing churches even in the remote
areas. Christian Lepchas belong to two sects, Roman Catholic and

Protestant in"nearly equal numbers. There are also a few

individuals following the faith of 'Seven Day Adventists'.

On the conversion to Christianity by the Lepcha, Gorer
(1938 : 38) writes, "the conversion of individuals to Christianity
seems to have modified the converts' character far more profoundly
than the earlier group conversion to Buddhism". The Christian
Lepcha are found to be much more prolific in nature and prosperous.
The rate of adoption of new agricultural techniques, use of chemical
fertilizer and cultivation of cash crops, (other than cardamom and
orange) are more among the Christian Lepcha. -This is quite under-

standable in Nassey and other villages of Kalimpong.
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The religion of the Lepcha, as vevident from the brief
discusszion in the foregoing pages and also 1in the preceeding
chapters, exhibits simultaneous presence of three religious beliefs and
practices in~a balanced manner. Traditional Bon religion, Lamaism
and newly adopted Christianity are co-existing side by side'peacefully
in the Lepcha society. This has been possbile due to the nature and
character of the Lepcha and their-society, _which is non aggressive

in nature and tolerant in character.




CHAPTER TEN

DISCUSSION :° CULTURAL ECOLOGY AND SOCIAL CHANGE

Ecology is tﬂe study of the inter-relations of populations of
living organisms, .including human being, with their environment.
The environment for any particular human population includes other
groups of people asl well as non-human organisms and physical
features. This inter-group relations is also the essence of cultural

ecology. This has been examined against time and space.

Keepingii‘n mind the Julian Steward's concept of cultural
ecology, the -changing pattern of Lepcha cultural framework has been
examined with a special exphasis on its culture core, i.e. the
economic or subsistence aspect of the culture. The prime mover of
the concept of cultural ecology. With the help of the methodological
expertise prﬁvided by Steward, we have tried to understand the
Lepcha culture from .this point of view as well as to examine the
nature of changes that have taken place in the economic
infrastructure of these", people. It has been seen that these changes
which havé been compatible with their environment have been more

readily accepted than the others.

From an ecological poinf of view we have seen environmental
circumstances in combination with group's technology and organisation
of labour as of primary importance and perhaps even determining the
forms of social organisation, which is seen as :su-p-erimp’osed on “(or
epiphenomena of) technolqgical economic necessity and..as reinforcing

patterns of economic organisation.

Subsistence economy of a’ grbup basically depends upon the
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nature of resources at its disposal. The resource may be land, forest
or even water. The second important factor is the position of the
group in the levels or _;,cales of technological development, that is
their technological know-how and expertise. Next comes the organi-
zational capabilities of the group to implement their knowledge. The
last but not the least fa;:tor is how the group is able to manipulate
their produces througﬁ the phases of distribution and consu_mption.
The situation will be" clear from the ecological paradigm shown in Fig.5.

Lepcha subs%sterice economy is completely- based on 1land,
which is the only resoiurce or physical means of production including
technology of produﬁtion an.d labour. Being the original and firs.t
settlers in the region the Lepcha had all the J.and under their control
but now—a-day; the Lepcha, except in Zongu where law of the state
protect them from losing lands, are gradually losing their lands to

the Nepalis and other neighbouring communities.

In Darjeeling occupational mobility is very less among the
Lepcha. They are mainly agriculturist and do ﬁot opt for other form
of occupation. The Nepalis are occupationally most versatile in the
region, they never Arefuse to accept any occupation that comes to
them. By this the Nepalis are being able to accumulate cash which
they often use to purchasé land from the Lepcha. Usually they buy
the land in the name of their Lepcha wives, or by forc1ng the Lepcha
to mortgage their land permanently which the Lepcha will never

claim.

The size of an average Lepcha holding in Darjeeling district

is 6.5 acres and the average size of the family 5.5 persons (1971
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census;). The size. of holding cultivated by a person plays an
important role in agricultural production. It is an economic
principle that a cultivator must have a minimum size of land to apply
scientific methods of agriculture and to have sufficient income to
afford a modest living. This unit is called an economic holding.
There is an optimum size beyond which the efficiency in production
per umnit becjins to decrease. These are called optimum holdings.
The c«:ngress_of Agrarian Reforms Committee (1961) considered this
optimum holding to be three times as large as the economic holding.

There is also a basic unit, holding smaller than which would be

palpably uneconomic., Of course, the size of each of the above units
depend upon the quality of land and irrigaition faéilities available.
Taking into consideration these factors in thié area and 'family size,
we could arbitrarily. fix that 5 acres should be the basic unit,

10 acres be the economic unit, and 30 acres be the optimum unit,.

In Kalimpong most of the Lepcha holding has come very near
to the basic unit or at least in between basic and economic unit,
which hinder the production ; but in Zongu most of the Lepcha
holdings are above or near to the optimum units which again retard

the rate of production.

.As we Know culture is composed of the energy system of a

population and its method of exploiting them, of the organization of

social, political and economic relations, of language, customs,
beliefs, rules and atrts "= of everything that is learned from other
people or their works (White, 1949). This view emphasizes the

functicnal importance of culture as an adaptive mechanism, as a
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generic term for the sum total of the ways a society organizes its

relations to its environment and the way it 1s internally organized.

It is perhaps permissible to speculate a 1little on historical

development of the Lepcha food getting habits. Primitive economics
are usually divided into three categories - food gatherers, cultivators
and hunters - herders. Today the Lepcha are cultivators but in the

recent past undoubﬁédly they were members of a food gatherer and

hunting tribe.

Lepcha traaition, as has already been stated, places the
transition from foo.d - gathering to cultivation within a very short
period of time, and again from shifting. cultivation to settled terrace
agriculture in a still shorter time. Now in Bon ritual animal
sacrifice plays an important role and their ceremonies are connected
with crops like dry rice and mongmu variety of millet. These are
the crops produced by shifting cultivation. Probably only a century
ago the Lepcha cultivated only a certain amount of dry rice and
millet in shifting method on the lower slopes of the valley. Very
likely they did not cultivate enough for all their needs and
supplemented the produce from field with hunting and wild forest
products. When the tribes from Tibet, and later from Nepal, came
into their territory to settle down permanently and had taken the
land from thiem, there was no account of their resisting the Tibetan
colonisation because ?the Lepcha had a symbiotic rel“a.tid‘ﬁ‘s“hip with the
Tibetan - Bhotia. The Bhotia used:‘to give them salt and dréss
matgrials in egchapg;e of _fg;eAst prodqus and animals sqplplied by the

Lepcha. It was at that period the institution of trading friendship
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called ingzong had,K been established between the Lepcha and Bhotia
at the individual 1‘e’vel. Every Lepcha family in Zongu was suppoéed
to have an ingzong' acroés the border in Tibet. This was a formal
relationship with a religious sanction and the two ingzongs were
regarded as brotheirsi an¢1 inter-marriage between their descendants
was forbidden. . Tl.le Lepcha used to set up the trading relationship
only with the Tibetan Bhotias and Bhutanese but never with the
Nepalis. Bhotias‘ weré'basically traders and transhumants so there
was less confiict.. The Lepcha and Bhotias co-live in the same niche
with ~mutual exploitation of allocated resources. Moreover the
Buddhist Bhotias (the Kihg belonged to this class) converted the
animistic Lepcha into Buddhism which helped them to maintain a
brotherly relation with them. But the Lepcha fled from the invading
Nepalis, whom they cénsidered war-like enemies, representing death
and slavery, at the ieast, loss of their possessions (Morris, 1938).
They were unable to compete with thé more industries and competent
Nepalis. Consequently they developed "a way of 1life suitable for
isolation ; neither in war nor in competition could they stand up to

other people" (Gorer, 1938 : 449).

In the reserve of Zongu the introduction of cardamom and
terraced cultivation. in wet fields in this century bound the Lepcha
more securely to the 1and. They had neither time nor reason for
serious hunting. Theb money produéing cardambm crop did away with the
necessity which existe!c;l in; earlier times, of travelliﬁg to. trade. forest

produce against cloth lant;i salt. From partial or complete nomadism

the Lepcha be&amé almost Ecvompletely attached to their fields.
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But in Kalimpong the situation is very bad and grave for
the Lepcha. Alarminfgly.the Lepcha being less efficient cultivators
could not produce sfuff;iciént food for their 1livelihood due to smaller
holdings of land here;. Moreover, in Kalimpong there is ‘no cash crop
of substantial nature. like cardamom (as in Zongu) to revive their
sick econemy. The cultivation of cauliflower, potatoe and ginger are
no match for the enormous cash cropping of cardamom in Zongu. This
has put their economi¢ condition in Kalimpong in a miserable state

and have made them an easy prey toc money lenderers and Christian

missionaries.

In Kalimpong villages, where the Lepcha held land in the
irrigated fields at lower altitude they drew attention of the immigrant
(sukumlﬁii_) Nepalis. The Nepalis first entered into the local
agrarian class structure merely as a shafe-cropper but gradually

replaced the Lepcha owner by their wits and became the owner.

It is obserlv'ed that share-cropping is more in the areas of
low altitude because lands located at 1lower altitudes are more
productive and well irrigat_ed. Production strategies are shaped and
guided by the specific techno-economic condition and adaptive
process. In the field of social and agrarian relations we see that a
master - servant relation exist between the Lepcha and Nepalis in
Zongu, whereas in Kalimpong dominant - subservient relationships exist

between these two communities.

The net period of employment in Kalimpong .even on an
irrigated land of adequate size is not more than 3 to 4 months a

year. Thus the villagers, except the Lepcha, move out of agriculture
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in search of alternative employment. The inevitable result of this
phenomenon is the negligence of agriculture. 1In ‘the processes of
change from primary tov secondary or tertiary occupation, the
agriculture has suffer‘ed ';instead of being revitai.ised. The process of
agricultural change in tjhe wake of commercializationbf economy aﬁd
demographic pressure hald made the condition of the podf even worse

(Subba 1984 : 63).

After makiné. a.comparison in the production of crops in the
land under 'cult‘:iv.at‘ionbby the two communities viz., Lepcha and
Nepali, it is obse}rv[ejd that the Nepalis are far superior cultivators
than .the Lepcha. '@ Even in the land of same quality or types,
situated side by si«;lve, a Nepali can grow about two times what a
Lepcha can proddce. The Lepcha‘ cultivate their land in a most
negl.igent l-rr‘lanner, their pre -sowing operations like ploughing the
field etc. are 1less in’ nurr;ber than the Nepalis, They also use
comparatively little manure in their fields. Their crop tending and
vigilence are also poor. It seemed that this reluctance to agri-
cultural production ' is inherent in the nature of the Lepcha.

Probably it is most likely the situation when a people takes to a new

economy or a mode of production.

The above paradox can possibly be explained through the
following paradigm. In addition to all the 'knowledge', a given

society also has a body of technical processes - application of,the

knowledge, rules gove;trniﬁg the manu;facture of'”t‘c')dlsl,'“l;lﬁié's governing

the use of manual Iabour, which are right at the heart of man's

relationship with trfle material nature surrounding him. This
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relationship 'is govei;”ned by a complex body of representation, ideas,
values and patterns and their presence and action are essential for
any kind of materialE activity to be able to occur. Godelier (1978 :
764) called this, 'ideel realities'. According to him an 'ideel
element' is contained in every material relationship with the material
nature surrounding us "all social relations arise and exist
simultaneously both in thought and outside of it - that all social
relations contain, frorﬁ the outset, an 'ideel element' which is nof a
posteriori reflectlon ‘cvaf it, but a condition for its emergence and
ultimately an essential _'component. The 'idee]: element' exists not
onlyi in the form of: the content of conciousness, but in the form of
all those aspects ofvsoclial relations that make them reélations of

significance and make their meaning or meanings manifest" (Godelier

1978 : 766).

Social and: technological change among the Lepcha of Zongu
is less evident but in Kalimpong due to the impact of Christianity
and proximity to the stream of modernization flowing in Kalimpong

town it is more evident.

The statutory . Village panchayat which is now the custodian
of power and authority is an important element of social system. The
panchayat regulates the inter-personal and inter-ethnic relations
which compromises of settlement of disputes in the village. But there
is a constant conflict between the modern statutory panchayat and the
ol.der Mondal cenf:?l“éa \;illage coﬁhcil. Thi‘sv Eeﬁéidn has Dbeen
minimised by t'a.kin‘gm-kMondal ‘as an ex-officio member of' the panchayat

in Zongu and other parts of Sikkim. This is indeed a wise decision
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to minimise the conflict between traditional and modern political
systems. The attachment to religion is much more among the Lepcha

of Zongu than that among their Kalimpong counterpart.

It is underétdod :that though the Lepcha subsistence economy
has changed from hyunter“‘food gatherer type to the terrace agricul-
tural through the inte:rme?liate stage of shifting cultivation, but the
social structure .of the Liepcha society has not changed considerably
to accommodate the economic transformation which caused a 'cultural

lag' in the Lepcha society. The concept of 'cultural lag' was first

introduced by W.F. Ogburn in his book Social Change, which was

published in 1922, Since then ‘'cultural lag' has been discussed from
different angles by sociologist and social anthropologist. According
to this theory, the ‘culture of any society consists of a pattern of
interrelated elements.. In modern societies, it is technological change
that sets the pace. To him, "Technological progress produces rapid
changes in the material aspect of our culture, but the non-material
aspects fail to adjust br they do so only after an excessive time lag.
As a result many . troublesome social problems are created"

(Ogburn, 1922).

With the he:lp of this theory we can»easily see and explain
the situation where ail aspects of the Lepcha culture had not changed
at the same rate at the same time. Hence, rapid change in the
e&onomic or subsistence part of the cultural patternwt.JE” the Leﬁéha
society created strai:ns and disturbances in the other closely related
parts like soc?al,' polltlcal gnd relig_ious. Adjustment; I‘::etweenlthese

parts will have to be made eventually to restore the harmony in the
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internal structure of the Lepcha society to have an uniform structural
change. But there will ﬁaturally be a time lag before harmony is

restored. This is known as 'cultural lag'.

Until about Eseventy years ago most of the Zongu Lepcha
used to take forest f:lyes to Lachen, the Tibet border in north Sikkim,
which they exchangéd "for Tibetan salt and wool. They took these td
Darjeeling and exchaqéed it for raw cotton, which their women spun
into cloth. At present the Lepcha are dependent upon the cloth

i .
purchased from market.

At present the Lepcha of Zongu are very much in the hand
of Marwari money lendersl'. The Lepcha obtain advances in the form
of seeds, cloth, salt: and %kerosene oil etc. and .:lln payment they have
to return a certain ‘portibn of the cardamom crop, without regard for
what the current price rate for that particular year may eventually
be. The money lenders do not allow the Lepcha to repay their debts
in cash but only in'-ca‘fdamom. This makes the situation of the
Lepcha of Zongu qui’te' heipless. A further cause of debt is that the
money lenders takel every opportunity of imposing unwanted goods
upon the Lepcha, Who have not the strength of mind to refuse,.
especially when no payment is demanded at that time. This_ usually
takes the form of cotton material of the very poorest quality, as
a result of which most of the people, and particularly the children,
are now-a-days cloti’led in material ill suited to the climate. At one
time they used a gréa.ti d_éfal of WOOl,“bL‘lt in recént years most of the
Tibetan wool_\(ha»s to bea ) smugg»le‘c‘l“ good) has been‘taken down to

the market centres o‘f-Kal‘impbng, Darjeeling and Gangtok where it is

'
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sold in bulk at a higher price.

This situation is an indirect effect of the sealing of the
Tibetan border by the Chinese which has declined the trans-

Himalayan trading. This of course require further probe.

Shifting Toward Peasantry

In the changing situation of the Lepcha economy, it |is
necessary to go into the paradoxical question of the position of the
Lepcha in the tribe-peasant continuum. It is generally observed that
the tribal communities in India are shifting from ideal tribal pole
towards a peasant pole. Scholars like Risley (1915 : 72), Bose (1941),
Ghurye (1859 : 19), Sinha (1965 : 1980) and others have conceived
the transformation of tribal society into a peasant one in relation to
the Brahmanic Varna-Jati model, as a part of the broad spectrum of
Indian Hindu peasantry. Sinha (1980 : 1-3) while reviewing the
position of Indian tribes in the context olf their articulation with
caste based Hindu Civilization states, "these essentially pre-literate
groups, which were apparently outside the threshold of Brahmanic
hierarchic civilization, were labelled as tribe - in their isolation the
tribal societies are sustained by relatively primitive subsistence
technology such as shifting cultivation and hunting and gathering
arild maintain an egalitarian segmentary social system... in Indian
contest peasant socleties are further characterised specifically by
Varna-Jati system of Dbirth ascribed status hier':‘:\rchy and hereditary

division of labour".

But the above paradigms do not help us in understanding

g
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the transformation of tribes into peasants, who belong outside the
fold of Varna-Jati based Hindu civilization, such as the Lepcha.
Their marked incoherence with the caste based Hindu society is signi-
ficant. These scholars could not explain what will happen to the
tribes who belong outside the threshold of the Varna-Jati based Hindu
civilization. How to ascertain the transformation of these tribes
towards a peasant pole ? The Lepcha a mongolian tribe of the
Darjeeling district of West Bengal and Sii{kim, are Buddhist in
.religion and in no way interested in adopting the 1life style of the
hierarchically‘/ ari‘anged Hindu Varna Jati civilization as a model

despite their close asscciation with the caste oriented Nepali society.

A critical delving of the Lepcha subsistence economy
revealed the fact that within a very short period of time it has
passed through hunting gathering to shifting cultivation stage and
finally to settled agriculture in terraces (Campbell 1840, Gorer 1938).
We know that in Zon'gu area of north Sikkim they. simultaneously
practise shifting cultivation at the higher altitude and settled agri-
culture in the wet terraces situated at the low :altitude river beds.
They practise slash and burn cultivation at the higher altitude field
where terracing or plough cultivation is practically impossible due to
the high incline of the land and other ecological factors. In a
similar situation among the Mizos of Mizoram, Goswami‘ has noted that
the Mizos are clinging to shifting cultivation not because of any
cultural moorings but because of constraints of nature (1978 : 264),
The crops cultivated by t;he Lepcha in shifting cultivation are dry
rice (used mainly in fitual), millet and buckwheat. (phaper). But
under- the changed -wsituation-the Lepcha have largely given up their

attachment to more primitive form of production technology and have
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taken up advanced technology of cultivation which affiliates them
with the more Pprosperous communities living in the neighbourhood.
Thus the tribe is no longer self-contained as they happened to be in
the olden days. They practise plough cultivation in the glen. The
major food crops grown by the Lepcha in wet cultivation are paddy,

maize and millet.

The production of cash crops can be taken as an indication
of social change. Through the production of cash crop self-contained
subsistence econo;ny of the Lepcha came in contact with the market
economy. Cardamom is ekclusively produced as ‘a cash crop in Zongu
and other parts of north Sikkim. As a matter of fact the plantation
of cardamom as a cash crop has become a part and parcel of Lepcha
life in Zongu, though it is a recent importation from Nepal, always

referred to by its Nepali name elainchi In Zongu almost every family

possesses some cardamom fields. It is also found that a few families
have started _the cultivation of cardamom in rice terraces. Cardamom
provides them with é ready cash and there is no government tax on
land under cardamom cultivation. The Lepcha of Zongu are not much
interested in growing other cash crops like orange, ginger, potatoe
because these are perishable products and can not be stored and also
need ¢good arrangement for marketing the products, Quick transpor-

tation is also necessary.

Since agriculture is the Dbasis of livelihood among the
Lepcha of Sikkim, as well as of the Lepcha of Darjeeling, land is of
--utmost - - imporﬂtance—~~-i-r-i----—-t~he—i1‘-~ lifes - The evolution of the Lepcha

subsistence economy can be seen through the evolution of the system
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of land tenure. Land tenure is the rules regulating how 1land is
owned and used. It is a combination of land tenancy and land
labour management, making allocation of land resources for agri-
cultural purpose a rlnajor facet of organisation which people impose on

the space around them.

At present, in Zongu area of north Sikkim lands are

classified into four categories -

1. Semiforest land for shifting cultivation in the higher
altitude fields. This is the oldest type of land in terms of

chronology.

2. Sukha-Khet or dry land (un-irrigated and usually unterraced).
This 1is the'next type of land in chronological order, it
comes after the semi forest land used for shifting cultivation
and runs almost parallel in temiaoral sequence. Dry rice,
millet and maize are grown in this type of land but unlike
the semi fore‘st land used for shifting cultivation these lands

are permanent in nature.

3. Pani-Khet or ‘wet land (irrigated and terraced). This is a
recent phenomena in the life of the Lepcha of Zongu int;:o-
duced by the Nepalis. But in Kalimpong it was in existence
for quite some time. o |

4, Cardamom field - This is a special category of land used
<A3.;1.l‘y”f-or- cardamomcultlvatlon Since cardamom is a cash

crop which fetches a good income to the state, it enjoyssome
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privilege, _nb tax is imposed on the land under cardamom

cultivation.

As-it has already been mentioned that due to their horti-
culturist tradition the Lepcha themselves prefler to keep the 1land
under shifting culti\}ation, which they cultivate solely by family
labour. In Zongu tﬂey retain the cardamom fields because of its
monetary value and some wet paddy fields which they cultivate by
employing daily labou:z;ers, family members and by mutual exchange of
1ab01__1r, but they 1let out their excess..dry and wet lands to the
neighbouring Nepalis on share cropping basis, as they are the only
land owning community in the region. They have considerable amount
of excess land wﬁich é_tre given out to other communities (Nepali) on a

temporary basis. As a result different types of tennancy systems

have emerged in the Zongu area of north Sikkim, as an adaptive
mechanism peculiar to this region.

1. Adhiar or pakhure - Production under this system is divided

on a fifty fifty basis between the land lord and the tenant
after the seeds required for the next crop the next crop are

set aside.

2. Kuth - Under this system the tenant enters into a contract
with the Lepcha land owner to pay a specified amount of
Crop no matter what the quantity of crop is' ultimately

pfoduced.

Besides these there are_ different agrarian classes like
non-cultivating land owner, cultivating land owner, cultivating land

owner-cum~share-cropper etc. which have been mentioned earlier.
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In Zongu area, as evident from the Lingdong village, no Lepcha

family does share-cropping. But in Kalimpong the Lepcha do share
cropping. To work as a agricultural labourer is extremely rare
among the Lepcha. The cultivating-cum-non-cultivating category i.e.

who cultivate some portion of his land with full control over the
préductive sy;tem and let out the rest of it to the share croppers,
are most common among the Lepcha. The non-cultivating land owners
on the other hand are fully dependent on t'he share croppers, In
Zongu most of the }:;ig land holders do have some good irrigated land
and cardamoi'n field in higher proportion than other smaller farmers.
Obviously these types" of land have helped them to become somewhat
affluent. As a matter of fact the large land owners among the

Lepcha are not as hapless as the small land owners.

In an agrarian society, the ownership and non-ownership of
land provides an important basis for social cleavage and conflict
(Beteille 1974 : 128). But the dichotomy does not fully explain the
complex agrarian clasIs stfucture as there are some land owners
owning small amount of land while others with iarge amount of land.
In the Zongu area of north 'Sikkim conflict of interests exists between
the landless Nepalis "and land owning Lepchas on one hand and
within the Lepcha society between the large land owners and small

" landowners on the other.

Redfield defined 'peasant' in terms of his concept of 'great
tradition' and ‘little' tradition' and peasant for Redfield is a

cultural ‘status "it Tsa "dimeénsion of the civilization of which it is a

. part" (1956 : 68). The peasant societies are further characterized by



214

local oral traditions but have also chénnels of commuhication with
the specialists (literati) and centres of civilization (ibid : 102).
These centres are connected with countrywide networks of cultural
communication with otl;x;er centres as well as with village communities
(Marriott and Cohn,. :1:I958). Sinha (1965 : éO) considered stratified
land tenure system fas.‘ f‘a structural features of peasant along with the
its extensive territ;r‘i‘.él affiliations with multiple centres of civili-
zation which dissociat;a‘s them from an ideal tribal pole. As opposed
to this a tribal' group is marked with the disconnection from the

great traditions of Indian civilization.

Eric Wolf (1965) viewed peasantry from economic point of view. To
him peasant is an égricultural producer, a landed proprietor with
effective control of ti'le land he works (rather than a dependent
tenant, field hand et;:.) and a subsistence oriented cultivator who,
thou.gh he may sell cf'ops, does so in order to. meet every d;ay needs.
Firth (1966 : 5) included even fishermen into peasanti‘y oﬁ the basis
of their substantial piroduction for subsistence as well as for the

market.
{

Thus, we can differentiate the basic characteristics of the
peasant society into different levels of understanding viz. cultural
level and economic level. At}the cultural level peasant belong to the
local traditions but interact with the great traditions of which it is

a perpetual part (Rec!field, 1956). At the economic level peasant is

a land based subsisﬁjence agriculturist with some surplus to sell, 7777

though may not be sélf sufficient and dependent upon market economy.

Culturally ‘whether the tribe is associated with peasantry
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can be ascertained on the basis of its cultural participation and
institutional incorporation into the civilizational centres. A tribe
becomes part of the institutional structure only when it adopts 'great

traditions' and thereby losing its own identity (Bhandari 1978 : 246).

The understa'nding of cultural transformation of the people
who are living between two great civilization wviz. Indian Hinduism
and Tibetan Buddhism, and aspiring to link themselves with values
othér than that of the Varna Jati based Hindu great tradition is
somewhat different, because India is not under any single 'great
tradition', rather two or even more 'great traditions' are operative
in the Indian sub-continent. The sub Himalayan regions like Sikkim,
Bhutarn and a portion of the Darjeeling district of West Bengal, like
many other regions of India, are under the influence of Buddhist

great tradition.

In this way the Buddhist Lepcha have extensive territorial
affiliations and diverse network of relationships with multiple centres
of civilization 1like Gangtok, Darjeeling, and Kalimpong with Lhasa
being the supreme centre of Lamaist learnings before the Chinese
occupation in 1962. Lamas are the specialists (literati) who read the
sacred Lamaist texts. The Lepcha of Sikkim and Darjeeling professed
to Mahayana Buddhism or Lamaism with .a country-wide networks of
monastéries (Centres) of different statuses in the towns and villages
throughk which the Lepcha local tradition is connected with a country-
wide network of cultliral communication with other big centres of
civilization afd w'i’c‘l‘i”“:""tﬁé‘"' great ' tradition. Christian Missions and

Churches perform somewhat similar functions among the Christian
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Lepcha of Darjeeling.

At the economic level, the presence of market oriented cash
economy and a complex land tenure system along with other peasant
features discussed ,eafliér bring them nearer to the peasant pole of
the cecntinuum. The :tra‘nsformation from tribe to peasantry, outside
the Hindu society, hl'ave taken place without caste being a referent
group. The Lepcha who iiappéned to be a member of tribal community

in all its intent and purpose show difinite sign.s of peasantry.
: i

It may be  realised that the time has come to give a
re-thinking of the co’ncep‘t of 'Tribe' and 'Peasant' in the light of
recent studies anq reséarches. The tribal communities in India
(except a %ew) are séen to be not as sequester, unstratified and
egalitarian as tlﬁ;ey were earlier believed to be. The idea about
peasant to whom agri;ulture is a livelihood and a way of life and
not a business: for profitl (Redfield - 1956 : 27) has to be reconsidered
in the changing agrarian situation. Because a concept that could be
applied twenty five yea:rs ago is rather difficult to apply today.
Ideal peasants wer‘e‘ characterised by small holding, cultivated mainly
by family labour. :Noﬁ—a-days it is not worth to cover all the
agrarian classes, non-cultivating land owners at one end and share-
cropper and agriculii:ural labourers at the other, with a single
blanket terrﬁ peasant (éeteille 1974 : 25). ° Because, in Indian

situation peasantry suigeneris includes various agrarian classes of

different intersts.

It is beyondthe scope of this thesis to evaluate the role of

Christian Missionaries whether for good or bad but there can be
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nothing but praise for the work done by the Church of Scotland
among the Lepcha and others in Kalimpong area. In the Kalimpong
hills the Missionaries 1i};e Dr. Graham Homes gave most importance to
raising 'the standards of health and living, and in most cases
conversion only took pla'ce at the personal request of the individual
conceraed. As a _mlatter of fact a good number of the Lepcha in
Kalimpong and Darj‘eteli-ng are Christian, nbt because thel;e is
difference between Buddhism and Christianity, or between the latter
and Hinduism, but ,bécause the Lepcha have no caste. It 1is, for
instance, poséible for one member of a Lepcha family to become a
Christian without his relations 'with the rest of the family becoming in
any way estranged, 'whereas a Nepali who is a Hindu to take mbst
obvious example, becomes completely outcasted 6n conversion and can
no longer even eat iwith his family. Intermarriage between the

Christian and Buddhist Lepcha are very much evident in Darjeeling.

So far occgpation is concerned more than ninety per cent of
the Lepcha are agricultﬁrist. Only a few of them accepted teaching
as a professi_on in the rural areas of Sikkim, where Lepcha. language
is being taught at ‘the school level. Otherwise, occupational mobility
is very much less among the Lepcha. But the Nepalis do not adhere
to any particular occupation. They accept any occupation that is
available, agricultural 1labour, or work in &road construction,
transport etc. to name a few. The Bhotia on the other hand are
gradually shifting tgvs(ards various white colour jobs.

'
i

- Formal education -is - quite- -high among the‘ Lepcha of

Darjeeling, it is very low among the Lepcha of Zongu. Only a few
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adults in Zongu are formally educated. Earlier, young people used
to go to Gangtok to be educated with the .idea that on return they
would be of some heip to the people in their dealings with the
traders and money lenders. But instead they were only taught

Tibetan.

Drinking is probably the greatest social evil in the Lepcha
life, which might have a bearing on the question of sterility. All
the Lepcha, men, women, and children drink chi (millet beer) and in

. :
Zongu it is unusual to find an adult completely sober after sunset.
During my stay in Lingdong almost every evening my bed at the camp

was occupied by some one who was unable to walk back to his house

after consuming excessive amount of liquor.

Another consequential cause of poverty among the Lepcha is
their sacrifice of cattle, pig an@ fowl on the advice of their Bonthing
priests in times of illness. Until this habit is stopped, by the
deliverance of the people from the fear of evil spirits, the condition

of the Lepcha will perhaps remain unchanged.

Zongu is now a Lepcha reserve where they are protected and
is, to all, intent and purpose an ethnographiic museum, This, in
view of their many admir-able qgualities, would be a pity as no one
can wish to see them preserved 1like museum specimens which, in
Zongu, is what they are ét present. They are lacking ‘any futuristic.
ambitior.x. All a Lepﬁha wants is some food, a cosy little home and a .-
few clothes, beyond this he is not interested. Jealousy is unknown
to them. "In their social structure they have all the makings of a

perfect socialistic pattern of society, but they have no guidance and
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leaderhsip. What they require, is a missionary, a non-religious

missionary" (Morris, 1938).




CHAPTER ELEVEN

SUMMARY AND OBSERVATION

To sum up this study on the Lepcha of Darjeeling and

Sikkim let us recapitulate the main points of observation.

I .did field work in three Lepcha villages, situated in
different ecological situations throu-gh which I have tried to asceri:ain
the socio-economic changes and adaptations that have taken Iﬁlace
among the Lepcha during this century. A revolutionary change has
taken place in the subsistence sphere of their life. Within a short
span of only hundred years or less, they have transformed their
subsistence economy from hunting - food - gathering to settled plough
cultivazion in permanent terraces, understandably there was an inter-
mediate stage of shifting cultivation. In this period of transformation,
particularly from shifting to terrace cultivation their animistic Bon
religion has been gradually superimposed by Lamaism. I have tried
to see how the structuring of society within each of these levels in
turn represents organisations of the people for the purposes of
subsistence and patterns of interaction among'ecology,‘ culture and

society &s an interdependent whole,

As far as the records show the Lepcha are the original inha-

bitants of Sikkim as well as of the district of Darjeeling which was

at one time a part 'of Sikkim. Bhotias of Sikkim had come from Tibet

in the 17th Century A.D. and converted the indigenous animistic Lepchas
into Tibetan Buddhism and established monarchy as a centralised

theocratic political system in Sikkim. These immigrant Bhotias freely
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intermarried with the -Lebcha and the native population was welded to
the wider system of the greater Tibetan civilization. The native
Lepcha population started t;o wear Bhotia dress and hold annual
festival according to the Buddhist calendar and today, they and the
Bhotia constitute one religious and cultural entity, thus producing one
of the distinctive frontigr cultures within the Tibetan cultural aréa
(Nakane 1966 : 221). In the early part of the 19th Century the
Nepalis migrated to Sikkim in waves from their relatively infertile
and overpopulated land of Nepal. They worked as a 'dependent tenant
under the Bhotia or Lepcha land 1lords and gradually made their
entrance into the socio-political scene of Sikkim .and Darjeeling,
ultimately becoming a major force to reckon ‘wi'th. The trilingual
setting of the region 'ha‘s given the native people the advantage of
social and economic contacts with Nepali and Tibetan speakers. This
helps them to interact with different cultures. In such a social
system, interaction does not 1lead to the liquidation of ethnic
differences through accuituration, cultural d';fferences persist inspite

of interethnic contact and interdependence (Barth, 1969).

In the beginning, the Lepcha could maintain ecological
equilibrium with their environment. They lived in the zones of
abundant natural resources to support a relatively small population,
which they s‘uccessfully exploited with a low level technology of
hunting and gathering. As the number grew, a primitive form of
cultivatioﬁ like slash and burn or shifting hill cultivation was
adopted. In course of time as population further increased and the
“Nepali --immigrants -settled-- in -the--area- in large numbers the ‘land

gradually become scarce and the Lepcha were somewhat compelled to
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take up settled plough agriculture in the terraces and thus began the
era of better use of natural resources with an improved technology.
But than they could not compete with the -immigrant Bhotia and
Nepalis., E‘irst the Bhotia and later the Nepalis, as a stronger Jgroup
had intruded in the region in search of better economic prospects.
Witﬁ a higher 1level of technology they took .control of the better
resources and the Lepcha subsisted on poorer and .scanty hnatural
resources. ‘In Sikkim outside of Zongu reserve the Lepcha possess
- very little land and in Darjeeling except a few villages in Kalimpong
sub-division their control over the natural resources are being
minimised by the ﬁepalis. However this competition for resources
acted in a different way in the case of the immigrant Bhotia who
had come earlier than the Nepalis, Bhotias were fewer in number and
they did not really compete for land rather'they controlled the
political structure of the region (Sikkim) till its merger with Indian
Union in 1975. In the economic sphere they preferred to work more in
trans-Himalayan tr.ade and trans-humance than to settle down in one

place and till the soil.

In Darjeeling Lepcha lands are passing out to the Nepalis
inspite .of the Government law banning such transfer, because the
Nepalis are purchasing the bland in the name of their Lepcha wives,
whom they often intermarry in the hills of DAarjeeling district. There.
were about twelve céses of Nepali Lepcha marriages noted in the two
villages studied in Kalimpong. To prevent t.his clandgstine transfer
of land, stringent laws should be enacted and their strict enforcement
ensured. THis willhelp--in- the restoration of self confidence among

the Lepcha. The tremendous amount of in~migration in the hills of
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Darjeeling badly affected the ethnic composition, ethnic balance
and power structure of the region. In ten years, from 1951 to 1961
(Census of India : Darjeeling district Handbook) about seventyfive

thousand peoplehad come as immigrants in the three hill subdivisions
of the Darjeeling district, wviz. Sadar, Kurseong aﬁd Kalimpong.
Since the confrontation is amongst various ethhnic groups, the problem
is more difficult. The interest of other ethnic groups, whether
acquired legitimately or otherwise, becomes a relevant factor, and
compromises have, been made in many cases, even by sacrificing the
interests of ;he Lepcha, though there are best intentions to help the

affected people.

Though the Lepcha and Nepalis follow the same technology,
Nepalis are able to accumulate more wealth than the Lepcha. Given
the same population with the same resources the productivity of the
Nepalis is much higher and their consumption is much lower than that
of the Lepcha " (Nakane 1966 : 236). They have taken for granted
their low level of production. Lack of competitive zeal among them
does not give rise to any conflict or tenéion which 1is generally

expected in this type of situation.

"In their own land the Lepcha psychologically think
themselves inefficient in comparison to others. Their lack of
competitive zeal indirectly influences their mentality as a losing
community in the struggle for existence"” (Das 1978 : 258) .,
Objectively, one can see that the Lepcha have lost groﬁnd in almost
all spheres of life -to.the. Bhotia .and Nepalis. In the recent years

despite their dynamism in economic and religious sphere their social
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structure has remained static and gquite wunchanged, which has
perhaps caused the lack of adaptive capability to the changing
circumstances. This is evident from little occupational mobility among
them., Due to this lack of adaptive capability the Lepcha could not
compete with ‘the Nepalis who are more versatile in this respect.
Their deep attachment to land also prevented them from accepting new

types of occupation.

In the economic sphere at Nassey, a village situated near
Kalimpong town, ‘the Lepcha cultivators use some chemical fertili:zers
in addition to organic manure. But in Pagang and Lingdong no
chemicsl fertilizer 1is wused. At Nassey cash croppings of various
vegetalkles like cauliflower, potatoe, ginger etc. are done, but in
Pagang no cash crop is produced probably due to non-availability of
transport facilities. But in Lingdong cardamom is grown because the
traders themselves come over to the village to collect the crop. As a
matter of fact the production of cardamom as .a cash crop has become
a part and parcel of Lepcha 1life in Sikkim. Due to its lucrative
cash value many people have started (to convert their rice terraces to
cardamom fields. This advditional cash money earned from cardamom
is used by the Lepcha of Zongu in different rituals. They also use a
portion of it to modernise their dwelling hous;as by replacing the
traditional thatched roof with galvanised iron sheet, though in the
matter of dresses and other social aspects they still follow the
traditional way of life, Indications of social changes is somewhat
evident more among. tr"1e -.I..,epcha of Kalimpong though they have less

- income. from cash craps..but in. Zongu..modernization is hurdled as the

income from cash crop of cardamom is spent in religious ceremonies.
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So from this we can infer that ca;sh cropping may not always bring
social change. The..I-,epcha of Zongu lag behind their Kalimpong
brethern in agricultur:a_i techniques, grdss production of crops and use
of fertilizers etc. Occupational mobility 1is also more among the
Lepcha-of K‘alimpong.' The perspective of cultural ecology developed
in the preceeding chapters consider not only the natural features of
habitat but alsc the relations between cultures ; the super organic

setting (Sahlins and Service 1960 : 49).

s

The Lepcha are mainly monogamous though polygyny is
allowezl. It is seen that in Lingdong and other villages of Zongu,
especially in upp.er Zongu, the frequency of polygyny 1is more,
Inheriztance of elder brother's widow and sharing of elde}rl brother's
wife by younger brothers without being married to her is"present in
Zongﬁ but absolutely absent in Kalimpong and other areas of
Darjeeling district. It is mainly due to the fact that surplus land is
available in Zongu in plenty. In agriculture (both terra;:e and
shifting, rﬁore parlicularly in shifting) female labour is much
required. In the event of a person having opted for- monastic
training to become a Lﬂg, his wives andiu.n-married(formally) brother
are of great help to look after his house, land and cultivation,
Nucleat family is more in Nassey because here the people possess less

land tc support a big joint family.

In Kalimpong the Lepcha have more or less accepted the
statutory village panchayat but in Zongu the influence of Mondals are

.still much more than..the..statutory. panchayats.



226

Tibetan - Bhotia influence helped spreading of Lamaism
among the Lepcha and the immigrant Nepalis influenced their ecopomic
life to a considerable extent. With the advent of British rule
vigorous missionary activities started in this region, particularly in

the Darjeeling district and a section of the Lepcha was converted to

Christianity. The religious conversion to Buddhism among the Lepcha
took place in a different fashion. No individual conversion through

inducement or preaching occured. When Sikkim was taken over by the
Buddhist Bhotia ‘lcix;xg of Tibetan Origin the Lepcha subjects auto-
matically adopted Buddhism, which was the State religion at that
time. But this conversion was never very deep rooted that is why it
wa’sueasy to convert a L-epcha from Buddism to Christianity. The high
expense of Buddhist rituals and Bonthing performances in the form of
animal sacrifices accelerated the conversion of Darjeeling Lepchas into
Christianity. Rathe:r than either Bonthingism or Buddhism or
Christianity, a process of religious triangulation is under way. The
indigerous cult, centred on spirits and loc‘al deities, has been
overlaid with Tibetan Buddhism, and this in turn has been challenged

by Nepali Hinduism and Christianity.

Some revitalistic movements have started both, in the
Darjeeling district of West Bengal and Sikkim especially among the
younger generations. Under the Ileadership of Darjeeling' Lepcha
Association the people of Nassey have already partially stopped the
sacrifice of animals. . In Pagang too it is going to be stopped very’
soon. Through the r‘evivalistic activities of this nature, the Lepcha
of D;ar-jeeling -are tr-y-iﬁ-g to regain their 1qst ground, so that they can

competz with the Nepalis in various spheres of life. An organisation
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named 'Mayel Nyam' in Zongu has been advocating that all Lepchas
should cultivate their own land and should send their children to

schools.

Present day Lepchas are not to be seen as a primitive
isolate, as a frontier tribesmen in an ideal sense but rather as a
reacta~t community in the broader framework of Indian civilization,
though they practise slash and burn cultivation in some areas and
are deeply engulfed in the religious world of Lamaism and spiritism,
Their ~economy iks characterised by a structurally developed land
tenure system and cash cropping. Their Lamas culturally interact
with different centres of Buddhistic learnings. These are the signs of
peasaniry, evident amon\g the Lepcha, Whether the Lepcha will
ultimately be able to maintain their distinct socio-cultural identity or
lose in the battle for survival and get absorbed ambng the Nepalis or
Bhotiasz is difficult to forsee at the present moment. There is some
effort on their part recently to maintain their ethnic and
cultural distinctiveness. But unless the core element of their economy
- the land, is allowed to be retained by them it will be difficult to
achieve. Modernization of their agriculture to give them a better
sustenance and proper land management may perhaps help them regain

their ethnic pride and confidence.
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Appendix ~ A

Kinship Terms

Description of Relationships

by

Terms used

the Lepcha
1 2
TWO GENERA'fIONS ABOVE
1. Father' father Theuon
2. Father's father's brother "
3. Mother's father "
4, Mcther's father's brother "
5. Father's mother Neuka
6. Father's mother's sister "
7. Mother's mother "
8. Mother's mother's sister "
ONE GENERATION ABOVE

9. Father Abo
10, Father's elder brother Aku
11. Father's younger brother Bathim
12, Mother's sister's husband Ajong
13. Mother's brother "
14, Father's sister's husband "
15. Spousé‘s father Afath
16. 3rother's or Sister's father in law "
17. Step father. Bachum
18. Mother Amo
19. Mother's sister .. Anu
20, Father's elder brother's wife Mathim



OWN

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32,

33.

34.

35. -

36.

38.

39.

40,

41.

42,

43.

4,
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Father's younger brother's wife
Step mother

Mother's brother's wife
Spouse's mother

Father's sister

GENERATION

Elder brother

Younger brother

Father's brother's son
Mother's sister's son
Spouse's sister's husband
Husband's elder brother
Husband's younger brother
Wife's elder brother

Wife's younger br'other
Elder sister's ‘husband
Younger sister's husband
Wife

Husband

Father~-in-law of son and daughter
Elder sister

Younger sister

Father's brother’'s daughter
Mother's sister's daughter
E‘ather's sister's daughtef
Mother's brother's daughter
Husband's elder brother's wife

Husband's younger brother's wife

Anu
Machum
Anu
Amoo

Anu

Aisu

Avo
Afath/Anu
Anom

Eng

Anu

Anom

Neom



48,

49,

50.

51.

52.

53.
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Husband's elder sister
Husband's ydunger sister
Wife's younger sister |
Wife's elder sister

Elder brother's wife

Younger brother's wife

GENERATION BELOW

54.
55.
56.
57.
584
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.

71.

72..

73.

Son

Brother's son

Sister's son

Daughter's husband
Brother's daughter's husband
Sister's “daughtelj's husband
Husband's brother's son
Huéband'_s sister's son

Wife's brother's son

. Wife's sister's son

Daughter

Brother's daughter

Sister's daughter

Son's wife

Brother's son's wife

Sister's son's wife

Husband's bfother's daughter
Husband's sister's daughter
Wife's brother's daughter

Wife's sister‘s ~daughter

Anom
Ajnom

Anom

Ajong

Neom

Tadgarikap

Nankap

Anamkap

Namkap

n



74.

76.

77.

79.

80.
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TWO GENERATIONS BELOW

Son's son

Daughter's son

Son's daughter's husband
Daughter's daughter's husband
Son‘s.daughter

Daughter's daughter

Son's son's wife

HERHHAH

Kabjong
n
Meokap
Beokap
Kabjong

Neom
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APPENDIX B

 PHOTOGRAPHS .



PANAROMIC VIEW OF LINGDONG VILLAGE

VIEW OF A LEPCHA TRADITIONAL HOUSE



A LEPCHA OLD MAN

A LEPCHA MOTHER AND HER CHILD



PLOT FOR SHIFTING CULTIVATION

TERRACE PLOUGHING
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