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Behaviors of a mixed gender and culture group during a 
4-month confinement (SIRIUS-19)

Carole Tafforin
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flight; adaptation; 
interactions; 
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With a view to prepare human groups for long international and interplanetary missions, 
Scientific International Research in Unique Terrestrial Station (SIRIUS) program develops 
confinement campaigns whose SIRIUS-19 was 4-month duration. The goal was to simulate 
four phases of a mission including traveling to the Moon, orbiting the Moon, landing on the 
Moon, and returning to Earth. The Russian-American crew (n=6) consisted in 3 females and 
3 males subjects. The ethological method for non-verbal and verbal behaviors analysis was 
based on observation, description and quantification of spontaneous actions, interactions, 
expressions and positions at meal time twice a month, and during group discussion, once 
a month. Results show expressive and communicative behaviors in female subjects, and less 
active but more interactive behaviors in male subjects, with specific adaptive strategies built 
by each ones. Crew cohesion follows a temporal dynamics. Discussion is on personal value and 
diversity value that contribute to the heterogeneous quality of a mixed gender and culture 
group in a positive way for space exploration success.

Introduction

Men and women live on Earth as a global human community. At the mature age, they are equally 
distributed. The distribution varies upon culture as countries and ethnicities mitigate births and favor 
either boys or girls. Thus, the quantity of females and males in this broad group is not equal. The 
quality of a mixed gender group is what we are interested in the present paper, as a beneficial mixture 
of mankind expressed by their own behaviors. Concomitantly, the multinational nature of group-
members based on their cultural habits reinforces this diversity value. Each individual with personal 
value contributes to this salutogenesis (Ritsher et al., 2007:336; Suedfeld and Brcic 2011:24), i.e. 
positive impacts on well-being in daily life activities.

Far from Earth, in the future planetary explorations, human behavioral adaptation at the level 
of the individual and at the level of the group, will be the goal of self-organized and remote micro-
societies in isolated and confined environments (Tafforin, 2009a:67; Tafforin, 2018:31). A manned 
mission to Mars is an exceptional opportunity to highlight biomedical issues (Orlov et al., 2014:182) 
and psychological issues (Kanas et al., 2009:661) of men and women under particular sensory-motor 
conditions and socio-cultural conditions in extended periods of time. The ethological approach, 
science of behavior, is particularly concerned with the interface. In these unusual living and working 
situations, it supports anthropological perspectives and provides qualitative and quantitative methods. 
They were applied to a wide panel of extreme conditions such as the American space shuttle flights 
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and the Russian orbital Mir station (Tafforin, 1994:137), the Chinese Controlled Environmental and 
life support system experiment (Tafforin et al., 2019:486), the French-Italian Concordia polar base 
in Antarctica (Tafforin, 2009b:12), the European campaigns of confinements (Tafforin, 2005:1085), 
the French Tara-expedition in Arctic (Tafforin, 2011:110) and the Russian Mars-500 experiment 
(Tafforin, 2013:70) involving national, bi-national and multi-national crews. The whole ethological 
results showed what we could summarize in terms of 3R-adaptation that implies Referentials, Rhythms 
and Rituals. An astronaut develops motor adaptive strategies by using new possibilities of up-down 
body orientations in visual cuing as referentials vs. gravitational referential missing (Tafforin and 
Campan, 1994:415). During long duration periods of isolation inside the polar bases, winterers build 
social adaptive strategies by breaking up the rhythm of collective time. It increases following cyclic 
variations to cope with monotony (Tafforin, 2015:268). During the 520-day confinement simulating 
an interplanetary voyage to Mars, the Marsionauts build personal adaptive strategies at mealtime. Their 
interaction profiles change according to the crewmembers with their own rules for living, working 
habits, specific customs and daily rituals (Tafforin and Giner Abati, 2017:109). 

We emphasized behavioral changes within a multicultural crew during a 15-day confinement 
at the Mars Desert Research Station (MDRS) in Utah-USA. The focus was on interaction and 
communication abilities according to nationalities (French, Danish, Australian and American). The 
results showed global high occurrences of visual interactions compared to both facial, body and 
object interactions. Discussion from anthropological perspectives was on differences of language skill 
impacting communication abilities. Subjects using no-native languages compensate with interaction 
abilities. Evolving to common working and living habits, the ones actively interacted, the other ones 
actively communicated and the whole was involved in positive behavioral adaptations with cultural 
diversity (Tafforin and Giner Abati, 2016:97). To support such findings, our new investigation is to 
analyze the impact of mixed gender group to such process. With the challenge of space exploration 
that may be short trips on the Moon, a long trip to Mars or planets colonization, the scope of the 
present paper is to enrich knowledge on human behaviors in analogue environments and simulated 
conditions of micro-societies as autonomous and auto-organized systems far from any terrestrial 
civilizations. 

Our general hypothesis is about personal value and diversity value that contribute to the 
heterogeneous quality of a mixed gender and culture group whose specificities of behaviors are major 
factors of positive adaptations for missions success.

In the history of space travelers, although the first woman performed an orbital flight in 1963, 
very early in crewed space exploration, it would not be until almost twenty years later that another 
woman flew. In 2020, we count 65 female astronauts vs. 500 male astronauts. Beyond the size of 
the group, and the mixture of cultural and ethnic backgrounds, the most salient crew composition 
variable is gender (Kring & Kaminski, 2011:125). Knowledge of the influences of such variable 
requires further investigations. A review of women’s health and adaptation to space points out gender-
based differences in the areas of cardiovascular, immunological, sensory-motor, musculo-skeletal, 
reproductive and behavioral changes that occur during spaceflight (Mark et al., 2014:1-12). The 
present ethological investigation deals with this last point that needs further advances and continued 
sharpening from multidisciplinary approaches. For instance, in psycho-physiological investigations 
aboard International Space Station (ISS), analysis of astronauts’ neurobiological and sleep measures 
showed no gender differences in alertness using the Psychomotor Vigilance Test (Basner et al., 
2011:949). While women are more stress reactive on Earth (Goel et al., 2014:984), little research has 
examined whether the specific types of stressors found in space show similar tendency. However, we 
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could find evidence of pattern of emotionality but the complexity of evaluating subjective responses 
is not fully resolved (Alfano et al., 2018:296) in the wide panel of emotion-based scales. Objective 
methods used in our study provide objective solutions. Because all selected astronauts undergo a 
strong process of psychological screening, physical strengthening, operational training, motivational 
maintaining thus, mood, anxiety, depression both in males and females may be reduced. Women can 
sometimes improve group climate (Kanas, 2015:41).

The longest stay performed by a woman aboard ISS was recently achieved. She landed on Earth 
after 328 days spent in orbit. Future space missions have new challenges to solve that are autonomy 
in a closed environment (Gushin et al., 2012:52; Goemaere et al., 2019:274) and monotony due to 
long-duration travels (Peldszus et al., 2014:263). As a result, individual’s well-being and group spirit 
will be of prime importance on how well he and she will adapt to the demands of confinement in 
synergy with time. 

Arctic and Antarctic missions involve more mixed-gender teams. Including women in a wintering 
group seems to have positive effects on the general climate of the group by reducing men’s rude 
behavior (Rosnet et al., 2004:10). Women added an element of emotional support and helped other 
members. This pattern is not as evident in all-male groups (Leon and Sandal, 2003:259). On one 
hand, all-male teams exhibited higher levels of competitiveness and fewer tendencies to talk about 
their feelings during polar missions (Leon, 2005:84). On the other hand, in a two-woman traverse 
of Antarctica, advantages of the co-equal dyad were evident in the cooperative nature of the decision-
making and substantial similarities to solve problems (Atliset al., 2004:403). All-female teams were 
rare until recently. In all-women expeditions, group climate and individual functioning would be 
more sensitive to emotional concerns (Kahn & Leon, 2000:35). Regarding status differences, female 
leaders reported receiving substantially less social support female followers in Antarctic expeditions 
(Schmidt et al., 2005:928). This provides evidence of the heterogeneous quality of a group to cope, 
regulate, and adapt itself for better behavioral health in isolated and confined conditions. In these 
terrestrial analogs like spatial conditions, group’s composition is a key diversity. We assume that it 
plays a significant role in the interactions within the space crew.

Our working hypotheses are on the occurrences of different non-verbal and verbal behaviors 
between males and females, and diverse adaptive strategies within the mixed gender and culture 
group in social constraints and spatial restrictions during a 4-month confinement. We propose the 
ethological approach that is the study of behavioral expressions from the optimal relationship between 
the individual and its environment. The operational definition of behavior is the emergence «here» 
and «now» of a systemic (notion of globalism) and historical (notion of continuity) process that can be 
qualified and quantified (notion of objectivity) according to non-invasive methods (Campan, 1980:1-
258).

Methods

Confinement campaign

With a view to prepare human groups for long international and interplanetary missions, Scientific 
International Research in Unique Terrestrial Station (SIRIUS) is a multiannual confinements program 
in progress. SIRIUS is jointly operated by the Institute for Biomedical Problems (IBMP) of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences and NASA’s Human Research Program (HRP). In the framework of behavioral 
analyses, an ethological integrated study was performed during a 4-month confinement campaign. It 
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began on Mars 19, 2019, ended on July 17, 2019, and was named SIRIUS-19. The environmental 
conditions and experimental facilities are the same than Mars-500 experiment that took place in 
Moscow, Russia (Urbina and Charles, 2014:376). They were structured as four hermetically sealed, 
interconnected modules. Warehouse, scientific and sport equipment, shower, toilet and greenhouse 
are in a module. Crew quarters, living room, kitchen and toilet are in another module. A medical 
module is dedicated to blood sampling, electrocardiogram tests, docking with space station and moon 
rover simulators. The Moon surface module is only opened to simulate cargo ships and moon lander.

The scenario dictated reproduction of the basic analog features owing to which the crew felt like they 
were on a real mission and dismissed from their minds the life outside the modules. They simulated a 
Moon mission. Every event inspired the crew to group-work. The main goal was the choice of the area 
for future construction of a settlement on a lunar surface. Moon mission milestones were:

•	 Start for Moon. The crew arrives to the lunar orbit and docks to an orbital station (a deep space 
Gateway analog);

•	 Over a 2-month period the crew conducts observations and decides where to land and perform 
several (usually night) docks with transport vehicles;

•	 Four crewmembers land to the Moon and perform four extra-vehicular activities (EVA). 
Meanwhile, the orbiting vehicle and the last two crewmembers continue orbiting and provide 
technical assistance and advice to those on the lunar surface;

•	 Departure from the moon and dock with the orbiter.

•	 Orbiting the Moon over several weeks in order to operate rovers remotely and to receive 
transport vehicles that dock usually at nighttime.

•	 Return to Earth.

The mixed gender crew was equally distributed in three females and three males and consisted 
in four Russians and two Americans (n=6). The oldest was 44 years. Their functions during the 
experiment were one commander, one flight engineer, one crew physician and three researchers. They 
were selected based on their career experience, skills and personality to gauge their suitability for the 
program. The subjects participating in the SIRIUS-19 campaign provided her/his informed consents.

Over a 24-hour living and working day, the crew had 16 hours waking period including 8 hours 
as working day with 80 experiments to run and a multitude of psychological and physiological exams 
to conduct. The immersive EVA experience where astronauts walked on the Moon, worked with 
scientific equipment, chipped away the pieces of moon rock and repaired rover, lasted 1 hour each. 
The rest was considered as free time that could also be used for operational tasks or science activities 
but also as collective time for meals taken together every day. Meals were planned to mimic the 
packaged meals that are a staple on the ISS and likely on future deep space exploration. That was the 
situation of observations for our study.

Methodological tools

The ethological method for behaviors’ analysis uses three tools: 1-observation, 2-description and 
3-quantification of spontaneous actions, interactions, expressions and positions in daily life activities or 
specific tasks. The goal is to explore the field of observable events that is complementary to physiological 
investigations, psychological tests and anthropological technics. The advanced logistic support is the 
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subjects’ video recording collected with four safety cameras intersecting the total observational area of 
the dining room completed with one fisheye camera. Twice a month, video recordings were performed 
at breakfast (BF), in the kitchen of the habitat module. The analyzed mission days (MD) are nine 
temporal points (MD5, MD20, MD34, MD48, MD62, MD76, MD89, MD118, MD132). We 
analyzed various 15- to 30-minute time slots while subjects are in sitting position (s) around the BF 
table. Once a month, video recordings were performed during a collective task, the group discussion 
(GD), from the same cameras set. We analyzed equal duration recordings (15 minutes) over four 
temporal points (MD17, MD48, MD101, MD128) when subjects start speaking after a reading 
period about the topic of the day. 

The observational data during BF focused on (p) personal actions (any body segment movements, 
postural changes), (v) visual interactions (any regards directed to one subject), (b) body interactions 
(any body contacts between two subjects), (m) body mobility (any position modifications), (o) object 
interactions (any manipulations from one subject to the other one), (f ) facial expressions (any face 
movements such as smiling, laughing) and (c) collateral acts (any small movements with no manifested 
functions such as scratching the head, scratching the noise), (e) body expressions (any body segments 
movements as body language). Items (p), (v), (b), (m), (o) are state events (temporal). Items (f ), 
(c), (e) are point events (factual). The observational data during GD focused on verbal interactions 
(communications of one subject to subject Female 1, Female 2, Female 3, Male 1, Male 2, Male 3, or 
to all subjects) or (0) no verbal interaction. The whole items are state events.

Non-verbal and verbal behaviors of each subject was then scored with The Observer XT® 14.0 
(Tafforin, 2017:5). It is a software-based solution for collecting, organizing and processing observational 
data from synchronized video files. Qualitative analysis results from observation and description steps. 
Quantitative analysis results from non-parametric descriptive statistics provided in the software that 
automatically scored the events in frequency of occurrences (relative and absolute) and durations.

Results

Non-verbal behaviors

Living and working in confinement is punctuated by social activities and individual tasks. Meals 
are periodic meetings in the collective area of the habitat. On morning, day-to-day breakfast give the 
possibility to spend time together as a group. It is a relevant situation for observing, describing and 
quantifying spontaneous non-verbal behaviors.

Figure 1 presents the behavioral flow in acts per minute of the total non-verbal behaviors (personal 
actions + visual interactions + object interactions + body interactions + body mobility + facial expressions 
+ collateral actions + body expressions) in the mixed-gender group, during SIRIUS-19 campaign. The 
results show a significant difference (p<0.001) between females with higher level (7 acts/min) and males 
with lower level (6 acts/min). Globally, the non-verbal behaviors’ occurrence is gender-dependent with 
different activity levels. This quantitative analysis gives first indications of adaptive strategies with 
specific profiles. Female subjects are more active than male subjects. Any actions, interactions and 
expressions are more frequent during the same collective time. We could interpret such manifestations 
as a stronger involvement in group’s life.

Figure 2 presents the behavioral categories of the mixed-gender group in relative occurrences 
(%). The distribution in females is respectively, facial expressions (28%), personal actions (25%), 
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visual interactions (23%), body expressions (10%), collateral actions (8%), object interactions (4%), 
body expressions (1%) and body mobility (1%), during total SIRIUS-19 days. The distribution 
in males is personal actions (30%), visual interactions (26%), facial expressions (19%), collateral 
acts (10%), body expressions (8%), object interactions (5%), body expressions (1%) and body 
mobility (1%), during SIRIUS-19 campaign. In each sub-group the differences of percentage 
are significant (p<0.0001). The results show varied distributions between females and males.  
Comparatively, the behavioral profiles are different. Primary trends emerge alike but secondary 
trends define specific profiles. For instance, the three main categories of personal actions, visual 
interactions and facial expressions are common behaviors. But their occurrences do not follow the 
same distribution. The qualitative analysis supports the global results from the quantitative analysis 
and points out specifications of observed behaviors. In females, facial expressions are at the highest 
level vs. personal actions in males. Female subjects are more expressive than male subjects whereas 
male subjects are more interactive than female subjects. Collateral actions that have not obvious 
functions in the current task are slightly more frequent in males than in females. Few manipulations 
made together are observed. Body contacts are not privileged whether they are female or male. It may 
be a way to keep inter-personal distances in confinement. The involvement in group’s life follows these 
related activities.

Figure 3 presents positive vs. negative non-verbal expressions in the mixed-gender 
group in absolute occurrences (total number during SIRIUS-19 campaign). The results 
show significant differences. The highest level (1264) is on facial expressions in female 
subjects compared to the level (826) in male subjects (p<0.001). The lower level (361) is on 
collateral actions in female subjects compared to the level (453) of male subjects (p<0.01).  
Facial expressions, such as smiling and laughing, are positive manifestations as they are indicators 
of well-being. Collateral actions, such as scratching the head or scratching the noise, are negative 
manifestations as they are indicators of stress or discordance between the individual and its environment. 
This supports the global behavioral data with specific profiles. Males’ interactive behavior could be 
source of stress in relationships between the crewmembers. Females’ expressive behavior could be 
source of salutogenic involvement in group’s life.

Figure 4 presents the behavioral dynamics according to time (MD) of the whole non-verbal 
interactions in mean duration (seconds according SIRIUS-19 days). The mixed-gender group follows 
same variations over the mission days. We observed longer durations of non-verbal interactions at 
the beginning of confinement (MD5). Shorter durations are after mi-period (MD76) then the curve 
slightly increases to the last day (MD132). Curves are tight but at under levels in male subjects 
compared to female subjects. As a result, males are involved more frequently in the interactions but 
on shorter durations compared to females. In the process of adaptation, we could interpret such varied 
non-verbal interactions as diverse behavioral strategies within the mixed-gender group as a whole. 
Group cohesion is observed day after day following same dynamics over 4-month confinement.

Verbal behaviors 

Group discussions were proposed to the crew as a standardized task based on collective topics 
allowing to express viewpoints and to answer questions. It is a relevant situation for observing, 
describing and quantifying verbal behaviors.

 Figure 5 presents communications in the mixed-gender group, in absolute occurrence (total 
number during SIRIUS-19 campaign). The picture draws levels of verbal interactions from female 



Tafforin C. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 15, n. 2 (2019) 5-19 11

subjects (female 1, female 2, female 3) and male subjects (male 1, male 2, male 3) to each ones. The 
results show the highest levels of communications (violet area: 30 to 40) within the females’ sub-group. 
High levels are also within the males’ sub-group (green area: 20 to 30). Some verbal interactions occur 
individually as for instance from male 1 to female 2 and from female 2 to male 1 (red areas: 10 to 20). 
Verbal behaviors seem to occur upon gender-preference. We could interpret such manifestations as 
behavioral profiles whose specificities are based on common personal traits in females, on one side, 
and on common personal traits in males, on the other side. 

Figure 6 presents communications in the mixed-culture males sub-group, in mean 
durations (seconds during SIRIUS-19 campaign). The results show longer verbal interactions 
(3 seconds) between American subjects compared to the level between American subjects and 
the Russian one (2 seconds). We do not present data in females as they are all Russian subjects. 
Verbal behavior’s durations seem to be cultural-dependent in males. There may be differences in 
language skills or lifestyle habits that bring together crewmembers and that influence the group’s 
communication as a whole.

Figure 7 presents communications towards the crew per gender and culture in absolute occurrences 
(total number during SIRIUS-19 campaign). The results show diverse verbal interactions to all subjects 
whether they are male or female, and Russian or American. The differences between subjects are significant 
(p<0.001). Russian female 3 have the highest level of occurrences (70 to 80) and American male 2 have the 
lowest level (20 to 30). Other levels of verbal interactions to all respectively decrease in Russian female 3 (60 
to 70) and Russian male 1 (60 to 70), in Russian female 1 (50 to 60) towards American male 3 (40 to 30). 
This points out personal non-verbal behaviors based on individual qualities, language abilities and 
common specificities. The whole female subjects are involved in more communications than male 
subjects during group discussions.

Figure 8 presents communications dynamics within the mixed-gender group, in mean 
durations (seconds) according Mission Days. The results show a decrease of verbal interactions 
in females from MD17, MD48, MD101 to MD128 with significant linear correlation 
(p<0.001). The decreasing linear trend is less significant in males (p<0.01). We observed the 
longest durations after a 7-week period (MD48) in both gender sub-groups (6 seconds) and 
the shortest durations at the end of confinement (MD128) also in both gender sub-groups 
(3 seconds). There are different levels between females and males at MD17 and MD101. 
Variations in the temporal process of adaptation are behavioral strategies built by the crewmembers 
to break up the monotonous living and working activities. Sometimes, they individually vary their 
behaviors, sometime they collectively vary their behaviors. As a result, we underlie periodic changes 
over the 4-month confinement.

Discussion

Collective area and collective time with collective attendance of the whole group-members give a 
relevant situation of observations regarding 3R-adaptation. The dining-room is a spatial referential. 
The schedule of meals is a temporal rhythm given to the group every morning. To start the day, 
breakfast is a ritual where meal ingredients are the same, gestures to prepare it are repeated and tastes 
are shared. Some subjects have a cup of coffee together, others prefer a cup of tea. Still others have 
their own eating habits. They thus adapt to the unusual situation of confinement conditions through 
usual behaviors. Behavioral strategies however vary within the mixed-gender and culture group in a 
way to optimize the relationship between the individual and its environment. It is an ethological point 
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of view. We do not study the performance. We study the motor patterns leading to it, that is to say 
the behavioral strategies. There are not good or bad behaviors. The results show the quality and the 
quantity of individual differences. They are optimal behaviors according to each person with personal 
value and following group cohesion with diversity value.

Personal value

In previous experiences, psychologists have studied the extend to which confined crewmembers 
perceive increasing convergence in personal values and whether they attribute less tension to individual 
differences over time (Sandal et al., 2011:144). Analyses are on subjective evaluations based on 
perceived differences. They suggest that personal values should be considered in composition of crews 
for long duration mission like a mission to Mars. In our qualitative and quantitative analysis we made 
objective observations of actions, interactions, expressions, positions and communications that occur 
from the crewmembers’ perception while living and working in confinement conditions. 

We observed that behavioral flow totalizing the whole behaviors of a group composed of female and 
male subjects, is gender-dependent with different activity levels. Comparison of non-verbal behaviors 
shows differences of occurrences. That supports our first working hypothesis. We also observed specific 
profiles with interactive behaviors in males and expressive behaviors in females. The first ones are more 
frequently involved in the interactions but of short durations compared to females. The last ones are 
more frequently in positive vs. negative manifestations such as facial expressions. Diverse adaptive 
strategies are thus built by the crewmembers. That supports our second working hypothesis.

The personal value of self-direction characterized by being independent, creative, having a desire 
to explore, emerges as a priority value (Smith and al., 2017:142). With the same mission goal of space 
exploration simulated during SIRIUS-19 campaign, each subject behaves independently as they are 
more or less involved in personal actions or interpersonal actions. This is marked in non-verbal and 
verbal behaviors. We observed that some verbal interactions occur individually from one male to 
one female and conversely but we also observed varied non-verbal interactions as diverse behavioral 
profiles within the mixed-gender group. Specificities are based on common personal traits in females, 
on one side, and on common personal traits in males, on the other side.

Diversity value

Experiences from long-duration confinements suggest that monotony induced by low workload can 
have interpersonal effects on the working group’s performance (Sandal & Bye, 2015:171). Boredom 
generated by low diversity of collective activities can have also adverse implications on the group’s live 
involvement. In our analysis, observational data from mealtime and group discussion give an overview 
on how the crew develops varied behaviors against monotonous rhythm of daily life activities.

According to Anzieu and Martin (1986), a group is a dynamic organization where all the forces 
are in equilibrium and regulated to obtain an optimal efficiency of the team’s behavior. The rules of 
specific adaptation of an isolated and confined crew could thus be compared to the laws governing 
self-organizing systems. These laws are conducted upon heterogeneity of their own elements and 
confer diversity value as a result. A mixed-gender and culture group has such special characteristics 
and the behaviors that emerge have specific qualities. Crewmembers with their individual differences, 
their gender identity and their own culture, positively adapt to confinement conditions in the way to 
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optimize their relationship with his/her environment. Such individualities are observed from diverse 
verbal interactions to all subjects whether they are male or female, and Russian or American. 

Time effects can influence cohesion in confined and isolated groups as it was found on a lunar space 
station analogue in agreement with those obtained from Mir station and from ISS (Wang and Wu, 
2015:819). Over 4-month confinement, we observed common behaviors from the general distribution 
of behavioral categories. Major ones that define qualitative primary trends are personal actions, visual 
interactions and facial expressions. Nevertheless, quantitative levels are different whether they occur in 
females or males. This defines the second trends of specific profiles upon diverse non-verbal and verbal 
behaviors occurrences. It is specifically emphasized in verbal interactions whose durations could be 
culture-dependent in males. Heterogeneity of the group characterized by differences in language skills 
or lifestyle habits bring together each subject of the group and influence the group’s communication 
as a whole. From this diversity value, crew cohesion is building and follows temporal dynamics. At the 
same day, we observed same behaviors in all subjects. The focus is after one-month confinement as if 
they increased durations of communication between them for enhancing their autonomy far from any 
contacts with Earth and for breaking up monotony over time. At the end of 4-month confinement, 
they decreased communications again together as being an entity.

We see that personal value and diversity value could be combined as actions, interactions, 
expressions and communications vary according to subjects and mission days.

To conclude, expressive and communicative behaviors in female subjects, less active but more 
interactive behaviors in male subjects, with specific adaptive strategies built by each ones over time 
are the general features to emphasize. We expect salutogenic impacts of frequent facial expressions 
in females to mitigate collateral actions in males for optimizing the group’s live involvement during 
long duration confinements. It is in accordance with our general hypothesis about personal value and 
diversity value that contribute to the heterogeneous quality of a mixed gender and cultural group 
whose specificities of behaviors are major factors of positive adaptation for space exploration success.
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Images

Figure 2. Percentage of non-verbal behaviors categories per subject (females and males) on the total observation in collective 
activity (BF) during 4-month confinement (SIRIUS-19 campaign). Statistic validations are on Chi-square tests between non-
verbal behaviors (df=7).

Figure 1. Behavioral flow (act/minute) per subject (females and males) on the total observation days in collective activity (BF) 
during 4-month confinement (SIRIUS-19 campaign). Statistic validation is on Chi-square test between females and males (df=1)
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Figure 3. Occurrence of positive vs. negative non-verbal expressions according to the subjects (females and males) on the total 
observation days in collective activity  (BF) during 4-month confinement (SIRIUS-19 campaign). Statistic validations are on 
Chi-square tests between females and males (df=1).

Figure 4. Mean duration (seconds) of non-verbal interactions according to subjects (females and males) in collective activity (BF) 
as a function of Mission Day (MD) during 4-month confinement (SIRIUS-19 campaign). Statistic validations are on standard 
deviation (sd) per day and on linear trends (correlation coefficient) over days.
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Figure 5. Occurrences mapping of verbal interactions between each subject in Group Discussion (GD) on the total observation 
days during 4-month confinement (SIRIUS-19 campaign). Three-dimensional representation of the superimposed values gives an 
overview of the related communications.

Figure 6. Mean duration (seconds) of verbal interactions between male subjects according to culture on the total observation days 
in Group Discussion during 4-month confinement (SIRIUS-19 campaign). Statistic validation in on standard deviation (sd) 
per Russian and American subjects.
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Figure 7. Occurrence of verbal interactions addressed to all subjects per gender and culture on the total observation days in Group 
Discussion during 4-month confinement (SIRIUS-19 campaign). Statistic validation is on chi-square test between subjects 
(df=5).

Figure 8. Mean duration (second) of verbal interactions according to gender in Group Discussion (GD) as a function of Mission 
Day (MD) during 4-month confinement (SIRIUS-19 campaign). Statistic validations are on standard deviation (sd) per day 
and on linear trends (correlation coefficient) over days.
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Introduzione

A partire dal finire degli anni Ottanta (Giddens 1990; Harvey 1990; Lyotard 1984), si è andata 
a concretizzare una nuova narrazione del mondo. L’orizzonte geografico delle esplorazioni, delle 
comunità isolate e dei continenti distanti ed ignoti era entrata in crisi con il periodo post-coloniale 
e definitivamente crollava con la fine della Guerra Fredda (Clifford and Marcus 1986; Geertz 1988; 
Said 1978). La nuova età che si apriva con gli anni Novanta (Hobsbawm 1998; Hobsbawm 2013) 
era segnata dall’interconnessione globale, dalla realtà transnazionale, dal movimento libero di capitali, 
merci e persone (Appadurai 1996; Castells 2001). Era l’alba della globalizzazione; un nuovo modo 
di vivere il mondo, tutt’altro che salvifico (Bauman 1998; Ferguson 1999; Sassen 1998; Tsing 2005), 
che ha posto i temi dell’assimilazione, dell’ibridazione e della globalizzazione culturale al centro del 
dibattito (Fabietti et al. 2020). Laddove il dibattito sulla globalizzazione ha guardato alla mobilità 
umana; la recente pandemia di Covid-19 (Keck 2020; Lam, et al. 2020; Lowe 2010) ci porta ad 
allargare lo spettro del ragionamento guardando alla mobilità anche di altre specie animali e vegetali, 
al loro sfruttamento e ricollocazione riportandoci ad una dimensione del reale in cui non sono solo le 
culture a meticciarsi, ma gli stessi paesaggi umani, aprendo quindi il dibattito circa l’adattamento delle 
comunità a questi nuovi orizzonti. 

Laddove il dibattito circa la multi-etnizzazione dell’orizzonte globale si è incentrato sul ragionamento 
circa l’alterità culturale e l’essenzializzazione identitaria (Herzfeld 2006; Prato 2009; Remotti 2007), 
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lo sguardo rivolto alle trasformazioni dell’ambiente ci riportano ad un altro terreno in cui un’alterità 
emergente è negoziata. Questo contributo vuole offrire uno sguardo su questa realtà, mettendo in 
luce il processo di negoziazione in corso che passa attraverso l’analisi dell’inserimento della nutria 
(Myocastor coypus) nel territorio italiano. In particolare, quale finestra di riflessione antropologica 
è usata la gastronomia che si lega a questo animale. In tal senso, questo contributo segue il solco 
tracciato dai lavori di Boas (Boas and Hunt 1921) e quindi da antropologi quali Rappaport (1967) 
e Harris (1985), leggendo nella cucina l’affermarsi non solo dei valori culturali di una società, ma il 
costruirsi e svilupparsi di una relazione ambientale che passa attraverso l’identificazione e l’uso delle 
specie presenti in un territorio quali risorse per il sostentamento di una comunità. A tal fine, l’articolo 
presenta le caratteristiche della specie e la sua diffusione, quindi, approfondisce gli aspetti propri 
della gastronomia dell’animale partendo dall’areale in cui la specie è autoctona e parte integrante del 
foodscape locale (Argentina), quindi allargando la riflessione a territori in cui essa si è progressivamente 
diffusa (gli Stati Uniti d’America, l’Europa, l’Italia). In questo modo, l’articolo delinea una traiettoria 
culinaria di espansione e radicamento locale, che viene commentato indicando come la diffusione 
in territori nuovi corrisponda all’utilizzo di questa specie quale succedaneo di altre già note, in tal 
modo inserendosi e legittimandosi nel foodscape locale. Questo approfondimento gastronomico 
conferma come, anche all’interno di un contesto globale e globalizzato, la legittimazione dell’alterità 
passa attraverso il riconoscimento di similitudini con quanto già noto e praticato e solo quando 
questa assimilazione è avvenuta quello che appare una minaccia all’ambiente noto diventa una risorsa 
all’interno di un contesto ambientale in cui è riconosciuto il suo ruolo e la sua funzione.

L’articolo è la rielaborazione a cura di MF dei risultati della ricerca condotta da AB e supervisionata 
da GV, durante il percorso di laurea in Scienze Gastronomiche presso l’Università degli Studi di 
Scienze Gastronomiche di Pollenzo.

La nutria: specie, diffusione e risposta istituzionale alla sua presenza

La nutria, Myocastor coypus Molina, è un roditore semi-acquatico di grandi dimensioni (lungo 
senza coda 42-60cm con un peso che varia per gli adulti da 4 a 6 kg). Questa specie ha un alto grado 
di adattabilità, dimostrato anche dall’areale originario di diffusione che va dalle zone sub-tropicali 
della Bolivia alle alture della Patagonia (Willner et al. 1979; Gosling and Skinner 1987). Appartiene 
al sottordine degli istricomorfi. La colorazione della pelliccia va dal quasi nero al grigio – bruno, una 
selezione molto apprezzata per le pellicce è la nutria argentata polacca. 

L’alimentazione è erbivora, generalista, poiché la nutria può consumare una grande varietà di 
materiali vegetali acquatici di diverse specie di cui preleva le foglie, gli steli, i tuberi, le radici e i rizomi. 
La composizione della dieta varia notevolmente in funzione del periodo annuale. Una nutria consuma 
giornalmente in materia vegetale l’equivalente a circa il 25% del suo peso corporeo, ingerendo dai 
700 ai 1500g. C’è da considerare che le popolazioni di nutria preferiscono sempre la vegetazione 
limitrofa ai corsi d’acqua. Qualora questa stia scarseggiando, magari dovuto alla presenza di una grossa 
popolazione, questa si sposterà più lontano andando a mangiare specie dal più alto valore nutrizionale 
quali le piante coltivate (Corriale et al. 2006).

La riproduzione avviene durante tutto l’anno. Le nutrie raggiungono la maturità sessuale in età 
molto precoce. La gestazione dura in media quattro mesi e può portare quindi a più di due gravidanze 
l’anno. La media è di quattro cuccioli a parto che nascono già con il pelo sviluppato e in breve tempo 
sono pronti a nuotare. Per riprodursi la nutria usa le tane scavate lungo le sponde dei corsi d’acqua, 
oppure costruisce nidi in superficie nella vegetazione ripariale.
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La specie è nativa del Sud America, ma è l’Argentina il paese con più tradizioni riguardo alla nutria. 
La provincia di Cordoba è storicamente famosa per gli innumerevoli allevamenti di questo roditore 
sia per la pelliccia che per la carne. Tradizionalmente già famosa come area di caccia, la zona della 
laguna del Mar di Chiquita dal 1820 ha visto crescere esponenzialmente la caccia per la pelliccia, 
che veniva soprattutto esportata. Nei primi decenni del 1900 si raggiunse l’apice delle esportazioni 
e parallelamente la popolazione selvatica iniziò a ridursi drasticamente, così nei primi anni ’20 si 
iniziarono ad allevare le nutrie in cattività nella zona di Miramar, cittadina sulla sponda sud-est del 
Mar di Chiquita (Provincia di Cordoba). Nel 1938 si superarono i 200 allevamenti. Anche altri paesi 
nel mondo iniziarono ad allevare nutrie causando così un rapido declino di questa attività nell’area 
(Curto 2006).

La nutria è una specie oramai diffusa in tutta America, Europa, Asia, Sud Africa, Kenya e Giappone 
(ad esclusione delle aree con climi rigidi e aridi) (Carter and Leonard, 2002). Questa espansione è stata 
favorita negli anni ’20 dall’importazione ed allevamento di nutrie per la produzione di pellicce. Alcuni 
esemplari fuggirono o vennero liberati nel corso degli anni, soprattutto dopo il collasso dell’industria 
della pelliccia a pelo lungo. 

In Europa, la nutria è ampiamente diffusa in tutte le zone dal clima continentale e atlantico. Il 
primo paese in cui fu introdotta, per fini commerciali legati alla pelliccia, è la Francia. In Lorena nel 
1882 venne realizzato il primo allevamento. Altri vennero aperti negli anni seguenti, portando alla 
massima diffusione di questi allevamenti nei primi anni ‘20 del 1900. Dopo che la crisi del 1929 
arrivò in Europa, molte strutture chiusero rilasciando animali direttamente in natura per eliminare i 
costi di smaltimento. Nel 1935 ci fu la prima segnalazione di una popolazione naturalizzata proprio in 
Francia (Léger and Schwyer 1996). In Gran Bretagna la nutria arrivò nel 1930. Intorno agli anni ’60 si 
verificarono, ad opera di popolazioni naturalizzate, ingenti danni ai canali e alle colture inglesi. Proprio 
in questo periodo ebbe inizio la campagna di eradicazione che terminò nel 1987, con l’eliminazione 
completa delle popolazioni presenti sul territorio inglese (Gosling and Baker 1987). Non è presente 
nelle regioni scandinave per via del clima. La popolazione di nutrie in Russia è invece stimata ad 
1,5 milioni di esemplari (Cocchi, Riga, 2001). È inoltre presente in Danimarca, Germania, Grecia, 
Spagna, Romania e tutta l’Europa centrale (Carter and Leonard 2002)

In Italia la nutria venne introdotta nel 1928 a cura dell’Istituto di Coniglicoltura di Alessandria, 
per un allevamento di pellicce a fini commerciali (Santini 1978). A partire dai primi anni ’30 questa 
forma di allevamento si diffuse rapidamente. Anche in Italia le strutture spesso inadeguate hanno 
favorito sin dall’inizio le fughe di alcuni esemplari. Le informazioni riguardo la diffusione in Italia di 
popolazioni naturalizzate inizialmente riguardarono segnalazioni frammentate sparse sul territorio. 
Oggi la nutria in Italia è presente in due macro-areali principali. La prima è la zona della pianura 
padana, dal Piemonte al Friuli, seguendo la fitta rete di canali, torrenti e fiumi di cui è composto il 
nord Italia. A questo areale si può oramai collegare, grazie alla presenza continua di popolazioni, la 
fascia alta/medio adriatica. Il secondo si estende nella fascia tirrenica, dall’appennino tosco-emiliano 
fino al sud del Lazio. Dalla Campania in giù la presenza di popolazioni si fa più frammentata. In molti 
casi, le segnalazioni di avvistamenti vengono fatte su appositi portali dai cittadini, mentre i dati delle 
provincie spesso non sono completi. 

L’impatto sugli ambienti naturali è dato dalla preferenza dell’animale per consumare le parti della 
pianta a più alto valore nutrizionale. Ciò può portare ad una drastica riduzione della flora acquatica. 
A quanto emerge dal Piano di Gestione del Ministero dell’Ambiente la nutria ha un impatto negativo 
anche su parte della fauna acquatica. Una diminuzione di uccelli acquatici è stata messa in relazione 
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con la presenza di questo animale (Scaravelli 2002; Tinarelli 2002). Più recentemente, si è verificato 
che la diminuzione di questi uccelli è data dall’uso che le nutrie fanno dei nidi galleggianti come 
piattaforme per il risposo rompendo o affondando le uova (Bertolino et al. 2011). L’utilizzo delle 
colture da parte della nutria come sostentamento è strettamente legato alla presenza di colture vicino 
alle zone in cui vivono. Quando e se la vegetazione naturale dell’habitat è assente o scarseggia, le nutrie 
possono muoversi lontano dall’acqua fino a circa 300 metri, causando danni alle colture (Corriale 
et al. 2006) I danni principali causati dalle nutrie si hanno nelle arginature di canali di irrigazione e 
di scolo e nei bacini artificiali. L’abitudine di questo animale di scavare tane ipogee compromette la 
stabilità degli argini, fatto particolarmente importante per le zone di risaie.

La gastronomia della nutria: Argentina

Per le popolazioni indigene dell’America meridionale la nutria ha storicamente rappresentato 
un’importante tipologia di carne, tanto dal punto di vista economico quanto nutrizionale. Oggi, in 
sud America la nutria si può cacciare, oppure comperare in allevamento, in macelleria e in alcuni 
supermercati. Come ci si potrebbe aspettare dal suo essere culla geografica della nutria prima che 
questa si diffondesse a livello globale, e quindi anche il luogo in cui le relazioni di lunga data fra 
uomo e nutria hanno favorito la nascita di una gastronomia della nutria, l’Argentina è il Paese con più 
radicata tradizione gastronomica riguardo al roditore. 

La provincia di Cordoba è storicamente famosa per gli innumerevoli allevamenti di nutria sia per 
la pelliccia che per la carne. Nella zona di Miramar è presente un’associazione di allevatori, chiamata 
“Cooperativa de Criadores de Nutria”, che nel 1949 contava più di 100 iscritti, e che ancora oggi 
celebra ogni anno il “Festival de la Nutria”, che raccoglie allevatori, appassionati e cittadini intorno 
alla risorsa più importante di quest’area. La carne degli allevamenti è in genere molto più apprezzata 
di quella selvatica. Gli animali vengono nutriti infatti con una dieta basata su mais e alfa-alfa (erba 
medica) che ne rende il sapore molto simile al maiale.

È, però, la città di Rosario, la più popolosa della provincia di Santa Fe, quella più legata al consumo 
di carne di nutria, laddove nelle province che costeggiano il Rìo Paranà (Santa Fe, Entre Rìos e Buenos 
Aires) si attesta una forte tradizione di caccia e consumo di questo animale. Proprio in queste aree, 
parallelamente alla zona del Mar di Chiquita, si svilupparono degli allevamenti di nutria in stato di 
semi-libertà, ricavati dalle lagune del fiume (Curto e Castellino 2006). 

Attualmente, su una produzione annua di 10mila capi, la carne viene per il 60% mandata nella 
città di Rosario, un 20% a Cordoba e la restante viene consumata nella zona del mar di Chiquita 
(Parera 2002; Sartori 2012). 

La gastronomia della nutria: Stati Uniti d’America

Gli Stati Uniti d’America sono una delle prime aree in cui la nutria è stata introdotta in età 
contemporanea per ragioni commerciali legate alla sua pelliccia, radicandosi poi in primo luogo in 
California e, quindi, in Louisiana, Stato in cui oggi il roditore è maggiormente presente. Oggi la nutria 
è presente in tutta la nazione, in particolare nelle zone paludose. 

Intorno agli anni ’50 le autorità registrarono i primi danni diffusi alle wetlands della Louisiana e 
più importanti a livello commerciale ai campi di riso e canna da zucchero. Nel 1957 l’uragano Audrey 
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distrusse gran parte della vegetazione delle wetlands, spingendo così le nutrie ad una rapida diffusione 
nell’entroterra. Fu nei primi anni ’60 che “The Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries”, 
il dipartimento di fauna e pesca della Louisiana, lanciò una campagna per il controllo di questa 
specie riconosciuta come invasiva. All’interno di questa campagna si contestualizza l’iniziativa della 
Louisiana State University che, in collaborazione con il dipartimento di fauna e pesca, creò la guida 
“Nutria for Home Use” (1963): una guida pratica, rivolta ai cittadini, per far conoscere la nutria come 
risorsa culinaria. Questa guida presenta 22 ricette e spiega, in relazione all’età dell’animale, i diversi 
tipi di cottura e preparazione della carne di questo roditore, considerata un eccellente sostituto di altri 
carni rosse e bianche.

La guida del ’63 fu solo la prima pubblicazione che si è mossa in questa direzione, segnando un 
nesso forte tra valorizzazione culinaria e tentativo di contenimento della specie.

La gastronomia della nutria: Europa

In Europa le nutrie iniziano a diffondersi a partire dal primo dopoguerra, progressivamente 
inserendosi all’interno dei foodscape del continente con dinamiche diversificate. Oggi è, infatti, 
una carne conosciuta in particolare in Est Europa. In Moldavia, per esempio, la carne di nutria è 
considerata una delicatezza (Mardari e Leonte 2016), è normalmente venduta nelle macellerie della 
Repubblica Ceca e Slovacca, laddove in Russia ha solo conosciuto un recente successo grazie allo chef 
Takhir Kholikberdiev e al suo speciale burger (Walker 2016). 

In Europa occidentale è particolarmente significativo il caso francese, in cui la nutria, 
commercialmente nota come “ragondin”, è per lo più consumata informalmente nelle campagne, ma 
non mancano prodotti artigianali venduti sul mercato, quale il paté o sughi pronti a base dell’animale. 

La gastronomia della nutria: Italia

In Italia, si attesta per lo più una crescente cucina informale legata alla nutria. Infatti, il quadro 
normativo, a partire dalla L. 157/92, non permette la caccia dell’animale e somministrazione della sua 
carne, seppure la L. 221/2015 ne preveda l’eradicazione o, quanto meno, il controllo delle popolazioni. 
A dispetto delle restrizioni, sono numerose le attestazioni di uso informale, per lo più tra cacciatori o 
agricoltori, di nutria in valle Padana. L’animale è generalmente presentato in umido, mutuando ricette 
proprie della gastronomia della lepre o del coniglio. 

Recentemente il tema del consumo di nutria è balzato agli onori della cronaca, in particolare 
legandosi al tema del contenimento dei danni causati da questa specie. È stato il caso, nell’aprile 2018, 
delle esternazioni del sindaco di Gerre de’ Caprioli (CR) che, alla luce dei crescenti danni all’agricoltura 
e al paesaggio causati dalle colonie di roditori e dei limiti imposti dalla normativa, pubblicò un 
provocatorio post su Facebook invitando la popolazione a consumare la carne dell’animale, quindi, 
impegnandosi all’organizzazione di una sagra a tema. La notizia fu ripresa dalla trasmissione satirica 
“La Zanzara”, su Radio24, con uno dei conduttori che ha provato in diretta uno stufato di nutria 
preparatogli nel cremonese. Da qui, per alcuni giorni, la stampa nazionale ha discusso della possibilità 
effettiva dello sblocco all’uso alimentare pubblico di questo animale.

A fianco di un consumo proprio da parte della popolazione italiana, la nutria è protagonista della 
cucina migrante, come emerse chiaramente, ancora una volta nell’aprile del 2018, attraverso un 
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intervento della polizia municipale di Torino che vide sequestrare centinaia di prodotti alimentari, 
fra i quali carne di nutria, preparati, conservati e venduti in modo illecito da commercianti di origine 
nigeriana tanto a migranti di origine africana che sudamericana.

Gastronomiche trasformazioni

Considerate le sue capacità di adattamento e alta fecondità, la nutria rappresenta un esempio 
concreto di specie aliena invasiva diffusasi per lo più per azione antropogenica a livello globale (Cope 
et al. 2019; Sundseth 2016; Waterman 2015), una specie che sta trasformando con la sua presenza la 
realtà delle zone umide in Europa così come nelle Americhe. Questa trasformazione ha visto l’Italia 
reagire redando uno specifico “Piano di gestione nazionale della Nutria Myocastor coypus” (Bertolino, 
Cocchi, 2018) che disciplina le azioni di contenimento ed eradicazione della specie, letta come dannosa 
all’ambiente e possibile serbatoio per la diffusione di alcuni parassiti, come le leptospire (Aviat et al. 
2013). 

La lettura del piano fa emergere quindi una precisa risposta biopolitica (Foucault 2010) all’invasione 
che nella sua articolazione definisce la nutria quale corpo estraneo e deleterio alla sopravvivenza del 
corpo (ambientale) della nazione e, per tanto, destinato alla sua segregazione ed eliminazione. In questa 
conclusione si può leggere la formulazione di un chiaro rifiuto della realtà esogena, dell’altro animale, 
che si è fatta parte del territorio e dell’ambiente della nazione e l’articolarsi di una visione ecologica 
improntata su quella che, con Bettini (2012), si potrebbe definire mito delle radici; una visione del 
mondo che si sviluppa nel filologico tentativo di una sua preservazione inalterata ad infinitum. 

Di fronte a questa ufficiale risposta alla globalizzazione, vediamo emergere un altro, parallelo 
approccio all’orizzonte globalizzato e alla sua alterità emergente; un approccio dal basso che si 
esplicita nella reazione gastronomica. In uno spazio interstiziale di mercato (Sõukand et al. 2020), la 
nutria diventa alimento, parte integrante delle pratiche alimentari e culturali della comunità. Questa 
internalizzazione si sviluppa per ibridazione e similitudine (Fabietti et al. 2020), facendo della nutria 
un succedaneo ad altri alimenti già noti e simili ad essa. La reazione alla globalizzazione del paesaggio 
si esprime attraverso creatività e ricombinazione, facendo della nutria simbolo di convivialità e di 
segretezza. 

L’atto gastronomico trasforma e riconfigura il paesaggio, riconoscendo alla nutria un suo spazio, un 
suo ruolo ed un suo potenziale futuro, diverso da quello dell’estinzione ovvero della sua circoscrizione. 
Questo passaggio è qualcosa che supera l’idealità stessa delle iniziative culinarie esperite negli anni ’60 
in Louisiana, laddove nella sua diffusione “Nutria for Home Use” voleva essere uno strumento per 
innescare un meccanismo di “eradication by mastication” (Matsumoto 2015), quindi un’eliminazione 
della specie attraverso un prelievo insostenibile dettato dall’uso gastronomico. Il caso italiano, così 
come quanto emerge in Europa, non solo conferma la possibilità di un futuro per l’animale all’interno 
dello spazio pubblico della gastronomia del Paese, ma soprattutto esprime come attraverso il passaggio 
da problema a risorsa si possa sviluppare un processo altro e diverso da quanto sperato dal sindaco di 
Gerre de’ Caprioli. Infatti, laddove la cronaca nazionale ormai da decenni conta innumerevoli casi di 
pratiche di cura da parte dei cacciatori dei branchi di cinghiali definendo un’ambigua relazione tra 
cacciatore e preda che sfugge al semplice abbraccio tanatologico (Padiglione 1989), il riconoscimento 
di una specie quale risorsa attiva stimola nel cacciatore e al consumatore ragionamenti legati tanto 
all’uso e all’estrazione, quanto alla cura, al mantenimento di una specie nell’ambiente. In tal senso, si 
prefigura non tanto la sua eliminazione, ma una normalizzazione ed una legittimazione della specie 
all’interno dell’orizzonte paesaggistico quotidiano. Questo futuro è, però, oggi limitato, in Italia, dallo 
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specifico status giuridico della nutria che fa del suo consumo una realtà informale, quindi limitato 
a situazioni e contesti interstiziali, capaci solo limitatamente di influenzare lo sviluppo dello spazio 
pubblico e della gastronomia di nazionale. 

Conclusione

L’articolo affronta il caso dell’emergente gastronomia della nutria interrogando il rapporto che 
questa crea nella relazione tra uomo e ambiente. Laddove in altri Paesi oggi la nutria sta vivendo un 
progressivo successo, affermandosi come alimento di pregio, in Italia il consumo è ancora limitato, 
in primo luogo da un quadro normativo che fa di questa carne prodotto interstiziale, estromesso dal 
mercato e privo di una propria legittimità economica. A fronte di questo status marginale, i recenti 
fatti di cronaca suggeriscono un crescente interesse e curiosità verso questa specie che fanno prefigurare 
un possibile futuro gastronomico.

L’emergere di una gastronomia della nutria sprona però ad una più ampia riflessione sulla reazione 
della nostra società alla globalizzazione; una globalizzazione che, in questo caso, si sviluppa a livello 
ambientale del bioscape (Koontz, Daszak 2005). La storia della nutria è la storia, infatti, di una 
globalizzazione ed ibridazione dell’orizzonte ecologico globale imposto dall’azione antropica. Di fronte 
a questo cambiamento, la prima reazione appare quella propria del “Piano di Gestione Nazionale”: 
un rifiuto al cambiamento mosso dal tentativo di ristabilire un’ideale situazione pristina iniziale; un 
fallimento annunciato di fronte ad un orizzonte ambientale in troppo veloce trasformazione per essere 
semplicemente contenuto e ridisegnato a piacere da una nuova, ennesima, azione antropica. L’adozione 
gastronomica della nutria ci racconta di un altro approccio alla globalizzazione; una reazione dal 
basso atta non al rifiuto, quanto all’addomesticamento del cambiamento; un’azione atta a dare volto, 
significato e senso ai segni, ai protagonisti del cambiamento così da farne parte integrante della visione 
emica del paesaggio. La gastronomia della nutria appare, quindi, come l’espressione di una proattiva 
accettazione del cambiamento atto a funzionalizzare la trasformazione in atto. 

La ricerca apre, quindi, a nuovi studi tanto sulle motivazioni e sugli effetti di questa scelta 
gastronomica che tanto ci dice delle trasformazioni ambientali del nostro territorio quanto del nostro 
vivere un orizzonte globalizzato dalla difficile interpretazione e prevedibilità.
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Dal ritrovamento alla costruzione del museo

Il museo delle mummie di Roccapelago, in alto Appennino tosco-emiliano, è frutto di una nuova, 
sorprendente scoperta archeologica. Alcuni recenti lavori di restauro, che hanno coinvolto la Chiesa 
della Conversione di S. Paolo Apostolo nella piccola frazione (situata in provincia di Modena), hanno 
regalato un vastissimo materiale di studio in campo archeologico e antropologico che ha dato vita a 
ricerche su diversi fronti. Durante i lavori, tra il 2009 e il 2011, vennero riportate alla luce diverse 
sepolture, oltre ai resti della rocca medievale e della piccola chiesa preesistente. L’inaspettata scoperta 
dell’esistenza di una cripta al di sotto del pavimento della chiesa, con numerosi corpi mummificati, ha 
dato il via in breve tempo ad una serie di scavi archeologici e ad uno studio multidisciplinare che ha 
coinvolto l’analisi dei reperti antropologici, del vestiario, dei reperti botanici e zoologici.

Secondo la vicenda storica l’antica Roccaforte, appartenuta alla potente famiglia dei Montegarullo 
tra XIII e XIV secolo, venne in seguito trasformata in una chiesa che sfruttò l’interrato dell’antico 
edificio per ricavare una cripta destinata alle sepolture. L’usanza di seppellire i defunti nell’interrato 
dell’edificio ecclesiastico venne perpetrata fino al 1786, anno in cui venne costruito un cimitero esterno 
a seguito dell’editto napoleonico (editto di Saint-Cloud), il quale proibì le inumazioni all’interno 
delle mura cittadine per garantire una sicurezza igienica; di conseguenza, le chiese smisero di essere 
utilizzare per i seppellimenti. 

Lo straordinario e recente ritrovamento delle mummie di 
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This article analyzes the discovery of a series of naturally mummified bodies inside the crypt 
of the church of Roccapelago, in the Tuscan-Emilian Apennines. The bodies, now preserved 
in the local museum of the mummies, date back to the late sixteenth century and the mid-
eighteenth century and represent a mine of discoveries on the way of life of a village community 
of the time, thanks to the exceptional state of conservation of the bodies, fabrics, etc.
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Attorno al 1800 vennero effettuati alcuni lavori di ristrutturazione all’interno della piccola chiesa di 
S. Paolo e il vecchio pavimento in legno venne sostituito da un nuovo pavimento in pietra per ovviare 
alla traspirazione dei cattivi odori provenienti dalla cripta cimiteriale; fu così che in quell’occasione, a 
causa di motivi legati alla costruzione edilizia, la cripta fu coperta di macerie e ogni traccia della sua 
esistenza venne perduta.

L’indagine archeologica condotta in tempi recenti ha restituito circa quattrocento corpi, di cui 
un centinaio mummificati o parzialmente mummificati grazie ad un processo di conservazione 
involontario, naturale e spontaneo. Si tratta di un caso molto particolare in Italia; al momento è 
noto un altro caso di mummificazione naturale nel Friuli Venezia Giulia, in cui tra il 1600 e la 
seconda metà del 1800 furono ritrovate diverse mummie nella cripta di quella che un tempo fu 
la cappella di San Michele a Venzone, oggi conservate nella Cappella cimiteriale di san Michele 
vicino al Duomo.

Rispetto agli altri ritrovamenti, la particolarità del rinvenimento delle mummie di Roccapelago 
risiede proprio in questo fatto: non si tratta di una mummificazione volontaria di un gruppo sociale 
specifico (monaci, beati, membri di famiglie illustri), ma della conservazione naturale di un’intera 
comunità sepolta all’interno di una cripta, nell’interrato della chiesa parrocchiale, tra la fine del 
XVI secolo e la metà del XVIII secolo.

Poiché le notizie storiche permettono l’esclusione di eventi collettivi legati alle morti, come 
guerre, epidemie 1 e calamità naturali, l’ipotesi più accreditabile suggerisce che i resti umani 
appartengano alla popolazione locale deceduta per cause naturali durante quel periodo. La 
mummificazione naturale è dovuta ad un particolare microclima sviluppatosi all’interno della 
cripta, favorito anche da due feritoie laterali che hanno consentito una continua circolazione di aria, 
la quale ha generato un progressivo prosciugamento dei corpi degli inumati fino ad essiccazione 
completa. Le mummie naturali presentano ancora la pelle, i tendini e i capelli, e sono state disposte 
nella cripta una sull’altra vestite con camicie (di cotone, lino o canapa), calze di lana e avvolte in 
sudari di juta.

Una sessantina di questi corpi mummificati sono stati inviati al Laboratorio di Antropologia 
di Ravenna (sede distaccata dell’Ateneo di Bologna) e dodici di essi sono stati riposizionati 
all’interno della cripta (Fig. 1), così come erano adagiati al momento del ritrovamento, per poter 
realizzare delle visite guidate al museo antropologico di Roccapelago. Il museo delle mummie di 
Roccapelago (Fig. 2) è stato realizzato successivamente nel 2015 in tempi rapidi grazie al lavoro 
della Soprintendenza Archeologica e dell’IBC (Istituto per i beni artistici culturali e naturali) con 
la preziosa collaborazione dell’associazione volontaria locale “Pro Rocca”. 

Notizie storiche su Roccapelago

Durante il periodo medievale, il territorio del Frignano vide il succedersi di numerosi eventi bellici. 
Le vicende militari che interessarono Roccapelago, nell’ultimo decennio del XIV secolo, sono 
narrate dal novellista Giovanni Sercambi 2 nelle illustrazioni colorate delle Cronache, raccolte in 

1  Epidemie: la peste manzoniana risparmiò la valle del Pelago per un anno intero. Alcune località limitrofe 
ne furono colpite.Roccapelago conobbe timori e carenze alimentari ma non ebbe vittime nel territorio comunale; 
soltanto nove roccaioli trovarono la morte essendosi recati in Garfagnana per rifornimenti alimentari.

2  Giovanni Sercambi: (Lucca, 18 febbraio 1348 – Lucca, 1424) è stato uno scrittore italiano. La sua opera 
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un manoscritto conservato presso l’archivio di Stato di Lucca.

Le Cronache narrano che nel novembre del 1392 Obizzo da Montegarullo, signore di 
Roccapelago, espanse il suo dominio su alcuni territori del Frignano appartenenti al marchese 
di Ferrara, il quale fu costretto a chiedere aiuto alla città di Lucca a causa del suo cattivo stato 
di salute. L’anno successivo il marchese morì e gli succedette il figlio, ancora fanciullo; questa 
situazione portò ad una crisi dinastica.

Nell’agosto del 1393, Lucca organizzò una spedizione militare contro Obizzo per adempiere alla 
richiesta di aiuto inviata da Ferrara, mentre il figlio Nevio da Montegarullo difendeva la fortezza di 
Roccapelago. Inizialmente i lucchesi non prevalsero in battaglia, ma durante la campagna militare 
iniziarono alcune trattative segrete, poichè Nevio era disposto a cedere la fortezza ai nemici in 
cambio di una consistente somma di denaro al fine di evitare ulteriori sanguinosi combattimenti. 
La rocca, dunque, fu consegnata ai lucchesi in cambio di 1.700 fiorini d’oro.

Nell’inverno successivo, Obizzo riuscì ad impadronirsi nuovamente della rocca tramite 
l’ingegno e la forza, ma la reazione da parte dei nemici fu inevitabile: inizialmente le truppe 
lucchesi non riuscirono a superare il passo di San Pellegrino a causa delle difficili condizioni 
meteorologiche; l’intervento fu pazientemente rimandato all’estate successiva e l’affronto ricevuto 
da Obizzo non fu perdonato. 

La rocca resistette prima di cadere nelle mani dei lucchesi, ma la campagna circostante fu 
distrutta e tutti i traditori, i quali aiutarono Obizzo a riprendere possesso della fortezza, vennero 
puniti con la morte tramite ghigliottinamento, impiccagione o decapitazione pubblica.

Roccapelago cadde nelle mani degli Estensi il 23 gennaio del 1408. Obizzo fu costretto a 
rifugiarsi a Ferrara sotto il controllo del marchese, assieme al figlio e a tutta la famiglia, e dovette 
cedere tutti i suoi i feudi. L’ultima notizia storica che si registra a proposito di Obizzo riguarda 
l’anno 1411, in occasione di un servizio che egli compì a Roma a comando di un esercito in difesa 
dell’antipapa Giovanni XXIII.

Dalla rocca medievale alla chiesa parrocchiale di Roccapelago

Il poggio di Roccapelago fu fortificato tra X e XI secolo, durante la prima fase dell’incastellamento. 
Nella prima metà del 1300 la roccaforte apparteneva ai nobili da Montegarullo, i quali governavano 
il territorio frignanese in modo formale per concessione della famiglia Estensi.

La decadenza della struttura castellana ebbe avvio durante il 1400, sia a causa della naturale 
usura del tempo, sia  a causa di alcuni cambiamenti sopraggiunti assieme a nuove esigenze belliche. 
All’inizio del 1500 le roccaforti di Roccapelago, Fiumalbo e Fanano, presenti nel territorio del 
Frignano, erano ancora presidiate, ma vennero presto tutte abbandonate a seguito di una riforma 
del 1529 che esonerava i castellani dal pagamento del loro stipendio, decretando la fine della loro 

storiografica, le Croniche, è divisa in due parti; nella prima, conservata nel manoscritto dell’Archivio di Stato di 
Lucca, vengono narrati gli avvenimenti che vanno dal 1164 al 1400, nella seconda (conservata nel ms. 204 dello stesso 
archivio) quelli tra il 1400 e il 1423. L’opera rimase incompiuta, e nelle ultime pagine si fa accenno all’epidemia di 
peste che avrebbe ucciso l’autore un anno più tardi. 



Cozza, G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 31-5334

attività presso le fortezze castellane. Le vicende successive legate all’edificazione e alla transizione 
cinquecentesca dalla rocca medievale alla chiesa sono testimoniate dai documenti dell’Archivio 
parrocchiale di Roccapelago. In particolare, l’attenzione storica è rivolta alle memorie manoscritte 
di Don Giacomo Stefani (rettore della parrocchia dal 1586 al 1644) e di don Domenico Bartolai 
(rettore dal 1815 al 1863).

Anche gli atti delle visite pastorali alla chiesa di Roccapelago da parte dei vescovi della città 
di Modena costituiscono una notevole fonte documentaria sulle vicende edificatorie. La prima 
visita venne effettuata dal Vescovo E. Foscarari il 17 agosto del 1552; in questa occasione venne 
confermato che la chiesa, costruita successivamente da Don Stefani nel 1586 sulle rovine del 
castello, doveva essere una ricostruizione della precedente.  Lo stesso Foscarari attesta anche che 
la vecchia chiesetta di S. Paolo si serviva della campana di 36 pesi (più di 3 q di peso) che gli 
abitanti di Roccapelago erano soliti chiamare “la campana di Obizzo” poichè era collocata sulla 
torre del castello, lontana dal luogo di culto.

I recenti studi archeologici hanno rivelato la presenza di una chiesa preesistente ad unica 
navata e ad orientamento liturgico (da ovest verso est) all’interno di quella che in precedenza fu 
la rocca medievale. L’edificio sacro del tardo Cinquecento, infatti, venne eretto sulle rovine della 
precedente fortezza utilizzandone le mura esterne come fondamenta. Varie tesi, inoltre, sostengono 
la riutilizzazione delle strutture precedenti al nuovo scopo, piuttosto che una edificazione di sana 
pianta al di sopra dei vecchi ruderi.

I verbali delle visite parrocchiali della seconda metà del 1500 mettono in risalto il desiderio 
dei roccaioli di sostituire la vecchia chiesetta di S. Paolo, posizionata ai margini del borgo, con un 
edificio di culto più funzionale. Le opere edilizie per la costruzione della nuova chiesa iniziarono 
precedentemente al rettorato di don Stefani e continuarono a forte impulso durante il periodo in 
cui esercitò la sua carica. La popolazione di Roccapelago intuì che era possibile costruire un luogo 
di culto ancora più ampio di quello ottenuto e, durante la visita pastorale del 1585, il vescovo 
decise di ampliare la chiesa.

Le scritture parrocchiali confermano il diverso orientamento conferito alla chiesa (da nord 
a sud anzichè da est ad ovest), lo spostamento a sud della zona presbiteriale e lo spostamento 
dell’ingresso della chiesa. Il nuovo orientamento, non più liturgico, fu obbligato da alcuni 
impedimenti morfologici che il terreno presentava al fine della costruzione edilizia. L’altare, che 
precedentemente era posizionato sopra alla cripta cimiteriale in prossimità della parete est della 
chiesa, venne spostato in direzione sud; lo spazio che si liberò sul pavimento a seguito dello 
spostamento della zona presbiteriale venne utilizzato per la collocazione di due botole in pietra, 
attraverso cui, in seguito, sarebbero stati calati i corpi dei defunti per poterli adagiare all’interno 
della cripta sotterranea.

L’ uso della cripta già a partire dagli ultimi anni del 1500 venne mutato in fossa comune 
probabilmente dal momento in cui fu costruita la nuova chiesa. Questo tipo di sepoltura nell’ 
interrato della struttura ecclesiastica sarà protratto fino al 1746, secondo la testimonianza di 
Don Bianchi riportata nel suo Stato Materiale della chiesa del 1803, in cui compare uno dei 
rari riferimenti a proposito del sepolcro. Nelle fonti parrocchiali, infatti, veniva documentato 
l’accadimento della morte, ma non era obbligatorio documentare l’utilizzo di questo spazio come 
luogo di sepoltura, la quale avveniva inizialmente utilizzando la scala discendente nel sotterraneo 
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e, in seguito, calando i corpi dall’alto per mezzo di due botole in pietra posizionate sul pavimento 
della chiesa.

Spesso, però, i comportamenti umani, gli usi e le tradizioni non mutano nell’immediato assieme 
al mutare delle leggi.  Nonostante le nuove normative e i cattivi odori, infatti, la sepoltura in chiesa 
fu un’abitudine che non venne abbandonata rapidamente non appena fu costruito il cimitero 
esterno, ma si protrasse fino al 1786. La sepoltura all’interno della cripta era una soluzione molto 
più agevole, soprattutto durante i lunghi e rigidi inverni montani. Nulla di fatto cambiò nelle 
usanze funebri della popolazione di Roccapelago, fino a quando, nel 1858, si rese necessario 
intervenire sulla pavimentazione della chiesa che presentava numerose lacerazioni. In questa 
occasione venne abbassato il livello della pavimentazione, la parte superiore della volta a botte 
della cripta cimiteriale fu tagliata, vennero ricoperti gli spazi sottostanti con detriti e terriccio e il 
tutto fu pavimentato con lastre di arenaria, arrecando così un grosso danno ai sepolcri.

In tempi recenti, la perlustrazione della zona sottostante alla pavimentazione della chiesa di 
Roccapelago ha posto molti interrogativi di carattere storico e scientifico, alcuni dei quali riguardano 
l’utilizzo di questo spazio in diversi periodi. Il suo iniziale utilizzo profano, per esempio, è molto 
incerto poichè non vi sono testimonianze scritte a tal proposito, e vengono attribuiti ad esso gli usi 
più diversi : carcere, scuderie per cavalli, cucina, cannoniera delle guardie di Obizzo.

Comunque sia, a seguito dell’ampliamento e della rotazione della navata della chiesa (1588), 
il sotterraneo, che era già destinato ad essere utilizzato come cripta, comincia ad essere sfruttato 
come luogo di sepoltura comunitaria. L’intreccio dello studio degli scavi e delle mura consente di 
fare delle ipotesi sull’evoluzione della struttura e sulle fasi di deposizione all’interno della cripta.

Durante una prima fase, di cui sia la datazione sia l’utilizzo dell’edificio non sono ancora 
chiari, è possibile ipotizzare che la superficie di calpestio accompagnasse il dislivello della 
roccia, che fu utilizzata come pendenza naturale dell’ambiente cimiteriale. Ad una seconda 
fase, in cui la roccaforte venne abbandonata e fu trasformata in chiesa dove iniziarono ad essere 
effettuate le sepolture, è possibile ricondurre la sepoltura ricavata nel pavimento stesso della 
chiesa denominata tomba: essa consiste in una cassa di legno incastonata in un dissodamento 
roccioso, creato appositamente; conteneva resti ossei rimaneggiati appartenuti probabilmente al 
primo parroco e ad altri successori, dato l’orientamento liturgico della cassa e la sua posizione 
privilegiata al di sotto del presbiterio, e presentava segni dello sprofondamento provocato dal peso 
della pavimentazione.

In questo periodo, fu realizzato un rivestimento a terra che colmò il dislivello creato dalla 
superficie di calpestio. Lo spostamento delle ossa verso i gradini discendenti dalla chiesa alla cripta, 
effettuato con l’intento di creare nuovo spazio per la collocazione di nuovi defunti, dimostra che la 
tomba venne utilizzata a lungo negli anni, come conferma l’annerimento della parete muraria ovest 
provocato probabilmente dal fumo di candele e lampade. Il livello più superficiale del cumulo di 
corpi presentava ossa dislocate e non sempre connesse, a testimonianza di un rimaneggiamento a 
seguito di una risistemazione della pavimentazione dell’edificio ecclesiastico. Durante una terza 
fase, infatti, il pavimento della cripta venne completamente demolito e lo spazio fu sfruttato nella 
sua totalità per le sepolture. Mentre i resti degli individui deposti negli anfratti rocciosi non si 
sono preservati, il terreno di riempimento della cripta si è rivelato una ricca miniera di reperti: 
assieme alle ossa sono stati recuperati i materiali più vari, tra cui pezzi di legno e chiodi (che 



Cozza, G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 31-5336

fanno ipotizzare l’utilizzo di tavole su cui venivano posti gli inumati), tessuti, frammenti di vetro, 
oggetti devozionali, reperti in ceramica di maiolica arcaica e graffita padana, medagliette e alcune 
monete.

Particolare è il ritrovamento di un resto di mano mummificata appartenente ad una individuo 
di sesso femminile, che riporta l’anello nunziale al dito. L’oggetto che cattura maggiormente 
l’attenzione, però, è indubbiamente un anello in lega metallica, in stile architettonico, i cui motivi 
decorativi appartengono ai modelli in voga nel periodo rinascimentale: la datazione al XVI secolo 
costituisce un riferimento per le datazioni postume delle sepolture nella cripta. Successivamente 
i defunti vennero adagiati accuratamente al centro della cripta, uno sopra all’altro, e a causa dello 
schiacciamento ricevuto dal peso dello strato superiore non hanno potuto conservarsi; allo stesso 
tempo, però, la deposizione ordinata farebbe supporre che in questo periodo era possibile accedere 
agevolmente all’ambiente cimiteriale.

Dagli scavi alla valorizzazione dei reperti e dei resti mummificati

A seguito dell’importante scoperta, la Soprintendenza per i Beni Archeologici ha voluto 
valorizzare i rinvenimenti sul luogo, facendo una distinzione tra la cultura materiale, collocata 
all’interno del museo, e l’esposizione di alcuni corpi mummificati, sistemati direttamente nella 
cripta cimiteriale. Nello specifico, i corpi delle mummie non sono stati musealizzati, ma mostrati 
nella loro postura originaria all’interno della cripta in cui sono stati rinvenuti, rispettando soprattutto 
la posizione del ritrovamento. La scelta di un’esposizione naturale e non musealizzata dei corpi 
mummificati risponde ad una volontà di non ferire il sentimento religioso e di rispettare la sacralità 
del luogo: ciò che viene esposto, infatti, consiste nei resti dei corpi di persone defunte in un’epoca 
non molto lontana, progenitori degli abitanti attuali della piccola comunità di Roccapelago; 
per questo motivo, non è sembrato opportuno esporre le mummie all’interno di teche in vetro 
accompagnate da didascalie come accade in alcune simili esposizioni museali presenti in Italia 
dall’aspetto alquanto lugubre, ad esempio nell’esposizione museale delle mummie di Ferentillo 3, 
di Palermo 4 e di Venzone 5.

Tra i corpi mummificati all’interno della cripta quello che attira maggiormente l’attenzione 
è il rinvenimento di un’anziana signora rannicchiata su se stessa con le mani giunte. La morte le 
sopraggiunse mentre si trovava lontana dai familiari, tanto che il rigor mortis manifestatosi prima del 

3 Ferentillo: come nel caso di Roccapelago, anche a Terni nel Ferentillo la mummificazione naturale è stata 
possibile grazie a due finestre laterali presenti nella cripta cimiteriale che hanno agevolato il passaggio di aria e 
l’essiccazione dei corpi dei defunti. Molte analogie sono presenti tra il caso di Roccapelago e il caso del Ferentillo, ma 
anche alcune palesi differenze: il significato che si è voluto attribuire nell’esposizione delle mummie del Ferentillo, 
per esempio, vuole valorizzare maggiormente la caducità della vita di fronte alla morte, mentre a Roccapelago la 
riflessione che sorge maggiormente dinanzi alla visione di corpi deceduti è quella di una valorizzazione della vita.

4 Palermo: il convento dei Cappuccini a Palermo, con annessa la chiesa di santa Maria della pace, conserva 
numerosi corpi mummificati all’interno della catacomba nei sotterranei. A differenza del caso di Roccapelago e di 
quello del Ferentillo, la mummificazione dei corpi non è avvenuta in modo spontaneo ma attraverso un procedimento 
volontario di imbalsamazione. Come nel Ferentillo, lo spettacolo macabro della caducità della vita rispetto alla morte 
viene reso tramite la musealizzazione dei corpi imbalsamati posizionati all’impiedi.

5 Venzone: ad Udine, nel Venzone, la Cripta cimiteriale della Cappella di San Michele conserva numerosi 
ritrovamenti di corpi mummificati. L’analogia con il caso dei Roccapelago e del Ferentillo consiste nel procedimento 
naturale di mummificazione dei corpi inumati, mentre a differenza delle mummie di Roccapelago abbiamo nel 
Venzone una musealizzazione dei resti dei corpi custoditi all’interno di teche in vetro, come nell’esposizione museale 
del Ferentillo.



Cozza, G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 31-53 37

ritrovamento della salma non ha reso possibile il cambio delle vesti per la sepoltura, perciò il corpo 
mostra i resti degli abiti che indossava al momento del decesso (una camicia rattoppata e una cuffia 
da notte).

Grazie alla cooperazione di archeologi e antropologi è stato possibile recuperare i corpi mantenendo 
esattamente la loro connessione anatomica e riporli su supporti rigidi al fine di poterli trasferire e 
analizzare presso il Laboratorio di antropologia di Ravenna, diretto da Giorgio Gruppioni del 
Dipartimento di Storie e Metodi per la Conservazione dei Beni Culturali (Università degli Studi di 
Bologna).

Del campione di sessanta corpi inviati al Laboratorio di Antropologia per le analisi, soltanto una 
dozzina, quelli meglio conservati, sono stati adagiati nella cripta per l’esposizione. Le due finestrelle della 
cripta, che grazie alla naturale circolazione di aria avevano consentito la mummificazione spontanea 
dei corpi, sono state lasciate aperte e protette soltanto da una rete a maglia sottile, proprio per ristabilire 
l’originale ecosistema. Ogni accorgimento e dispositivo di conservazione è stato progettato affinchè si 
protraesse il più a lungo possibile una condizione simile a quella che era all’origine del ritrovamento: è 
stato allestito un impianto a luci micotiche per impedire lo sviluppo di muffe e batteri, che potrebbero 
interferire sulla conservazione delle mummie, e un impianto per il monitoraggio della temperatura 
e dell’umidità nel sotterraneo. I visitatori non hanno accesso alla cripta, ma possono osservare i 
ritrovamenti tramite due vetrate: una porta a vetro, da cui si accede tramite l’ingresso del museo e che 
permette una vista sull’ interrato dal livello della pavimentazione, e una vetrata posizionata sulla volta 
della cripta, a cui si accede dalla chiesa, che offre una visuale sull’interrato dall’alto.

Studio sugli indumenti e sui tessuti

Nel ritrovamento di Roccapelago, un materiale di studio fondamentale e raro è costituito dalla 
grande quantità di reperti tessili in grado di illustrare un quadro storico-sociale, ma anche di fornire 
informazioni sulle attività sartoriali dell’epoca. Le vesti degli abitanti di questa piccola comunità 
montana, rinvenute durante gli scavi, appartengono ad un abbigliamento povero che molto spesso 
non riesce a giungere fino a noi, consumato dall’uso quotidiano e generalmente ritenuto non degno 
di attenzione e preservazione. Gli abiti antichi giunti fino a noi appartengono solitamente a persone 
di alto rango, spesso a sovrani, i quali indossavano tessuti preziosissimi come seta tinteggiata di colori 
pregiati, decorati con trine e ricami particolari. Tra gli abiti rinvenuti nelle sepolture, inoltre, riescono 
a preservarsi meglio quelli realizzati in fibra animale (lana o seta), mentre è assai raro ritrovare reperti 
tessili in fibra vegetale se non in alcune sepolture nelle chiese. A Roccapelago i ritrovamenti sono 
prevalentemente in fibra vegetale ad eccezione della lana utilizzata per le calze e per alcune cuffiette 
da notte. A contribuire all’insolita preservazione dei tessuti in fibra vegetale, è stato il particolare 
microclima sviluppatosi nella cripta, che ha consentito lo studio diretto dei tessuti, delle decorazioni 
e delle cuciture utilizzate da gente povera e delle vesti intime dei contadini che fino ad ora erano note 
quasi esclusivamente attraverso le iconografie.

Il processo di inumazione delle salme a Roccapelago prevedeva la vestizione del defunto con 
la camicia (Fig. 3) di cotone o lino, rammendata più volte, che quella persona aveva indossato 
per tutta la vita. Talvolta la camicia portava sul davanti una taschina nella quale veniva inserita 
un’immagine sacra, solitamente una medaglietta o una preghiera, che servisse ad accompagnare il 
defunto nell’aldilà. Sopra alla camicia, intima e personalizzata da rifiniture, un sudario avvolgeva 
in ultimo la salma in quanto abito da sepoltura realizzato con tessuto più grezzo (juta) che aveva 
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la funzione di proteggere il corpo, lasciando scoperto il capo e i piedi coperti dalle calze in lana 
(Fig. 4) affinchè fosse possibile compiere il rito funebre. Il vestiario era prodotto in ambito 
domestico: erano le donne ad occuparsi della tessitura e della filatura compiute tramite un’accurata 
lavorazione artigianale, servendosi di filati vegetali o lana grezza, ad eccezione di alcuni tessuti molto 
pregiati in lino, velluto e damasco certamente importati. Sulle camicie sono ancora presenti e ben 
visibili   varie tipologie di cucitura e rammendo molto frequenti per il deterioramento degli abiti.  
Le camicie femminili si distinguono da quelle maschili per una scollatura più ampia e per decorazioni 
costituite da pizzi e merletti accuratamente lavorati a mano tramite la tecnica del tombolo.

Numerosi i ritrovamenti di cuffiette da neonato (Fig. 5) realizzate in lana, 
a testimonianza dell’elevata mortalità infantile, ma vi sono anche alcune 
cuffiette realizzate in velluto e seta provenienti da una manifattura non locale. 
Tra i reperti tessili, tutti di notevole importanza e rarità, si distingue come unico esempio di 
tinteggiatura (Fig. 6) un tessuto a riquadri bianchi e indaco. Il disegno geometrico non è casuale, e 
i quadri sono disposti lungo un asse diagonale tracciabile con lo sguardo; i tessuti che presentano 
questa caratteristica vengono chiamati “tessuti con disegno riquadrato”, e prevedono anche un 
ordine cromatico stabilito. Nonostante la popolazione fosse povera di mezzi per la lavorazione 
artigianale, emerge un maggior numero di quadri indaco, e ciò probabilmente manifesta una 
volontà di impreziosire il tessuto secondo il risaputo gusto della nobiltà dell’epoca, la quale 
apprezzava molto i toni del blu. Ciò che colpisce maggiormente è la ricchezza compositiva del 
tessuto nella sua semplicità, che mostra una volontà del tessitore di esibire la sua abilità artigianale 
e il desiderio da parte di persone umili di possedere indumenti eleganti.

Studi entomologici e botanici

Contesti archeologici come quello di Roccapelago permettono l’applicazione 
delle Scienze Naturali Forensi, in particolare dell’Archeoentomologia funeraria, 
la quale si occupa dello studio dei frammenti di animali e piante rinvenuti sui 
corpi defunti anche a seguito di un lungo lasso temporale trascorso dal decesso. 
Un cadavere che ha subito dei processi decompositivi è caratterizzato da una particolare 
percentuale d’acqua; un corpo, infatti, durante il processo di decomposizione, passa 
da un contenuto d’acqua di circa il 70% ad un contenuto molto basso, tipico di uno 
stadio scheletrico. Sul corpo decomposto, inoltre, si succedono una serie di reazioni 
chimiche tra cui la fermentazione che richiama diversi tipi di organismi nutrendoli. 
A seconda delle condizioni fisico-chimiche e delle variabili ambientali, si svilupperanno differenti 
tipologie di insetti sul corpo; per questo motivo lo studio entomologico e botanico sui reperti può 
condurre ad importanti informazioni, quali, per esempio, la data precisa del decesso. 

Gli insetti ritrovati si sono preservati nel tempo grazie alla particolare cuticola che riveste 
esternamente il loro corpo, costituita da sostanze come la chitina e alcune proteine che le conferiscono 
un’eccezionale resistenza. Il ritrovamento più consistente a Roccapelago è rappresentato dal 
pupario 6, appartenente alla specie Ophyra capensis (Diptera, Muscidae), presente tra le numerose 
specie di insetti e parassiti rinvenuti grazie alla resistenza della chitina. Nel ritrovamento di 
Roccapelago, uno dei più importanti nel suo genere per questo aspetto, numerosi reperti zoologici 
(Fig. 7) mostrano un perfetto stato di conservazione ed è possibile osservarne completamente i 
caratteri integri.

6 Pupario: è un involucro protettivo indurito all’interno del quale si svolge la metamorfosi di alcuni insetti allo 
stadio di pupa ed ha una funzione protettiva. 
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Testimonianze devozionali

Gli scavi archeologici di Roccapelago hanno restituito non solo i corpi mummificati con il vestiario 
e i reperti entomologici, ma anche molti oggetti personali appartenuti alle persone defunte. Alcuni 
di questi erano posizionati tra gli abiti, mentre la maggior parte è stata recuperata durante la fase di 
setacciatura del terreno.

Per compiere il viaggio nella vita ultraterrena, gli abitanti della piccola comunità montana si 
munivano di svariati monili: crocifissi in legno o in metallo, medaglie votive in lega, rosari di 
diverse forme, dimensione e materiale. Il ritrovamento più interessante è costituito dalle medaglie 
votive (Fig. 8). Le medaglie rinvenute nella chiesa di Roccapelago appartengono alla tradizione 
di medaglie a soggetto religioso databili tra XVII e XVIII secolo, che rappresentano una delle 
principali tipologie di oggetto devozionale diffuso dalla tarda antichità fino all’età moderna. Molte 
di esse ritraggono santi che venivano venerati a partire dal Medioevo e sono a forma circolare. 
Venivano inserite tra le pieghe degli abiti degli inumati e spesso riposte all’interno di piccoli 
sacchettini.

Sulle medagliette votive spesso era ritratta la Madonna di Loreto (o Vergine Lauretana)  
rappresentata nelle sue diverse varianti iconografiche. Alcune riportano delle iscrizioni, altre 
illustrazioni simboliche, come per esempio i simboli del Giudizio universale,  gli strumenti della 
passione di Cristo, il monogramma bernardiniano, il monogramma mariano e la Porta Santa. 
Vi sono altre figure di santi legati ai soggetti lauretani delle medaglie di Roccapelago, quali S. 
Antonio da Padova, S. Francesco di Paola, S. Emidio, S. Anastasio, S. Giovanni Battista, S. 
Venanzio e le rappresentazioni della Porta Santa. I pellegrinaggi verso Loreto e Padova compiuti 
dalla discendenza modenese della famiglia Este spiegano la presenza del culto legato a S. Antonio 
. Il richiamo alle virtù taumaturgiche di ogni santo spiega, invece, la presenza dei culti verso gli 
altri santi, che rappresentano le principali necessità della popolazione di Roccapelago in continua 
lotta per la sopravvivenza: S. Francesco è il protettore dei poveri, S. Attanasio viene invocato 
per ottenere protezione contro i mali, la festa di S. Giovanni Battista era connessa al ciclo solare, 
S. Emidio di Ascoli nelle Marche era invocato contro i terremoti 7, che nel tempo non hanno 
risparmiato i territori del Frignano segnalati come zone altamente sismiche.

Lo studio sulle medaglie devozionali fornisce importanti notizie sulle ramificazioni dei flussi 
religiosi che, ad eccezione di Padova, conducono verso il centro Italia e in particolare nelle Marche, 
in Umbria e in Toscana con una testimonianza dei culti di S. Pellegrino e S. Bianco, riconducibili 
alla vicina Garfagnana.

Documenti cartacei: il ritrovamento della lettera - rivelazione di Maria Ori

Oltre agli abiti e agli oggetti devozionali appartenuti agli inumati, nella cripta si sono conservati 
alcuni rari documenti cartacei che servivano ad accompagnare il defunto durante il suo viaggio 
nell’aldilà. Tra questi, il ritrovamento della lettera di Maria Ori (Fig. 9) risulta particolarmente 
indicativo della spiritualità popolare attestata in questo genere di documenti. La lettera, che 
oltre al testo scritto riportava l’immagine della Madonna, è stata trovata ripiegata e sigillata da 

7 Terremoti: da ricordare il disastroso terremoto del 1920 che colpì la Garfagnana, causando morti e feriti. Nel 
territorio di Pievepelago non si registrarono casi di morti;  per quanto riguarda Roccapelago, l’evento sismico causò 
una crepa sulla parete sud della cripta cimiteriale in cui giacevano i corpi degli inumati.
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un’immagine sacra con attaccato un medaglione di rame chiuso da un vetro; il medaglione, poi, 
era incollato alla lettera con ceralacca in modo da garantirne la preservazione nel tempo.

Il documento, appartenuto ad una certa Maria Ori di Roccapelago, riporta la data della stesura 
e la firma del suo possessore, che si fece seppellire con inddosso il documento il quale rappresenta 
un esempio raro di devozione popolare in associazione al rito della sepoltura. La lettera riporta 
la trascrizione della carta trovata nel Santo Sepolcro di Gerusalemme che, secondo la tradizione, 
farebbe riferimento alla rivelazione sulla Passione di Cristo ricevuta dalle Sante Elisabetta, 
Brigida e Matilde e alle preghiere quotidiane (sette Ave Maria e sette Pater Noster). Secondo la 
credenza popolare, dunque, recitando queste preghiere per un periodo di quindici anni il fedele 
avrebbe ottenuto cinque grazie, l’indulgenza dell’anima, la remissione dei peccati e la salvezza 
dal purgatorio per sè e per tutta la propria discendenza.

Osservazioni sul campione antropologico

Gli studi prendono in considerazione 28 individui mummificati provenienti dall’ultimo strato 
della catasta di corpi ammassati all’interno della cripta cimiteriale. Essi appartengono alle sepolture 
più recenti, attribuibili alla fine del XVIII secolo, che hanno restituito dodici individui meglio 
conservati, sia nei tessuti molli sia per quanto riguarda il vestiario, e che per questo sono stati 
destinati alla musealizzazione. I reperti degli inumati sono stati sottoposti a diverse analisi tramite 
metodi non invasivi, come TC total body, prelievi per esami entomologici ed archeobotanici, 
analisi istologiche, istochimiche, chimico-fisiche e genetiche (che includono il DNA antico).

Dopo queste prime indagini, i reperti sono stati sottoposti a microaspirazione per eliminare i 
residui di terra e ad analisi antropologiche dirette che hanno determinato vari attributi: il sesso, 
l’età del decesso, la ricostruzione delle caratteristiche antropometriche, le attività svolte, gli 
indicatori di stress nutrizionali e ambientali, le lesioni patologiche.

Il campione indagato è stato in grado di restituire importanti informazioni sulle cause di morte 
legate al genere e all’età degli individui: esso mostra un 58% di individui di sesso femminile, 
un 34% di sesso maschile mentre il restante 8% non ha mostrato sufficienti elementi per poterne 
determinare il sesso. Le donne morivano perlopiù nella fascia di età compresa tra i 20 e i 29 anni, 
presumibilmente per complicazioni legate al parto, mentre gli uomini tra i 30 e i 49 anni a seguito 
di una vita trascorsa ad eseguire attività lavorative pesanti.

Il campione antropologico, quindi, è eterogeneamente composto da individui di qualsiasi censo, 
età ed estrazione sociale poichè il luogo di sepoltura fu utilizzato per molto tempo dalla comunità 
roccaiola, accogliendo indistintamente i suoi abitanti e, in certi casi confermati da testimonianza 
scritta, anche alcuni stranieri.

Le sepolture mostrano una prima fase di utilizzo della cripta, in cui i corpi venivano trasportati 
a braccio e adagiati nel sotterraneo, e una seconda fase, in cui venivano calati dall’alto e adagiati 
in modo casuale sul pavimento roccioso dello spazio cimiteriale. La fase preparatoria delle salme 
e quella della sepoltura garantivano numerose attenzioni e cure agli inumati. L’assenza di elementi 
dimostrativi escludono in ogni caso la morte violenta degli individui che si trovano nella cripta, 
ed è sempre riconoscibile una precisa intenzione di deposizione del defunto. In molti casi, i corpi 
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dei defunti hanno mantenuto la posizione in cui i loro cari li avevano accuratamente sistemati. 
Venivano preparati con premura e ricevevano cure che ne garantivano la compostezza, l’eleganza e 
l’aspetto estetico non veniva mai trascurato. Le numerose testimonianze devozionali che facevano 
da corredo alla salma confermano chiaramente che ci troviamo di fronte ad un luogo di sepoltura.

Le analisi scientifiche del DNA hanno dimostrato la trasmissione di alcuni caratteri epigenetici 
all’interno del campione osservato i quali suggeriscono il contesto di un luogo di sepoltura 
utilizzato da una comunità chiusa, un isolato genetico. 8

Gli studi sui ritrovamenti, inoltre, hanno permesso di ipotizzare alcune attività giornaliere 
appartenenti alle rigide condizioni di vita degli abitanti, come per esempio il sollevamento di 
grossi pesi legato al lavoro nei boschi e alla macellazione di animali di grandi dimensioni. Queste 
attività si ripercuotevano inevitabilmente sulla salute degli individui, procurando spesso lesioni 
corporee e malattie. In particolare, i ritrovamenti mostrano numerosi casi di lesione all’omero e alla 
scapola, irregolarità e fratture in corrispondenza delle aree di congiunzione tra il muscolo e le ossa, 
degenerazione vistosa della colonna vertebrale e degli arti inferiori a causa della sollecitazione ricevuta 
da una faticosa deambulazione sui dislivelli del territorio montano. Sono stati rinvenuti numerosi 
esempi di osteoporosi, artrite, artrosi (Fig. 10) e presenza della spina bifida occulta i quali comunicano 
un quadro carenziale di nutrienti e di acido folico (vitamina B9) dovuto ad una insufficiente quantità 
di alimenti assunti tramite la dieta: verdure a foglia verde (spinaci, broccoli, asparagi, lattuga), legumi, 
cereali, frutta come limoni, arance e fragole, fegato.

La dieta degli antichi abitanti di Roccapelago

Sui resti rinvenuti a Roccapelago sono stati applicati studi di paleonutrizione, una disciplina 
che analizza chimicamente gli elementi all’interno degli alimenti. Le abitudini alimentari di una 
popolazione permettono di ricostruirne i modelli produttivi e di consumo. Le analisi sui campioni 
presi in considerazione sono state svolte presso il Centro Ricerche e Servizi Ambientali (C.R.S.A.) di 
Marina di Ravenna e l’interpretazione dei risultati è stata svolta in collaborazione con il dipartimento 
di Biologia dell’Università di Pisa.

In relazione alle abitudini alimentari di una popolazione sono considerati come principali 
marcatori nutrizionali lo stronzio e il magnesio, i quali indicano una dieta prevalentemente vegetariana 
e cerealicola, lo zinco ed il rame, che indicano una dieta di origine proteica.

Lo stronzio è contenuto in grandi quantità di vegetali a foglia verde o molluschi e pesci di piccola 
taglia. Il magnesio è contenuto nella crusca, nel frumento, nel germe di grano, nei fiocchi e farina 
d’avena, mentre concentrazioni più ridotte sono presenti nella frutta secca. Alti contenuti di zinco 
vengono riscontrati nella carne rossa, nei derivati del latte e nei molluschi di origine terrestre e/o 
marina; anche i cereali e i legumi ne dispongono di una quantità elevata, anche se lo zinco di origine 
vegetale risulta meno assimilabile dall’organismo umano. Gli alimenti a ricco contenuto di rame sono 
il fegato di bue e di vitello e le frattaglie in generale, i molluschi e i crostacei.

8  Isolato genetico: paese in cui la popolazione ha conservato caratteri genetici 
chiari a causa dell’isolamento geografico e della scarsa immigrazione, tanto che in questi 
comuni il patrimonio genetico degli abitati è più omogeneo rispetto a popolazioni aperte.
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Dalle analisi sui ritrovamenti di Roccapelago emergono bassi livelli di calcio, riscontrabili in tutti 
i campioni, come possibile effetto o di uno stato patologico diffuso, o di una diminuzione della 
quantità del minerale dopo la morte del corpo (condizione altamente riscontrabile nelle sepolture 
all’interno di uno spazio vuoto). In ogni caso, i risultati esprimono un assorbimento insufficiente del 
calcio come effetto di una dieta poco diversificata. Le concentrazioni di stronzio e zinco, inferiori alla 
quantità ritenuta necessaria, testimoniano una dieta in cui il consumo di carne rossa, frutta e verdura 
è pressapoco inesistente, dando origine a gravi carenze e a stati patologici diffusi. È stato ipotizzato che 
l’apporto ridotto di stronzio sarebbe dovuto ad un consumo ricorrente di radici e piante selvatiche.

Un apporto molto basso di rame testimonia l’utilizzo contenuto delle risorse di origine animale e 
di alimenti altamente proteici, quali i molluschi e le frattaglie. Un elevato consumo cerealicolo, invece, 
è testimoniato da consistenti livelli di magnesio: frumento, crusca, ghiande e castagne costituivano 
la maggior parte della dieta degli antichi abitanti della piccola comunità di Roccapelago. Si trattava 
comunque di una popolazione povera ma che non soffriva la fame, di una comunità montana che 
traeva nutrimento dall’habitat naturale da cui era circondata, da ciò che rappresentava al contempo il 
suo massimo grado di isolamento e di protezione: la montagna.

Le malattie di Roccapelago dal passato fino ai giorni nostri

La comunità di Roccapelago ha dovuto lottare in passato contro malattie legate alle difficili 
condizioni di vita e alla rigidità delle condizioni ambientali, e soprattutto contro la piaga della 
mortalità infantile. La speranza di vita media alla fine del 1700 non superava i 33 - 35 anni proprio 
a causa  dell’elevata mortalità infantile che colpiva i bambini, i quali spesso morivano di infezioni 
gastrointestinali, morbillo, polmonite, difterite, tifo e tubercolosi. Il contagio era favorito dalle 
condizioni igieniche e ambientali, ma anche dalla mancanza di norme preventive sconosciute alla 
popolazione. Superata la soglia critica per ogni individuo dei 3 - 4 anni di età, però, il rischio di morte 
diminuiva molto rapidamente e si registra una buona aspettativa di vita tra la popolazione con alcuni 
casi di persone novantenni, centenari e ultracentenari.

Tra le patologie congenite allora più diffuse troviamo la spina bifida occulta, che consiste nella 
mancata fusione dell’ultimo tratto della colonna vertebrale a causa di uno sviluppo incompleto nella 
fase embrionale. È una patologia trasmessa per via ereditaria che determina un malfunzionamento nel 
metabolismo del folato. Questo difetto lieve è ancora molto comune nel territorio di Roccapelago e 
nei paesi limitrofi, ma attualmente è possibile limitarne l’incidenza tramite l’assunzione di acido folico 
da parte della gestante durante la gravidanza, segnando una grossa differenza rispetto al passato. Le 
donne erano maggiormente colpite dalle malattie legate all’assimilazione di calcio poichè dovevano 
affrontare numerose gravidanze, parti e allattamenti, molti dei quali spesso costituivano un rischio di 
morte sia per la madre che per il neonato.

L’osteoporosi, per esempio, portava a rischi di fratture ossee e allora, come adesso, colpiva 
maggiormente le donne. Anche l’artrosi colpiva tutti gli individui di sesso femminile e interessava 
soprattutto il tratto cervicale e lombosacrale della colonna, le mani e le ginocchia.

Nella quasi totalità degli individui maschili esaminati, invece, sono presenti segni di periostite, 
dovuti all’insorgenza di un processo infiammatorio che porta ad una ipervascolarizzazione del periostio. 
Le lesioni interessano soprattutto le ossa della gamba e della coscia, e ciò è indicativo della presenza 
di traumi dovuti ad uno stress subito dagli arti inferiori a seguito di una deambulazione continua su 
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terreni impervi e scoscesi.

Gli arti superiori dimostrano, invece, una specializzazione diversa della muscolatura a seconda 
dei sessi: nell’individuo maschio il braccio destro appare più utilizzato soprattutto in età lavorativa, 
mentre nelle donne vi è un utilizzo anche del braccio sinistro per lo svolgimento di attività 
artigianali come la tessitura. Le attività svolte dalle donne portavano ad un maggior coinvolgimento 
omogeneo dell’asse superiore del corpo rispetto ai lavori pesanti svolti dagli uomini. I lavori 
domestici tipicamente femminili (impastare, filare, lavare, cucinare, mungere) hanno determinato 
lo sviluppo della muscolatura dell’arto destro delle donne dovuto all’articolazione della mano. 
I risultati mostrano, infine, come gli abitanti della comunità di Roccapelago conducessero una vita 
segnata dalla fatica, dal lavoro e dalla povertà.

Rispetto al passato, l’incidenza e la consistenza di queste patologie riscontrate nel territorio 
sono diminuite, anche se la loro presenza legata alle particolari attività di montagna permane. 
Oggi vi è una speranza di vita in aumento grazie alla riduzione della mortalità infantile, al miglioramento 
delle condizioni igieniche e ambientali, alla possibilità di condurre una dieta alimentare più ricca, e 
grazie alle possibilità di cura che un tempo non esistevano.

Spostamenti e mobilità di una piccola comunità dell’Appennino: confini fluidi rispetto al territorio

Nello studio per la ricostruzione della vita della comunità di Roccapelago tra il XVI e il XVII 
secolo, i registri parrocchiali si sono rivelati di grande importanza informativa, e sono stati dunque 
integrati allo studio dei reperti osteologici. Il corpus di volumi ritrovati è composto da due libri dei 
Morti, tre libri dei Nati e due libri dei Matrimoni e ha consentito di rintracciare alcuni importanti 
aspetti come la stagionalità della morte, le abitudini sociali legate alla sepoltura, ma anche importanti 
informazioni riguardo alla concezione del sacro, alla mobilità, ai commerci e alle malattie nel versante 
appenninico tosco-emiliano.

I commerci e i flussi migratori stagionali verso le pianure toscane ed emiliano-romagnole, dovuti 
all’attività della transumanza dei pastori, costituivano i motivi degli spostamenti e il mezzo di 
sostentamento per queste genti montane.  Lo studio su alcuni campioni polmonari mummificati 
appartenenti ad individui maschi ha rilevato la presenza di antracosi: ciò attesta la diffusione di una 
malattia cronica del polmone dovuta all’inalazione di residui prodotti dalla combustione e legata ad 
una figura professionale a carattere migratorio, quella del carbonaio, diffusa in tutto l’alto Frignano.

Esistono ancora tracce di una pratica della carboneria nella località di Lago Santo, in cui l’intenso 
sfruttamento del territorio per la combustione provocò il depauperamento dell’antica faggeta 
circostante, e nell’antico borgo carbonaio ormai abbandonato de La Mirandola, vicino a Roccapelago.

Soltanto in particolari e rare occasioni, come la circolazione di importanti epidemie (tra cui la peste 
del 1630, alla quale la comunità di Roccapelago rimase immune), i flussi tra i due versanti appenninici 
venivano interrotti con la chiusura provvisoria dei confini per impedire la migrazione delle malattie. 
Una situazione simile si verificò durante la diffusione della febbre gialla a Livorno nel 1804. In quei 
momenti Roccapelago venne a costituirsi come una vera e propria dogana sanitaria, essendo localizzata 
su un territorio di confine. È chiaro, dunque, che il crinale tosco-emiliano rappresentò in molte 
occasioni una realtà piuttosto favorevole ai contatti antropici tra i due versanti.
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A conferma della fluidità e dinamicità degli spostamenti in alto Appennino, intervengono anche 
gli studi genetici sui campioni ritrovati: il profilo genetico della popolazione di Roccapelago mostra, 
infatti, maggiori affinità con le popolazioni toscane rispetto a quelle emiliane, un’affinità spesso 
rintracciabile anche nelle abitudini culturali.

Le medagliette votive recuperate all’interno della cripta, per esempio, riportano le iconografie 
dei Santi Pellegrino e Bianco, in onore dei quali fu costruito un santuario proprio sul crinale delle 
Alpi Apuane. E così anche le campane conservate oggi all’interno della Chiesa di Roccapelago, che 
suonarono per gli abitanti di questa piccola comunità dal XVII secolo fino ai giorni nostri, utilizzavano 
un sistema di suono proveniente dalla vicina Garfagnana.

I documenti rinvenuti mostrano, dunque, molti spostamenti umani e una permeabilità dei confini 
tra popolazioni limitrofe che non corrispondono ai rigidi confini imposti dalla territorialità. Confini 
impalpabili per quanto riguarda la comunità dei vivi, ma anche per quanto riguarda quella dei morti.

Confini fluidi rispetto alla realtà della morte

I registri parrocchiali riportano informazioni riguardo ad un condannato ai ferri, non originario 
di Roccapelago, il quale si trovava lì a scontare la sua pena fornendo la propria manodopera per la 
costruzione della Via Vandelli . Durante il suo soggiorno in terra straniera, il condannato morì a Sasso 
Tignoso e venne recuperato e sepolto in modo caritatevole dal parroco di Roccapelago. Il parroco, che fu 
preposto alla reggenza della parrocchia dalla seconda metà del XVIII fino alla prima metà del XIX secolo, 
riconosce allo straniero defunto il diritto di essere sepolto nella cripta cimiteriale di Roccapelago senza 
alcuna distinzione rispetto ai suoi abitanti : “Un uomo venuto dalla Maremma di toscana in San Pellegrino 
[…] fu consegnato a me in tutto e fattolo spostare in chiesa, fatteli l’esequie iuxta fu il suo cadavere sepelito in 
sepolcro comune ab extra me presente ed altri” (Don Bianchi (2016). Milani, V., Traversari, M., in  “Quadri 
paleopatologici e tracce di spiritualità dai registri dei morti e dei nati di Roccapelago: il significato della 
morte ed il senso della vita”, pp 271). La registrazione, risalente al 1751, è interessante per un duplice 
aspetto: esibisce la pietas di una piccola comunità montana conferita ad uno sconosciuto, uno straniero, 
che non aveva la possibilità di assicurarsi una degna vestizione e una degna sepoltura e, soprattutto, 
attesta che lo stesso sentimento di misericordia viene rivolto ad un “condannato ai ferri”, un reo. 
Il fatto che il defunto fosse straniero passa in secondo piano rispetto all’attenzione posta, invece, sul 
suo stato fisico.

L’idea di “impurità” era più legata alle affezioni del corpo, piuttosto che dello spirito, come dimostra 
una annotazione nel registro parrocchiale riferita ad una donna malata e in cui si legge “Impurita morti 
aggressa” (p. 270), assalita da una morte impura, senza una causa che venga specificata. Solitamente 
questo aggettivo indica la presenza di un’infezione batterica o virale capace di corrompere l’integrità 
della persona. In generale, possiamo dedurre che l’idea di purezza sia legata all’integrità fisica del 
vivente.

Altre registrazioni descrivono come, di fronte ad una difficile condizione di vita, la morte fosse 
percepita quale unica via di fuga da lunghe sofferenze. Le annotazioni dei casi di morte sui registri  
parrocchiali fanno intravedere l’importante significato che la morte assumeva per questa piccola 
comunità, e come anche la vita trovasse un senso dinanzi ad essa. Spesso il vero significato era quello 
di vivere la vita assumendosi un impegno svolto a soddisfare il Signore, più che se stessi, come attesta 
una poesia cantata in cui l’unica certezza di giungere nella gloria di Dio riesce ad alleviare la sofferenza 
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causata dalla difficoltà della vita:

 / No mio Dio, non mi spavento 
Son contento di patire, son contento di morire 
Purchè voi siate contento  
Ad un cuore amante e forte  
Per dar gusto al suo Dio piace la morte / (Autore ignoto, (2016). Milani, V., Traversari, 
M., in “Quadri paleopatologici e tracce di spiritualità dai registri dei morti e dei 
nati di Roccapelago: il significato della morte ed il senso della vita”, pp: 274).

Il Registro dei Morti viene messo a confronto con quello dei Nati per ricavare l’approccio che gli 
abitanti della piccola comunità di Roccapelago avevano nei confronti di questi due momenti salienti 
dell’esistenza, l’ingresso e l’uscita dalla vita. Momenti che indubbiamente chiamavano in causa il 
dolore e la sofferenza, e il valore della vita dinnanzi alla morte che raggiungeva forse il suo punto 
più alto di fronte alla mortalità infantile. Questa triste tendenza era diffusa tra popolazioni antiche, 
e   presentava il rischio massimo di mortalità nella fascia di età che va dalla nascita fino al primo 
anno di vita. Le cause di morte non sono riconducibili a particolari patologie, ma sono da attribuire 
al momento molto delicato del parto e alle ore successive. Ogni situazione in cui potessero sorgere 
delle complicazioni, come nel caso dei parti gemellari, costituiva un elemento di tensione e di paura. 
I registri parrocchiali attestano la pratica diffusa del battesimo di emergenza, sacramento che veniva 
impartito durante il momento concitato del parto qualora si fossero presentate situazioni rischiose per 
il bambino tali da far ritenere opportuno intervenire prima che fosse troppo tardi; il fine era quello di 
garantire al nascituro la salvezza dell’anima tramite il battesimo. Il parto gemellare non era un evento 
desiderabile ancora nel XVII secolo date le complicazioni che potevano insorgere sia per la madre, sia 
per il nascituro: a Roccapelago circa la metà dei gemelli nati non arrivò mai all’età adulta.

Non deve, quindi, apparire insolita la presenza di uno spazio dedicato alla sepoltura degli infanti all’interno 
della cripta cimiteriale, spazio che nei Registri dei Morti viene appellato come “sepolcro degli angeli”. I 
Registri dei Nati attestano chiaramente come la morte fosse una presenza costante nella vita della piccola 
comunità roccaiola, suggerendo come doveva essere interpretato il decesso dei bambini e degli adulti: la 
sofferenza del corpo appariva come mezzo di cura e di elevazione dello spirito nella conciliazione con Dio.  
Vi era, dunque, una necessità di esorcizzare la difficoltà quotidiana e la durezza della vita ma, al 
contempo, come dimostra lo studio antropologico, queste erano tali da indurre ad impartire 
un’educazione ai bambini che li preparasse per il loro futuro arduo e affinchè avessero degli strumenti 
di lettura per alleviare il dolore.

Osservando questo particolare studio, i confini tra comunità appaiono fluidi nel territorio 
geografico, fino ad annullarsi nel comune destino che porta ogni essere umano alla morte, tanto 
che nessun giudizio e impedimento morale possono ostacolare l’ingresso della persona deceduta 
nella comunità dei morti, chiunque essa sia e da qualsiasi parte del mondo provenga. Di fronte alla 
morte, la comunità roccaiola si sentiva in dovere di prestare misericordia e accoglienza nei confronti 
di ogni persona, per accompagnarla nella comune esperienza umana dell’aldilà con tutte le cure e la 
preparazione necessaria.

Il valore delle mummie di Roccapelago oggi

Il ritrovamento di Roccapelago porta inevitabilmente ad un processo di valorizzazione del 
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territorio locale, con al centro una piccola zona di montagna dell’alto Appennino tosco emiliano che 
porta alla luce un importante sito storico-archeologico di interesse antropologico, muovendo così un 
afflusso turistico verso questi luoghi decentrati dai centri urbani e culturali, in via di spopolamento e 
abbandono da parte della popolazione.

Osservando il caso, inoltre, siamo indubbiamente mossi ad una riflessione che vede, da un 
lato, una comunità montana di pastori vissuta tra XV e XVII secolo i cui confini geografici e 
sociali non impedivano il contatto e l’integrazione dei membri appartenenti ad altre comunità 
e ad altre condizioni sociali all’interno della propria comunità. Questi confini soltanto per un 
istante diventavano rigidi in nome di una buona condizione di salute degli abitanti. Dall’altro, 
una società contemporanea, la nostra, che mai come in questo momento storico e politico si trova 
ad aver rafforzato così tanto i propri confini geografici, sociali e spirituali da trovarsi in difficoltà 
nell’accoglienza e nell’integrazione dell’ “altro”, proveniente da paesi lontani e da realtà culturali 
diverse, giunto attraverso viaggi dall’esito incerto e caratterizzati da condizioni disumane indicibili. 
Qui, invece, i confini nemmeno per un attimo riescono ad allentarsi, in nome di una integrità 
identitaria occidentale che non deve essere messa in pericolo da chi giunge da lontano come straniero. 
Da un lato la montagna, la quale appare come un ostacolo naturale ma si rivela come un canale di 
scambio, di contatti antropici e di confini fluidi nella vita e nella morte. Dall’altro il mare, spesso 
carico di false speranze, in cui si registrano flussi umani clandestini che nella maggior parte dei casi 
incontrano la morte; mare che appare come uno spazio aperto e svincolato da qualsiasi dominio nel 
quale, invece, vengono erette attualmente le più dure barriere umane.
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Figure
Fig. 1 – (1a) Roccapelago - Chiesa della Conversione di S. 
Paolo, Cripta cimiteriale con ricollocazione delle mummie.
Visuale dalla porta vetro accedibile dal museo. (1b) La mummia 
della donna anziana indicata in corso di scavo con la dicitura 
“individuo 54” (foto di Milena Vanoni).

Fig.2 – Diverse prospettive di vista sul museo: da sinistra a destra, vista est con in evidenza feritoie e canali centrali; vista di 
scorcio da Nord-Est lungo il sentiero di risalita al museo; vista da Nord-est, dalle mura verso le catene montuose; vista da Nord-
Ovest sull’accesso al museo (foto di Giorgia Cozza).
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Fig. 3a – Gli indumenti delle mummie di Roccapelago: (3 a) a destra, camicia interna maschile con colletto alto e chiusura 
con bottoni ed asola, particolari della trama dei tessuti, toppe e rammendi; a sinistra, sudario esterno in juta. (3b) Camicia 
femminile con ampia scollatura, decorazioni e rifiniture con pizzi e merletti lavorati a mano.

Fig. 3b
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Fig. 5 a (sotto). Cuffiette: a sinistra, cuffietta da neonato in damasco classico di colore rosso-morello; al centro, cuffietta da donna 
in velluto nero con fodera diagonale in lana; a sinistra, cuffietta in lana.

Fig. 4 – Frammento di gambe appartenenti ad una donna defunta, con calze di lana realizzate tramite una lavorazione ai ferri. 
È possibile notare la particolare cucitura tra le due calze all’altezza della punta dei piedi, e la cucitura accurata delle stesse alla 
camicia intima. In questo modo, veniva garantita alla salma una maggiore compatezza che preservava il corpo dall’eventuale 
rischio di scomposizione durante la sepoltura e la deposizione dall’alto (tramite botola).
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Fig. 5 b (sopra)). Unico esempio di tessuto tinteggiato tra i ritrovamenti di Roccapelago: un foulard a quadri color beige ed 
indaco, realizzato con telaio per la tessitura a mano.

Fig. 7 – Reperti zoologici osservabili 
nel ritrovamento di Roccapelago: 
partendo da sinistra, il Pupario, 
appartenente alla specie Ophyra 
capensis (Diptera, Muscitade); altri 
ritrovamenti sono rappresentati da 
eseplari di insetti appatrenenti alla 
specie Necrobia Violacea (Coleoptera, 
Cleriade) la cui presenza è associata 
a climi freddi, e da resti di mosche 
conservati interamente; sulla destra, 
scheletri di piccoli topi.

Fig. 8 – Alcune tra le 44 medaglie 
leggibili ritrovate a Roccapelago, che 
presentano svariati temi e soggetti 
religiosi tra cui:l’adorazione dei 
magi, la croce, il Giudizio universale, 
il monogramma bernardiano e quello 
mariano, la Porta Santa, i simboli 
della passione di cristo, soggetti 
appartenenti al culto mariano, santi 
locali (Pellegrino e Bianoco) e santi 
provenienti da altre zone geografiche 
(Emidio dalle Marche, Francesco da 
Paola, Oronzo patrono di Lecce).
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Fig. 9 – Roccapelago di Pievepelago (Mo), scavi nella cripta della chiesa di S. Paolo, lettera della “rivelazione” di Maria Ori 
aperta

Fig. 10 a (a sx). Il ritrovamento mostra osteoporosi diffusa, lesioni alla colonna vertebrale, schiacciamento delle vertebre, 
conservazione del midollo osseo visibile ad occhio nudo.

Fig. 10 b (a dx). È possibile osservare alcuni reperti ossei corrispondenti alle dentature di individui di età diversa; a circa 40 
anni di età, gli individui spesso arrivavano a perdere tutti i denti a causa dell’alimentazione basata sul consumo massiccio di 
farina dolce di castagne. 
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Fig. 10 c. Il ritrovamento di una porzione di arto superiore mummificato mostra sia artrite che artrosi. Il ritrovamento di una 
mano di donna affetto da artrite su cui è stato rinvenuto un anello in lega metallica: la fede nunziale (foto di Milena Vanoni).
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La tradizione letteraria

Il termine magos fu usato per la prima volta dal filosofo Eraclito di Efeso in un testo a noi giunto 
in forma indiretta grazie a Clemente Alessandrino (2004:75-76):

A chi vaticina Eraclito di Efeso? «A gente che vaga di notte, a maghi, a Baccanti, a seguaci di Leneo, 
a iniziati»: a tutti costoro egli minaccia ciò che avverrà dopo la morte, a costoro profetizza il fuoco; «dal 
momento che in maniera sacrilega essi si iniziano a quelli che secondo gli uomini sono considerati misteri». 
Dato che onorano con falsa pietà iniziazioni che in realtà non lo sono e riti di iniziazione che non sono 
riti, i misteri, dunque, sono una consuetudine e una vana superstizione, una menzogna del serpente, 
imbroglio venerato dagli uomini. 1 (Clem. Al. Protr. 2, 22, 2-3)

Il frammento non chiarisce se il vocabolario usato sia quello di Eraclito o quello in uso ai tempi 
di Clemente Alessandrino. Secondo il Graf (2009:22) la semantica del testo garantisce la paternità a 
Eraclito e, quindi, testimonia sia come il termine fosse già in uso tra i persiani sin dalla fine del VI 
secolo a.C. sia come le conoscenze greche sui magoi fossero ancora superficiali (Burkert 1999:89): essi 
sono classificati, infatti, tra i fedeli che celebravano culti misterici dionisiaci, come una sorta di indovini 
mendicanti, secondo la definizione di Platone (R. 2, 364 b), e come esperti itineranti dei culti privati.

1  I vocaboli usati sono nyktpoloi, per indicare coloro i quali vagano di notte, magois, i maghi, gli indovini, 
bacchois, le Baccanti, lenais, i seguaci del satiro Leneo (D.S. 3, 63, 3) e mystais, gli iniziati. Sono nottambuli 
vagabondi che vendono riti falsamente purificatori e che subiranno, dopo la morte, pene infernali a causa della loro 
empietà: Chirassi (2006:169); Graf (2009:22; 234-235).

Mάγος καὶ Mαγεία. La magia nella tradizione letteraria greca

Alessandra Romeo

The study of the historical context, the religion and the literary sources is a fundamental 
approach to define and interpret the figure of the magician in the Greek world. In the aftermath 
of the wars between Greece and Persia, Greek culture was strongly influenced by Persian culture, 
but a strong feeling of national identity against the Eastern world developed among the Greeks. 
Persian culture was considered devoted to the softness of being and pleasure and became the 
symbol for excellence of moral degradation outside the Hellenic world. The Greek authors’ 
testimonies and opinions on the Persian civilization and on the role of the Magi are to be 
inserted in this context. The study, through reading of Greek literary sources, will attempt to give 
a definition of the magician and magic in the Greek world and will deepen the theme of human 
fragility in the face of uncertainty and inability to face the difficulties of life.
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Il termine fu usato successivamente anche dai tragediografi greci e sempre in chiave negativa. I 
magoi furono identificati come ciarlatani, indovini mendicanti, ai margini della società civile e operanti 
al di fuori del culto ufficiale della polis. 

Esemplificativo è il caso di Sofocle (2013:967), che usa il termine in senso denigratorio nei 
confronti dell’indovino Tiresia:

stregone che architetta intrighi, 
un ciarlatano truffaldino che ci vede bene se si tratta di lucrarci sopra,                    
ma nell’arte di veggente è cieco fin dalla nascita. 
Forza parla. Quando mai sei stato indovino veritiero? 
Come mai non proclamasti un oracolo capace di liberare i cittadini, 
quando in questa terra imperversava la cagna cantatrice? 
Eppure risolvere l’enigma non doveva essere compito del primo venuto 
ma di quell’arte profetica, che tu però non mostrasti di possedere, 
né scrutando il volo degli uccelli, né per ispirazione degli dei. 2 (S. OT. 387-395)

Il tragediografo si esprime persino in maniera sarcastica nei confronti dei magoi anche nell’Aiace (S. 
Aj. 582): ‘Quando c’è da tagliare, un medico esperto non sta a cantilenare incantesimi’. 3 

Vi è, quindi, un’aspra polemica nei confronti di quei ciarlatani che usano inutili rimedi ingannevoli 
per il paziente e si elevano a curatori e medici esperti. 4

Altro importante esempio tra i tragici è la monodia del Frigio nell’Oreste di Euripide (2013:2711), nella 
quale il personaggio racconta la scomparsa di Elena durante il tentativo di Oreste e di Ermione di ucciderla: 

E poi volsero nuovamente  
contro Elena, la figlia di Zeus, per ucciderla. 
Ma era sparita dalla stanza, 
via, attraverso il palazzo 
- o Zeus e Terra! O luce e notte! - 
per effetto di un filtro o di incantesimi,  
o perché l’avevano rapita gli dei. (E. Or. 1496-1502)

Il tragediografo sottolinea, quindi, le tecniche tipiche dei magoi che usavano filtri e incantesimi, 
capaci, come in questo caso, di far sparire una persona. 

Euripide (2013:1781), inoltre, si scaglia anche contro coloro i quali ricorrono a tali espedienti, i 

2  Il termine qui usato è μάντις, letteralmente “indovino, profeta” (Hom. Il. 1, 62; Hom. Od. 1, 202; Hes. fr. 253 
Most). Al femminile non muta di significato (A. A. 1273 ss.; A. Th. 402; A. Ch. 929; E. Med. 239).

3  Il termine tradotto con “incantesimi” è ἐπῳδάς, dal nominativo ἐπῳδή, letteralmente “incantesimo, formula 
magica, canto magico” ( A. Eu. 649; X. Mem. 2, 6, 10; Pl. R. 4, 426 b; Pi. P. 3, 47 ss.; 4, 217). Il termine assume 
un’accezione positiva solo nell’Odissea, dove è descritto che la ferita di Odisseo, dopo un terribile attacco di un cinghiale 
durante una battuta di caccia, fu medicata dai figli di Autòlico con fasce e un canto magico (Hom. Od. 19, 450-458). 

4  Per approfondire il rapporto medicina - magia - religione si rimanda a Graf (2009:30-33) e all’analisi dell’opera 
di Ippocrate effettuata in questa sede.
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possibili “clienti”:

O vecchiaia ineluttabile, come ti detesto. 
E detesto tutti quelli che vogliono allungarsi la vita  
con cibi e bevande, e con filtri magici, 
deviando il corso del destino, per non morire. 5 (E., Supp. 1108-1111)

Una definizione negativa si riscontra anche in Ippocrate (Morb. Sacr. 10-43). Nell’opera Sul morbo 
sacro, come era comunemente denominata l’epilessia, il medico descrive i magoi come purificatori, 
mendicanti e ciarlatani, che fingono di possedere una conoscenza superiore a quella degli dei, ma non 
abbastanza risorse, in quanto non hanno cosa somministrare ai malati. Questa mancata somministrazione 
di farmaci o il non prescrivere bagni caldi sono, tuttavia, un modo per tutelarsi in caso di morte e dare 
la colpa al volere divino. Al fine di provare la loro sapienza e guadagnare, somministrano purificazioni, 
incantesimi e ordinano di astenersi da alcuni cibi, di non indossare vesti nere, di non usare pelle di 
capra né addosso né sopra il proprio giaciglio e di non tenere né un piede sull’altro né una mano 
sull’altra. Ippocrate afferma, inoltre, che le loro sono parole e azioni empie poiché rifiutano il divino 
oppure è solo un modo per procurarsi da vivere compiendo atti sacrileghi, quando invece dovrebbero 
fare il contrario, come pregare e onorare gli dei e condurre i malati al tempio.

Si è già accennato alla polemica nei confronti di quei ciarlatani che si elevano a curatori e medici 
esperti con ingannevoli rimedi nella precedente lettura dell’Aiace di Sofocle (Aj. 582). In Ippocrate, si 
assiste a un vero attacco basato su motivazioni teologiche e mediche. Egli ritiene che questi ciarlatani 
professino una falsa religiosità: fallendo nel vano tentativo di curare un paziente, riversano la colpa 
del male sul volere delle divinità, affermando così che esse contaminano invece di purificare e guarire 
e si elevano al di sopra delle stesse. Essi, inoltre, non vanno in cerca della causa della malattia, come 
i medici qualificati, ma dei segni rivelatori della presenza del volere divino e così ogni sintomo non 
è altro che un segno ancestrale da eliminare con sortilegi atti a piegare le divinità. Essi, quindi, si 
macchiano di cialtroneria ed empietà (Graf 2009:30-33).

Il rapporto magia-medicina è accennato anche in Apollodoro (Bibliotheca 2, 2, 2). Nel descrivere 
le sorti dei regni di Argo, governata da Acrisio, e di Tirinto, retta dal fratello Preto, ricorda che le 
rispettive figlie divennero folli, si dimenavano in danze estatiche e urla e vagavano per tutta l’Argolide, 
l’Arcadia e il Peloponneso. L’indovino Melampo, ‘che aveva inventato l’arte di risanare con farmaci 
e incantesimi’, promise di guarire le fanciulle in cambio della terza parte del regno, ma Preto rifiutò. 
Quando lo stato di salute delle giovani e quello di altre donne peggiorò, il re fu costretto a cedere, 
ma Melampo chiese stavolta un’uguale porzione di terra per suo fratello Biante. Preto, temendo una 
ricompensa ancora più alta, accettò. L’indovino, allora, inseguì con altri giovani le donni folli fino a 
Sicione e le guarì tramite esorcismi 6.

Secondo Apollodoro, quindi, fu un indovino a inventare l’arte medica. Ciò che colpisce, tuttavia, 
sono la furbizia e l’estrema avidità del protagonista che, tramite ricatto e un’esosa ricompensa, riuscì 
persino a ottenere un regno. Ancora una volta un indovino è descritto come un essere abietto e 
manipolatore.

5  Il termine tradotto con “filtri magici” è μαγεύμασι, dal nominativo μάγευμα, letteralmente “pratica magica, 
sortilegio, stregoneria”.  

6  Per altri riferimenti alla guarigione delle donne di Argo, Apollod. Bibliotheca 1, 9, 12; Paus. 2, 18, 4; D.S. 4, 68, 
4; Hdt. 9, 34.
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La prima vera definizione etnografica dei Magoi è in Erodoto (1, 101). Lo storico li identifica 
come una stirpe dei Medi, insieme ai Busi, Paritachini, Arizanti e Budi.  Erano, inoltre, una casta 
sacerdotale capace di interpretare i sogni (Hdt. 1, 107; 128, 2; 140) e officiare riti nei quali uccidevano 
di propria mano ogni essere, eccetto cani e uomini, come formiche, serpenti, bestie dell’aria e della 
terra. Erano, quindi, la casta sacerdotale dei Persiani, responsabili dei sacrifici, della divinazione e 
dell’interpretazione dei sogni. Il sostantivo magos, pertanto, è legato alla sfera religiosa persiana e 
identifica la figura di un sacerdote (Graf 2009:21).

Sull’esempio di Erodoto altri storici affrontarono il tema, quali Ctesia di Cnido e Senofonte. 

Ctesia di Cnido è l’autore di un trattato in 23 libri dal titolo Notizie sulla Persia (Περσικά). 
Purtroppo l’opera è andata perduta e ne resta solo un frammento papiraceo e un sommario incluso 
nella Biblioteca del patriarca di Costantinopoli Fozio. Quest’ultimo afferma che Ctesia critica Erodoto 
e Senofonte per la scarsa attendibilità, proclamandosi invece diretto testimone della verità 7. Nell’opera 
di Fozio si riporta solo un aneddoto relativo alla figura del mago: si tratta del tentativo di Sfendadate di 
usurpare il trono di Cambise, re dei Persiani. 8 Dall’episodio si evince l’animo ammaliatore e tracotante 
del protagonista e si fa cenno alla capacità dei maghi di interpretare gli auspici.

Lo storico Senofonte (Cyr. 8, 3, 11) afferma che i magoi erano esperti nelle funzioni culturali 
e sacrificali e in tutto ciò che concerne gli dei, sottolineandone così il rapporto con le divinità e 
definendoli come technitai (“esperti”), educatori morali e istitutori della classe aristocratica della 
famiglia reale. 

La figura dei magoi fu oggetto di attenzione anche dei filosofi, quali Platone, Gorgia e Aristotele. 

Nell’Alcibiade Maggiore di Platone, nel dialogo nel quale Alcibiade e Socrate mettono a confronto 
un re spartano con uno persiano, si legge che quest’ultimo, all’età di quattordici anni, è affidato a 
dei pedagoghi reali, scelti tra i quattro migliori Persiani, nel fiore dell’età, per sapienza, giustizia, 
temperanza, coraggio: il più sapiente gli insegna la magia di Zoroastro, ossia il culto degli dei e l’arte 
del regnare; il più giusto lo educa a dire sempre la verità; il più temperante lo istruisce sul non farsi 
dominare dal piacere per essere un re libero dai proprio impulsi; il più coraggioso lo prepara a essere 
temerario e a non cedere alla paura perché essa rende schiavi (Pl. Alc.1 121 c – 122 a).

Il filosofo, quindi, utilizza il termine μαγεία per identificare il loro sapere teologico, senza alcun 

7  Questo fu possibile perché egli fu medico alla corte persiana tra il 415 il 399 a.C. circa e, grazie alla conoscenza 
della lingua locale, ebbe accesso diretto ad un’esauriente documentazione (Del Corno 2008:364).

8  Fozio (Bibl. 72) afferma che il mago, frustato ingiustamente da Tanioxarce, fratello di Cambise, si vendicò 
accusandolo di tradimento ai danni del re. Suggerì a Cambise un terribile stratagemma per uccidere impunemente il 
fratello sfruttandone la somiglianza fisica: Cambise avrebbe fatto uccidere Tanioxarce con sangue di toro avvelenato e 
Sfendadate ne avrebbe indossato le vesti per occultare l’omicidio. Gli unici a sapere del complotto erano Amiti, Artasira, 
Bagapate e Izabate. Il mago, preso ormai il posto del fratello del re, ne assunse anche gli incarichi regali e fu così spedito a 
governare il paese dei Battriami. Dopo cinque anni Amiti cercò invano di far rinsavire Cambise e punire l’impostore e per 
la disperazione e maledicendo il re, si avvelenò. Poco dopo si verificarono strani episodi a corte, quali la mancata fuoriuscita 
di sangue da una vittima di un sacrificio officiato da Cambise, la nascita del suo primo erede senza testa, interpretata dai 
maghi come un presagio dell’impossibilità di lasciare eredi, e un sogno in cui la sua stessa madre lo accusava di fratricidio. 
Spaventato, si diresse a Babilonia e qui perse la vita undici giorni dopo essersi ferito la coscia con un coltello mentre puliva 
un pezzo di legno. Il mago, quindi, divenne il legittimo erede al trono persiano. Izabate raccontò tutto e l’usurpatore fu 
assassinato da sette uomini armati di pugnale durante un amplesso con una concubina, detta la Babilonese: il suo regno 
durò appena otto mesi. Il giorno della morte del mago fu dichiarato festivo e prese il nome di Magofonia.
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riferimento negativo nei confronti di chi la pratica, sottolineandone invece come fosse prerogativa del 
più sapiente tra i quattro migliori Persiani.

Se la μαγεία è sinonimo di osservanza dei culti nel mondo persiano, coloro i quali la praticavano 
nella Grecia del V secolo a.C. non partecipavano a tale sacralità. Platone (R. 2, 364 b - c), infatti, come 
ricordato in occasione del frammento di Eraclito, li identifica come indovini vagabondi e mendicanti 
alle porte dei ricchi. Quest’ultimi venivano convinti che i maghi avessero ricevuto dagli dei il potere, 
attraverso feste e piaceri vani, di redimere le colpe proprie o degli avi. Venivano convinti, inoltre, che 
potevano liberarsi dai proprio nemici, dietro compenso, con fatture e legami magici e forzando la 
volontà degli dei.

Il filosofo non usa il termine magoi, ma agyrtes 9 e mantis (“indovini”), identificandoli quindi come 
profeti mendicanti, esperti nell’arte della persuasione a scopo di lucro e in quei riti che ritroviamo 
nelle defixiones 10 a lui contemporanee e iniziatori a riti dionisiaci (Graf 2009:23-24).

Egli esprime il proprio giudizio negativo anche nel dialogo Menone, nel quale il protagonista si 
rivolge a Socrate dicendo che, come la pianta torpedine marina fa intorpidire chi la tocca, egli si sente 
affascinato, incantato e ammaliato, perdendo ogni certezza e sentendo davvero quel torpore corporeo 
tipico dell’alga. Menone, inoltre, afferma che se Socrate facesse ciò anche altrove sarebbe cacciato in 
quanto incantatore (Pl. Men. 80 a - b). 11

Questo passo è fondamentale anche per comprendere l’atteggiamento di Atene nei confronti di 
questi individui. Socrate, infatti, ha scelto di trasferirsi lì perché in qualunque altra città sarebbe stato 
cacciato con l’accusa di essere un γόης (goes) 12. Nell’Atene del V secolo a.C., quindi, non vigeva alcuna 
legge per contrastare il fenomeno e sarà lo stesso Platone (Lg. 10, 909 b – d) ad auspicare per il futuro 
una condanna ferrea che comporterà un processo in tribunale, la prigionia e il gettarne il cadavere oltre 
i confini dello Stato per essere lasciato insepolto. Nelle Leggi, infatti, il filosofo propone di introdurre 
questo severo castigo per coloro che seducono le anime, sia dei vivi che dei morti, e fanno uso della magia 
per scopi subdoli, influenzando gli dei con riti paralleli a quelli ufficiali, sacrifici, preghiere e incantesimi. 

9  Il termine ἀγύρτης significa letteralmente “indovino girovago, mendico, vagabondo” (Hp. Morb. Sacr. 1; Babr. 
141,1), “insidioso ciarlatano” (Soph. OT. 388) e, per traslazione, un soggetto meschino e falso. Esemplificative per la 
comprensione del termine, a mio parere, sono le parole pronunciate da Cassandra nell’Agamennone di Eschilo (A. A. 
1272-1274). La sventurata afferma di aver sopportato di essere chiamata ‘vagabonda ciarlatana pitocca miserabile morta di 
fame’. Esso, infine, fu usato dal commediografo ateniese Eubulo, esponente della commedia di mezzo, come nome di un 
lancio di dadi (Eub. 57,5). 

10  Riti di maleficio con invocazioni alle divinità degli Inferi al fine di ottenere vendette, infliggere punizioni o 
lanciare incantesimi amatori (Astori 2000:27-28).

11  Il verbo ammaliare è φαρμάττω, letteralmente incantare con lusinghe, un termine che sottolinea l’inganno 
nell’agire (Pl. Smp. 194 a). Il verbo significa anche praticare la magia, preparare filtri magici (A.R. 3, 478; A.R. 4, 61; 
A.R. 3, 859), essere stregato (Ar. Th. 534; Hp. Morb. Sacr. 1). Esso, tuttavia, ha anche valenza positiva del “curare con 
medicinali” (Pl. Lg. 933 b; A. R. 4, 1512).

12  Il termine γόης, letteralmente “colui il quale geme nel pronunciare incantesimi”, indica un incantatore, un mago, 
uno stregone (Hdt. 2, 33, 1; E. Ba. 234; E. Hipp. 1038; Pl. R. 380 d), oppure un vero e proprio imbroglione, un ciarlatano 
(Pl. Smp. 203 d). In Eschilo (A. Pers. 687) il termine si traduce in “evocatrici dei morti” (γόοις), che intonano canti di 
lutto e gridano lamentazioni presso il sepolcro di Dario. Il termine, infatti, derive da γόος, letteralmente “gemito, pianto, 
lamento funebre” (Graf 2009:27-28). Della stessa radice semantica sono i vocaboli γοητεία, che indica la stregoneria e, in 
senso più lato, l’ammaliatura, l’inganno e la ciarlataneria (D. S. 1, 76, 1; D. S. 20, 8, 1; Lucianus Nigr. 8, 15), γοήτευμα, 
il sortilegio (Pl. Phlb. 44 c; Alciphr. 2, 14, 2; Ael. NA 3, 17) e γοήτευσις, la magia, l’incantesimo (Plot. 4, 4, 43).
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Lo stregone, il mago, rappresenta quindi un individuo itinerante che opera al di fuori dei culti 
ufficiali: un uomo religioso prega e si sottomette agli dei, il mago ne piega la volontà.

In Gorgia (Hel. 10 – 12), invece, coloro i quali fanno della fascinazione e della magia due arti, 
basate sull’ingenuità altrui, si caratterizzano per la capacità di persuasione che costringe l’anima dei 
malcapitati a credere alle loro ingannevoli parole e ad acconsentire a spiacevoli azioni.

Aristotele, infine, nell’opera Maghikos, perduta ma della quale Diogene Laerzio (1, 6-8) riporta tre 
frammenti, afferma che gli autentici magoi erano la casta sacerdotale dell’impero persiano, dediti al 
culto degli dei e con una propria ritualità, lontani dunque dalla definizione negativa del termine ormai 
comunemente data (Burkert 1999:101).

Altra fonte fondamentale è il Papiro di Derveni. 13

L’ignoto autore presenta, nella colonna 6, una lista di rituali che definiscono i mágoi come 
incantatori, esperti di rituali, incantesimi, preghiere, libagioni e sacrifici atti a placare le anime dei 
defunti (Graf - Iles Johnston 2007:150). La studiosa I. Chirassi (2006:173) a tale proposito afferma:

Qui si ricordano gli incantamenti (epoidai) dei magoi implicati in rituali funebri come 
strumenti in grado di allontanare o di far cambiare attitudine ai daimones che minacciano 
i defunti. Il testo spiega anche le modalità sacrificali: i magoi offrono libagioni (il verbo è 
epispendein) di acqua e latte, e choai innumerevoli come le anime dei defunti e sacrificano 
polyomphala popana, biscotti con molte protuberanze. Dove c’è da segnalare anzitutto 
l’aspetto antitetico delle modalità rituali proprie dei magoi che non usano il vino per la 
libagione e rifiutano il sacrificio cruento. Il sacrificio incruento rimanda al vegetarianesimo 
attribuito proprio ai seguaci di Orfeo - vedi il noto passo dell’Ippolito di Euripide. 
Qui i magoi potrebbero essere (…) da interpretare come specialisti persiani, mezdei, presenti 
e partecipi alle pratiche culturali ed alle dottrine degli aderenti a confraternite inserite nella 
galassia dei gruppi <orfici>, anche se non loro stessi <orfici>. 14

Il magos è, quindi, un esperto persiano nei riti funebri, nei sacrifici e nel controllo dei daimones e 
con possibili elementi di carattere orfico (Burkert 1999:108) 15, quali il vegetarianismo e il rifiuto di 
eseguire sacrifici cruenti.

In base alla lettura delle fonti greche antiche, quindi, il termine magos in origine indicava un 
individuo appartenente alla casta sacerdotale persiana, con una propria morale, teologia e ritualità, ma 
nel corso del V e IV secolo a.C. muta di significato, identificando un individuo che operava fuori dal 
culto ufficiale, un imbroglione e ciarlatano.

13  Il testo narra le gesta di Zeus compiute dietro consiglio di Nyx, la Notte, e la genealogia e la discendenza del 
dio, che generò Dioniso dopo aver consumato l’incesto con la figlia Persefone, a sua volta generata dalla sorella del dio, 
Demetra. Per un approfondimento sul papiro, si rimanda a Themelis - Calcani (1994:366-374); Graf - Iles Johnston 
(2007: 65-67); Burkert (1999:108); Grassigli (1999:99-143).

14  In riferimento al passo euripideo si veda E. Hipp. 950 ss., dove palese è l’ostilità nei confronti della dottrina 
orfica.

15  Lo studioso afferma i rituali descritti derivino dalla fusione di elementi persiani e orfici, al contrario di 
Tsantsanoglou (1997:93-128) che afferma che essi siano da ricollegare esclusivamente ai magoi persiani.
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Questa nuova accezione negativa si riscontra anche in Apollonio Rodio. Nelle Argonautiche, 
nel descrive le azioni di Medea, afferma che la maga andava persino alla ricerca di cadaveri ed erbe 
malefiche (A.R. 4, 50-54). Egli non specifica l’uso che ne era fatto, ma è certo il legame tra queste 
figure e il regno dei morti, un rapporto confermato anche nei Papiri Magici Greci. 16

Le caratteristiche del magos

Grazie alla lettura delle fonti e del mito possiamo identificare le caratteristiche del mago. 

‘Chiamiamo mago l’individuo che compie atti magici, anche quando non è un professionista’, è 
così che M. Mauss (2000:12) introduce la figura del mago: la magia, infatti, è compiuta anche da 
non specialisti, come i capi famiglia e le padrone di casa. È vero però che in questi casi il contesto è 
rudimentale e limitato e che nella maggior parte di essi si preferisce affidarsi alle mani di persone più 
esperte e che corrispondono a determinate caratteristiche valide in ogni civiltà ed epoca. 

I caratteri tipici di queste figure sono molteplici e si possono così schematizzare: 

1. Particolarità fisiche. 

La prima particolarità fisica del mago riscontrabile in ogni epoca è lo sguardo: ‘ovunque si trovano 
individui, il cui sguardo vivo, strano, ammiccante e falso […] fa sì che siano temuti e mal visti. Essi 
sono designati a diventare maghi’ (Mauss 2000:12).

L’occhio è da sempre ricco di valenze simboliche, connesso al potere e controllo sulle persone, in quanto 
da esso sono irradiati “raggi di forza” in grado di agire sugli altri, per fini positivi, e quindi con funzione 
apotropaica, o negativi (Astori 2000:28-29; 46-48). Sotto l’aspetto negativo, uno sguardo magico è capace 
di gettare il malocchio, frutto dell’invidia, e gli effetti possono essere terribili, tanto da condurre la vittima 
alla morte. Per contrastarne l’efficacia, i mezzi usati sono specifici amuleti e riti di purificazione.

Questa forza magica insita negli occhi è tipica anche nel mito. Il più antico testo greco a noi 
pervenuto in cui si descrive l’effetto del malocchio e si tenta una spiegazione della sua forza distruttiva 
è l’episodio, descritto nelle Argonautiche di Apollonio Rodio (4, 1635-1690), in cui Medea annienta il 
gigante di bronzo Talos premendo un lembo del suo mantello color porpora sulla guance e inviandogli 
con uno sguardo malefico una maledizione. 17

Analizzando il mito, la figura che meglio fa comprendere l’importanza dello sguardo è la gorgone 
Medusa. Una volta trasformata da Atena in un mostro con serpenti al posto dei capelli, zanne come 
cinghiali, mani di bronzo e ali d’oro, acquisì anche il potere di pietrificare con lo sguardo e privare del 
respiro chiunque la guardasse negli occhi. Il suo potere era talmente vasto che, una volta decapitata da 

16  Provengono dall’Egitto greco-romano, datati dal II secolo a.C. al V d.C., e contenenti le formule da recitare e 
le indicazioni per svolgere i riti. Nel prologo sono indicati i nomi segreti (ονόματα βαρβαρικά) delle divinità da evocare, 
poi si descrivono gli atti da compiere, gli strumenti da usare per portare a compimento il rituale e i suoni a-semantici da 
recitare (‘Εφέσια γράμματα), caratterizzati da un suggestivo carattere fonico.

17  Come osservato da G. Luck (2006:77-79; 2010:20- 21; 441), l’episodio si fonda su antichi racconti e miti 
popolari e descrive l’impresa di Medea che sconfigge il gigante gettandogli il malocchio e grazie alla sua conoscenza dei 
riti magici: ella, infatti, è perfettamente in grado di controllare e incanalare le forze del male e il suo odio, evocando e 
materializzando immagini di morte che diventano realtà e sconfiggendo così il mostro. 
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Perseo, il suo sguardo pietrificante rimase tale anche dopo la sua morte. 18

In entrambi gli episodi mitici citati il fulcro del potere dello sguardo risiede nel nesso col mondo 
sotterraneo degli Inferi: Medea invoca immagini di morte e Medusa abitava con le sorelle Steno ed 
Euriale nell’estremo Occidente, non lontano dal regno dei morti, e fu posta da Persefone negli Inferi 
(Hom. Od. 11, 632-635).

Altro personaggio con tali caratteristiche è Circe, il cui potere dello sguardo è riscontrabile sia nelle 
fonti letterarie (A.R. 4, 727-729) sia nella produzione vascolare attica, nella quale ha il viso rivolto allo 
skyphos col ciceone da offrire ai compagni di Odisseo, come a sottolineare l’azione magica.

Si evince, quindi, la forza distruttrice e demoniaca dello sguardo.

Altri caratteri fisici sono un’infermità nel corpo, come per i gobbi o i guerci, una destrezza 
straordinaria e assumere comportamenti particolari, come fare gesti bruschi e avere tic nervosi.

2. Doni oratori e ammalianti.

Lo scopo è attrarre a sé le proprie vittime con strumenti quali l’abilità nel circuire con la parola la 
volontà altrui, una voce suadente, la bravura nel canto e la bellezza fisica. La caratteristica dell’ammaliare 
con la parola è stata già riscontrata nelle fonti greche antiche. 

Nell’analisi della sarcastica affermazione nell’Aiace di Sofocle (Aj. 582), si è affermato che il termine 
tradotto con “incantesimi” è ἐπῳδάς, dal nominativo ἐπῳδή, letteralmente “incantesimo, formula 
magica, canto magico” 19. I magoi, quindi, frodano e ammaliano con i loro canti magici gli ingenui 
malcapitati. Questa bravura persuasiva è sottolineata anche nel già citato passo della Repubblica di 
Platone, nel quale si afferma che riescono a convincere le persone benestanti di essere in grado di 
compiere riti di catarsi (Pl. R. 2, 364 b - c), nel Menone (Pl. Men. 80 a - b), dove si sottolinea che 
questi individui incantano con lusinghe e ammaliano nel pronunciare incantesimi, e nelle Leggi (Pl. 
Lg. 10, 909 b - d), dove si denuncia la loro empietà nella promessa di riuscire a influenzare e raggirare 
persino la volontà degli dei. 

Gorgia (Hel. 10-12), infine, sottolinea come la forza degli incantesimi ammalia e persuade e 
trasforma la parola in stregoneria, incitando errori dell’anima e inganni della mente.

In riferimento al bel canto, nel mito i casi più conosciuti sono i casi di Circe (Hom. Od. 10, 221-
223; 253) e delle Sirene (Hom. Od. 12, 37-54; 158-200; A.R. 4, 914). Esse, con voce suadente e 
armonica, attirano a sé gli uomini sprovveduti che arrivano a perdere la propria umanità, come nel 
caso della maga, o addirittura la vita.

Altro dono ammaliante che porta alla perdizione è la bellezza, in questo caso, tuttavia, il mito 
si riferisce esclusivamente alle donne. Gli esempi più caratteristici sono le Empuse, in grado di 

18  Per un approfondimento del mito e dell’analisi dello sguardo di Medusa, si rimanda agli studi di Grimal 
(1990:317- 318) e Vernant (2013:33- 90).

19  Hom. Od. 19, 457; A. Eu. 649; X. Mem. 2, 6, 10; Pl. R. 4, 426 b.
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trasformarsi anche in bellissime donne per attirare le vittime di cui si nutrivano (Ar. Ec. 1056 e 1094; 
Ar. Ra. 288 ss.; Philostr. VA 4, 25), Circe, definita con epiteti quali Κίρκη ἐϋπλόκαμος (Hom. Od. 10, 
136; 12, 150), “Circe riccioli belli”, e θεᾶς καλλιπλοκάμοιο (Hom. Od. 10, 220), “dea trecce belle”, 
e Medea, della quale si descrive la bellezza (A.R. 3, 834; 3, 1063).

3. Marginalità sociale e fisica. 

Osservando gli individui citati precedentemente, essi agiscono e vivono in determinate classi sociali 
ben definite. ‘Ciò che conferisce loro virtù magiche, non è tanto il loro carattere fisico individuale, 
quanto l’atteggiamento preso dalla società verso tutta la loro categoria’ (Mauss 2000:23): i maghi sono 
tali anche in virtù del fatto che si trovano in una posizione sociale anormale e minacciano le strutture 
sociali esistenti. Parafrasando le parole del Mauss, possiamo affermare che l’essere mago è una delle 
professioni meglio definite ed è legata alla qualificazione sociale, in sostanza è l’opinione pubblica a 
fare di un individuo un mago (Mauss 2000:36-37).

Lo stesso avviene per le donne, per determinate corporazioni professionali e per gli stranieri. Le 
donne sono considerate sedi di azioni misteriose (il mestruo, la gestazione, il parto, la menopausa) 
e, quindi, legate a poteri magici. Inoltre, secondo cultura greca, sono soggette all’isterismo e a crisi 
nervose, apparendo come in preda a poteri sovrumani. Queste teorie si intensificano nei confronti 
delle donne anziane, viste come vere e proprie maghe con un›accezione negativa, a differenza delle 
vergini, intese solo come aiutanti. ‘I greci vedevano nelle donne primariamente delle produttrici di 
eredi e degli oggetti di lussuria. La menopausa e la vecchiaia (o l’avvicinarsi di essa) costituivano 
quindi, durante l’antichità, un cambiamento fondamentale nel rapporto uomo-donna’ (Bremmer 
2008:275): erano come oggetti che avevano esaurito la loro utilità, da scartare.

Il disgusto nei loro confronti trova sbocco naturale nel mito: le Empuse 20, le Arpie 21, le Graie 22, 
Lamia 23, Mormolice 24, Mormò 25, Accò 26 e Gello 27 sono tutte anziane o fantasmi di donne defunte e, 

20  Erano creature della cerchia di Ecate e potevano assumere forma animale o di bellissime fanciulle al fine di 
sedurre gli uomini e terrorizzavano donne e bambini. Il mito narra che si nutrivano di sangue e carne umana. Cfr. Graves 
(2015:170); Grimal (2005:204).

21  Le Empuse, Letteralmente “Rapitrici” di anime e di bambini. Sono demoni, figlie di Tarmante e di Elettra, che 
abitavano le isole Strofadi, nel Mar Egeo. Il loro numero non è ben identificato, ma in genere sono tre: Aello o Nicotoe, 
Occipite, Celeno. Cfr. Grimal (2005:70-71); Ferrari (2015:78-79; 118-120).

22  Letteralmente “Vecchie Donne”, per la loro caratteristica di essere nate già anziane e coi i capelli grigi. Sono tre 
sorelle, Enio, Pefredo e Dino, avevano solo un occhio e un dente che si scambiano a turno e vivano in un caverna nascosta 
ai raggi del sole, infatti avevano la carnagione molto chiara. Ebbero un ruolo nell’impresa di Perseo contro Medusa in 
quanto predisposte alla guardia della via che conduceva alla Gorgone, ma furono ingannate dall’eroe che rubò loro l’occhio 
rendendole inoffensive: Grimal (2005:318); Ferrari (2015:371); Graves 2015:113.

23  Era una mortale amata da Zeus, ma dal quale non riuscì ad avere figli perché ogni volta che partoriva Hera faceva 
in modo che il neonato morisse. Lamia, allora, si nascose in una caverna solitaria e divenne un mostro invidioso delle altre 
madri, di cui rapiva i figli per mangiarne le carni e succhiare loro il sangue. Le fonti narrano che mentre dormiva o dopo 
un’ubriacatura era innocua ma quando insonne vagava di notte diventava pericolosissima: Ferrari (2015:408); Grimal 
(2005:359-361); Graves (2015:184).

24  Era un demone femminile, conosciuta per essere stata la nutrice dell’Acheronte. Era usata come spauracchio dei 
bambini: Ferrari (2015:479); Grimal (2005:430).

25  Era un demone femminile che era solita mordere i bambini. Era usata come spauracchio per i più piccoli qualora 
si fossero comportati male e spesso era confusa con Mormolice: Ferrari (2015:479); Grimal (2005:430).

26  Era un demone femminile invocato per spaventare i bambini: Ferrari (2015:4).

27  Era l’anima in pena di una ragazza dell’Isola di Lesbo morta da giovane. Il mito narra che tornava sulla terra a 
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fattore non da meno, sono nubili. Le anziane costituivano, quindi, una categoria marginale, odiata e 
temuta. Erano megere, streghe, ninfomani, impure e ubriache (Bremmer 2008:275-293), prototipo 
per eccellenza della strega così come è intesa nell’immaginario odierno.

La magia era legata anche all’esercizio di determinate professioni: medici, depositari di un sapere 
tecnico che appariva ai più occulto e misterioso; barbieri, sempre in contatto con scarti corporali che 
potevano essere usati negli incantesimi; fabbri, esperti in tecniche difficili di lavorazioni di metalli 
oggetto di superstizioni; pastori, in quanto in contatto con animali, piante e astri; becchini, sempre a 
contatto con la morte. Come afferma Mauss, infatti, ‘la loro vita professionale li divide dagli uomini 
comuni ed è proprio questa separazione che conferisce loro l’autorità magica’ (Mauss 2000:24-25).

Gli stranieri, infine, sono persone provenienti da altri territori, sono i barbari nemici della civiltà, 
depositari di un sapere mistico e lontano, ma soprattutto non rientrano nell’inquadramento sociale 
predefinito. 

Nel mito la figura che meglio esprime questo essere straniero è Medea. Donna, straniera e maga, 
quintessenza della marginalità sociale. Agisce secondo i principi dell’inversione (Maxwell-Stuart 
1997:27): non indossa costrizioni vestiarie alla vita lasciando le vesti sciolte, lascia i capelli sciolti e 
non raccolti sulla nuca, non rimane confinata in casa ma vaga senza meta, uscendo persino di notte, 
libera la bocca per dare sfogo ai suoi lamenti noncurante delle convenzioni sociali (A.R. 3, 828 ss.): è 
una donna fuori dagli schemi convenzionali della società civile.

Un’aurea di magia è presente anche in quegli individui che svolgono nella società un’autorità 
particolare: i capi e i sacerdoti (Mauss 2000:25-26). La loro marginalità non deriva tanto dal loro 
vivere distanti e separati dal resto della popolazione, ma dalla carica che rivestono, dal loro status. 
Presentano una rilevanza rispetto agli altri per potere o valenza spirituale e spesso le due autorità si 
riscontrano unite in un’unica figura.

4. Poteri magici.

‘Egli ha […] la facoltà di evocare più cose di quanto gli altri non possano immaginare. Le sue parole, 
i suoi gesti, le sue strizzate d’occhio, i suoi stessi pensieri sono delle forze. Tutta la sua persona sprigiona 
effluvi, influenze, cui cedono la natura, gli uomini, gli spiriti e gli dei’ (Mauss 2000:29). È con queste 
parole che lo studioso Mauss definisce la forza intrinseca in ogni mago: la sua peculiarità magica risiede 
nella sua forza, nella sua volontà di compiere azioni di cui altri non sono capaci, di superare quei 
limiti imposti per definizione dalla natura umana e arrivare a soggiogare l’altrui volontà. Questa forza, 
questo insieme di poteri, questa potenza può riassumersi nella nozione di mana 28. Gli equivalenti greci, 
testimoniati dai testi di età ellenistica, sono δύναμις (potenza), χάρις (grazia) e ἀρετή (efficacia). 

Il mago è quindi uno strumento, il canale tramite il quale il mana si manifesta, estendendosi anche 
alle vesti e agli oggetti con cui l’officiante entra in contatto. 

La potenza di un mago è tale da influenzare il tempo meteorologico, evocare divinità ed entità 
ancestrali (demonologia), essere in contatto con il regno dei defunti (negromanzia), effettuare miracoli, 

rapire bambini: Ferrari (2015:356); Grimal (2005:301).

28  Mauss (2000:109-124); Luck (2006:9); Luck (2010:5-6).
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saper leggere auspici dal volo degli uccelli (ornitomanzia), saper predire il futuro (divinazione), essere 
in grado di interpretare i sogni (oniromanzia), saper leggere il moto degli astri (astrologia), avere piene 
conoscenza dei metalli e dei loro usi magici e non (alchimia), controllare e influenzare le passioni 
erotiche ed affettive, avere il dono dell’ubiquità grazie alla trasmigrazione volontaria della propria 
anima, essere capace di compiere una metamorfosi unendo la propria essenza con quella di un animale 
e poter compiere riti sottomettendo persino le divinità.

Possiamo, in conclusione, affermare che un mago è un vero e proprio theîos aner, un uomo divino 
(Luck 2006:25).

Coi suoi poteri egli compie atti magici, dei complessi riti composti da gesti e parole, aventi come 
presupposti la segretezza, la ripetizione nel tempo e il continuo rapporto con la divinità, sebbene sia 
accertata la non appartenenza a un culto organizzato. 

5. Rapporto col divino.

La magia è un dono degli dei e come tale presuppone un rapporto con essi. Per portare a compimento 
un rito, un mago è alla continua ricerca del contatto con la sfera del divino.  Alla base non vi è però la 
volontà di avere un’esperienza puramente mistica, ma perseguire uno scopo materiale: la riuscita del 
rito stesso. 

Egli ha infatti bisogno dell’aiuto degli dei, di cui deve quindi conoscere tutti i segreti e gli ονόματα 
βαρβαρικά, i nomi più antichi e segreti di tali entità.

Il mago, giocando di astuzia e con la sua forza, si rivolge alle divinità costringendole o persuadendole 
ad accondiscendere la sua volontà: le provoca con argomentazioni provocatorie, ne promuovere la 
collera su terzi, o addirittura ricorre alla minaccia o al ricatto (Graf 2009:216-217).

Il rapporto col divino si basa anche sul procurarsi un πάρεδρος (páredros), un assistente sovrumano 
che permette al mago di compiere riti, soprattutto di divinazione e oniromanzia.  Il mago lo acquisisce 
e lo lega a sé per tutta la vita tramite un rito iniziatico che prevede due fasi: la preparazione degli 
ingredienti per il rito e l’esecuzione vera e propria, in cui si raggiunge la comunione col dio o demone 
invocato (δαίμων), che culmina con la condivisione del pasto rituale, rigorosamente vegetale in quanto 
la morte e il sacrificio violento di un animale sono incompatibili col dio, e che si conclude con il mago 
che lascia il luogo del rito camminando scalzo all’indietro (Graf 2009:104-113).

Il legame tra magia e divinità è riscontrato anche nel mito. Tutte le figure femminili legate al 
mondo della magia hanno in comune, infatti, un forte legame con la Dea Madre, come testimoniano 
le sostanze che utilizzano, i cosiddetti φάρμακα (pharmaka).

Conclusioni

Grazie alla lettura delle fonti antiche e alla definizione delle caratteristiche principali del mago, 
possiamo adesso dare una corretta definizione della magia nel mondo greco. 
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In generale, partendo dalla definizione del Mauss (Mauss 2000:29; 109-124), si è sottolineato 
come la peculiarità magica del magos risieda nella sua forza di superare i limiti umani, forza che si 
riassume nel concetto di mana, cioè l’insieme dei poteri del magos.

La magia è, dunque, una pratica che si basa sulla fede nell’esistenza di forze occulte nell’uomo e 
nell’universo, allo scopo di imporre la volontà sulla natura e sugli esseri umani attraverso l’esercizio di 
poteri illimitati dello spirito (Luck 2010:5).

Questa facoltà si basa sul principio della simpatia cosmica, secondo il quale tutti gli esseri viventi e 
tutte le cose sono uniti da un legame comune, indipendentemente dalla distanza o dalla non presunta 
connessione. Calzante risulta infatti la definizione di G. Luck (2010:6), secondo il quale ‘il microcosmo 
riflette e reagisce al macrocosmo.’

Data la definizione, bisogna però interrogarsi sui perché. 

Definire la magia può infatti essere un argomento sterile se non si considera il contesto psicologico 
dal quale essa ha avuto origine. Analizzando le fonti, compresi i reperti rinvenuti in sede di scavo, 
i papiri magici, le defixiones e i libri magici, si può notare come denominatore comune in ogni rito 
sia l’incertezza umana. Il contesto è quello di una crisi provocata da una situazione di rivalità o di 
conflitto sociale la cui risoluzione è ancora indeterminata (un processo, una concorrenza commerciale, 
una gara sportiva, un insuccesso amoroso o erotico) (Graf 2009:153; 189) ed è destinata a essere risolta 
unicamente forzando il contingente, influenzando il corso degli eventi e manipolando gli individui. Lo 
scopo, pertanto, è influenzare il futuro e assicurarsi il ritorno a una precedente situazione di equilibrio 
e certezza. 

Secondo Evans-Pritchard (1971:85) la magia, infatti, scaturisce da uno stato di tensione e si ricorre 
ad essa ‘quando un uomo è travolto dall’odio o dall’amore o da altri sentimenti, e quando non può 
trovare alcun altro rimedio.’ Essa, quindi, ha una funzione catartica, è la reazione dell’uomo di fronte 
alla realtà, la volontà di infrangere le regole prestabilite da un ordine superiore, superando i limiti della 
conoscenza ufficiale e cercando un’alternativa pratica e concreta per ristabilire il proprio equilibrio 
(Centini 1997:13-14).

Questa crisi è definita da E. de Martino (1948:19) “crisi nella presenza”, data dal venir meno dell’ordine 
cosmico. La magia, secondo lo studioso, sarebbe infatti proprio il mezzo per ristabilire l’armonia perduta, 
per combattere i limiti e le debolezze che la vita fa riscontrare in noi stessi (Astori 2000:49). La conditio 
sine qua non della magia è quindi la fragilità umana. 

Interessante a tal proposito è il ruolo delle Erinni nel mito. Esseri violenti la cui funzione era la 
vendetta del crimine, esse sono protettrici dell’ordine sociale e proibiscono agli indovini e ai profeti 
di rivelare troppo precisamente l’avvenire e di trarre così l’uomo fuori dal suo stato d’incertezza 
rendendolo troppo simile alle divinità (Grimal 2005:249-250). Analizzando queste figure mitiche 
possiamo affermare che la magia è frutto della inferiore condizione umana e del desiderio di elevarsi a 
un registro superiore al pari della divinità. 

La magia è, dunque, un fenomeno collettivo ma che, come afferma il Mauss (2000:148), assume 
forme individuali. Bisogna sottolineare, tuttavia, che gli atti strettamente individuali, come le pratiche 
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superstiziose, non rientrano nella sfera del magico (Mauss 2000:13).

Come affermato in precedenza, la magia ha lo scopo di superare i limiti della conoscenza ufficiale. 
Essa è la conseguenza della consapevolezza dei limiti della scienza, in quanto ‘l’intelletto umano 
e la capacità umana sono a volte impotenti’ (Malinowski 1970:177). Analizzando ancora più nel 
particolare il rapporto tra scienza e magia notiamo come quest’ultima non è una sorta di protoscienza, 
in quanto esse partono da presupposti diversi: la scienza mira alla conoscenza delle forze, la magia 
alla loro manipolazione; la prima si basa sul ragionamento e la sperimentazione, la seconda raggiunge 
gli stessi effetti imputando il risultato al contatto diretto con la divinità. Esse hanno lo stesso terreno 
comune di intervento, la natura, ma, come afferma Lévi-Strauss, sono ‘due modi di conoscenza […] 
due livelli strategici in cui la natura si lascia aggredire dalla conoscenza’ (Lévi-Strauss 1979:26; 28). 
Lo stesso J. Frazer (2014:66) afferma che la scienza e la magia hanno in comune la razionalità e la 
differenza sta nel fatto che la prima muove da premesse false.

Come non bisogna confondere la magia con la scienza, così bisogna distinguerla dalla religione. 

Già Platone (Lg. 10, 909 b - d ) ne sottolinea la distinzione affermando che la magia vuole persuadere 
gli dei, mentre la religione consiste nel lasciarli liberi di scegliere, in quanto essi sanno meglio degli 
uomini cosa è bene. 29  Questa ipotesi è vicina a quella espressa da J. Frazer (2014) e da K. Beth (1927). 
Il primo ritiene che per la religione il mondo sarebbe retto da esseri personali soprannaturali, cui ci 
si rivolge con preghiere e sacrifici, mentre la magia presupporrebbe un sistema di forze impersonali 
su cui sarebbe possibile agire in modo coercitivo; il secondo sostiene che l’uomo religioso si avvicina 
con umiltà e riverenza al divino, mentre il mago raggiunge i suoi scopi tramite la minaccia e il ricatto. 

Anche se assecondassimo l’ipotesi di R. R. Marett (1914), secondo la quale esse si sono sviluppate 
da radici comuni per poi prendere direzioni completamente divergenti, dobbiamo affermare che le 
due realtà coesistono storicamente e sono parallele in quanto l’una non è conseguenza o evoluzione 
dell’altra, se non per il fatto che la magia osa dove la religione non arriva. 

Di base, nonostante gli scopi spesso siano gli stessi (amore, salute, buon raccolto, ricchezza, 
protezione, fecondità), esse sono profondamente diverse anche per i caratteri fondamentali. La magia, 
infatti, presuppone determinati elementi: la segretezza, infatti il rito magico presume la scelta di un 
luogo appartato, come i boschi e nelle ore notturne, a differenza di quello religioso svolto invece di 
giorno e in pubblico; la ripetizione nel tempo delle formule; la non appartenenza a un culto organizzato.

Il rito magico non fa parte di un sistema organizzato, a differenza di quello religioso che rientra in un 
culto ufficiale. Analizzando le fonti e gli studi antropologici contemporanei possiamo in conclusione 
definire la magia come un fenomeno sociale che testimonia il limite umano di fronte alla vita. 

29  Il concetto di persuasione nella magia nel pensiero di Platone è analizzato da F. Graf (2009:27; 220). Egli scrive 
che il filosofo “non afferma che esiste costrizione, anankázein, ma insiste sempre che i maghi «persuadono», peíthousi, gli 
dei. Ora, la peithó, la persuasione, non è altro che una forma di costrizione che ricorre alle parole”. 
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Abbreviazioni bibliografiche

Le abbreviazioni delle fonti greche sono state redatte secondo le indicazioni del Liddell-Scott-Jones. 

A. Aeschylus Tragicus

A. Agamennon

Pers. Persae

Ael. Aelianus

NA De Natura Animalium

Alciphr. Alciphro Epistolographus

Apollod. Apollodorus Mythographus

A.R. Apollonius Rhodius Epicus

Ar. Aristophanes Comicus

Ec. Eclesiazusae

Ra. Ranae

Th. Thesmophoriazusae

Babr. Babrius Fabularum Sriptorum

Clem. Al. Clemens Alexandrinus Theologus

Protr. Protrepticus

D.L. Diogenes LaertiusH

D.S. Diodorus Siculus Historicus

E. Euripides Tragicus

Ba. Bacchae

Hipp. Hippolytus

Or. Orestes

Spp. Supplices

Eub. Eubulus Comicus

Gorg. Gorgias Rhetor et Sophista

 Hel. Helena

Hdt. Herodotus Historicus

Hom. Homerus Epicus

Od. Odyssea

HP. Hippocrates Medicus

Morb. Sacr. De Morbo Sacro (περὶ ἱερῆς νούσον)

Lucianus Lucianus Sophista

Nigr. Nigrinus

Paus. Pausanias Periegeta

Philostr. Philostratus Sophista

VA Vita Apollonii

Phot. Photius Lexicographus

Bibl. Bibliotheca

Pl. Plato Philosophus

Alc. Alcibiades

Lg. Leges

Men. Meno

Phlb. Philebus

Smp. Symposium

R. Respublica

Plot. Plotinus Philosophus
S. Sophocles Tragicus

Aj. Ajax

OT OedipusTyrannus

Str. Strabo Geographus

X. Xenophon Historicus
Cyr. Institutio Cyri (Cyropaedia)

Mem. Memorabilia
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Introduzione

Negli ultimi cinquanta anni abbiamo assistito ad un aumento significativo dell’esposizione del 
corpo femminile e della sua nudità. Dal 1970, infatti, si è cominciato a registrare un importante 
cambiamento nelle immagini: per la prima volta nella storia una donna nuda, accompagnata dal 
messaggio «She’s built like all our products», veniva usata per pubblicizzare e vendere un prodotto. 
Il lettore della rivista Construction News era praticamente impossibilitato ad accedere al suo viso 1: 
la ragazza era provocatoriamente ritratta di schiena, distesa sul fianco sinistro e con il fondoschiena 
in primo piano. Da quel momento in poi le rappresentazioni sono diventate sempre più rivelatrici, 
mostrando audacemente corpi di donne svestiti o coperti solo in minima parte. Oggi, poi, tali 
immagini continuano a proliferare abbondantemente in qualsiasi settore della società. Ovunque e 
dappertutto si può vedere il corpo della donna esibito nella sua nudità per vendere ogni tipo di 
prodotto, dai dopobarba ai deodoranti, dai cosmetici alle macchine. E non solo. Persino in Instagram, 
una delle più popolari piattaforme digitali di condivisione on-line, sta aumentando esponenzialmente 
la divulgazione di foto, per lo più selfie, in cui le donne si mostrano in abiti succinti 2, segno evidente 

1  Scottish Women’s Convention, Guide on Images of Violence Against Women in the Media, <https://www.
scottishwomensconvention.org/content/resources/VAG-Booklet-upload.pdf>, p. 8.

2  K. Tiidenberg, E. Gómez Cruz, “Selfies, Images and the Re-making of the Body”, in Body & Society, 21, 2015, 
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che la pubblicazione e, conseguente, pubblicizzazione del proprio denudamento è ormai appannaggio 
di tutte e non solo delle modelle o dei personaggi dello spettacolo. 

La pervasività di tale pratica è ormai divenuta capillare, ma non smette di interrogare, soprattutto 
in relazione al significato che sottende tali raffigurazioni e all’ideale di bellezza femminile che esse 
contribuiscono a diffondere. 

Scopo del presente contributo, pertanto, è analizzare il pensiero di Julia Kristeva su piacere di 
vedere, bellezza e corpo, al fine di interrogare il contemporaneo denudamento del corpo femminile 
per comprendere se esso contenga un invito ad ammirare con piacere, il piacere di ri-velare appunto 3, 
o, piuttosto, come direbbe la pensatrice bulgara, coincida con una smorfia riduttiva della stessa 
femminilità 4. 

Affrontare tale argomento sembra essere diventato particolarmente urgente e importante nella 
nostra cultura dell’immagine. Il sospetto è che dietro la pratica di spettacolarizzazione della bellezza 
femminile si nascondano ancora delle forme di violenza sulla donna, con importanti ricadute a livello 
etico e sociale. La crescente domanda di visibilità e pubblicità del corpo e della nudità, infatti, sembra 
essere legata a un aumento della vulnerabilità. 

Le immagini esercitano un’influenza particolare sul nostro modo di pensare, vedere e giudicare noi 
stessi e gli altri; un’eccessiva e ripetitiva esposizione ad esse rischia di avere delle conseguenze negative 
sulla nostra capacità critica e di presa di distanza. A tal proposito, vari studi hanno già da tempo e 
lungamente dimostrato come le raffigurazioni presenti nei media tradizionali diffondano standard e 
norme di bellezza a cui le donne finiscono per aderire passivamente, sia fisicamente che psichicamente, 
nella speranza di poter apparire attraenti e desiderabili 5. In tal senso, l’aumento dell’esposizione a 
questa bellezza mediatica accresce l’interiorizzazione e le fantasie circa l’ideale promosso che si cerca 
di raggiungere a tutti i costi, scatenando spesso meccanismi psicologici complessi e delicati e dando 
luogo a comportamenti a rischio per la salute, come disturbi alimentari. 

A complicare le cose si aggiunge la constatazione che i social networks contemporanei hanno una 
grande influenza proprio sul modo in cui le persone interiorizzano tali standard di bellezza. E ciò per 
due ordini di motivazioni. Innanzitutto, perché l’accesso a Internet è ormai facile e veloce e a portata 
di tutti. Inoltre, a differenza dei media tradizionali, le piattaforme digitali coinvolgono attivamente 
gli utenti e, abbattendo le distanze spazio-temporali, li espongono a foto di persone ritenute vicine e 
comuni, creando l’illusione che i post, i selfie e i profili che stanno vedendo siano sicuramente reali, 
incidendo negativamente sulla già diminuita capacità critica. 

Tale argomento, dunque, si mostra particolarmente impegnativo, ma non meno urgente, dato 
il pericolo che esso contiene in sé. Per affrontarlo, cercherò di fornire, nelle due sezioni successive, 
un’analisi del pensiero di Kristeva su piacere di vedere, bellezza e corpo femminile, al fine di 

n. 4,  pp. 77-102. 

3  J. Kristeva, From Madonnas to Nudes. A Representation of Female Beauty, in J. Kristeva, La haine et le pardon, 
2005, trad. ingl. Hatred and Forgiveness, New York, Columbia University Press, 2010, p. 58.

4  Ibidem, p. 78.

5  S. Sarkar, “Media and woman image: a Feminist discourse”, in Journal of Media and Communication Studies, 6, 
2014, n. 3, p. 51; S. D. Walters, Material Girls. Making Sense of Feminist Cultural Theory, London, University of California 
Press, 1995, p. 51. 
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evidenziare, nel terzo paragrafo, se e quale idea di bellezza femminile è alla base del pubblico denudare 
contemporaneo e le sue implicazioni etiche e sociali. 

Il piacere di vedere come invito ad ammirare

Il testo che ho scelto di analizzare, From Madonnas to Nudes, composto da Kristeva nel 1999 per 
una conferenza alla Sorbona, si ricollega a quanto già sostenuto dall’autrice nel 1975 in Maternité 
selon Giovanni Bellini e nel 1985 in Stabat Mater. Tuttavia, a differenza di quest’ultimi due, tale 
saggio si caratterizza proprio perché specificamente dedicato alla questione del femminile e della sua 
rappresentazione, in vista del riconoscimento delle differenze pur nella rivendicazione dell’uguaglianza 
dei diritti tra i due sessi. Non a caso lo scritto è stato ripubblicato nella raccolta Hatred and Forgiveness 
nella sezione intitolata Women, interamente dedicata al femminile e alla celebrazione della sua 
peculiarità e provocatoriamente aperta dallo studio On Parity Again; or Women and the Sacred, a sua 
volta già apparso su Le Monde nel 1999.

Ecco, dunque, che l’autrice, richiamandosi alla tradizione psicoanalitica per dialogare con essa,  
introduce le sue riflessioni dichiarando lapidariamente: «Nella dialettica del vedere/esser visti, la 
donna occupa il posto dell’esser vista» 6. Tale sembrerebbe essere una caratteristica tipica del femminile 
e finirebbe per qualificare essenzialmente e ontologicamente la dialettica tra i sessi. La donna non 
la rifiuta e non l’ha mai rifiutata. Proprio per questo, secondo la pensatrice bulgara, ancora più 
radicalmente sarebbe corretto affermare che per essere la donna necessita dello sguardo dell’altro; è lei 
che lo chiede, lo provoca e a tal fine adorna se stessa. E, chiaramente, in questo gioco dialettico tra i 
sessi, se la donna coincide con l’esser vista, lo sguardo dovrà per forza di cose essere maschile. 

Prova chiara di quanto appena affermato si può trovare secondo Kristeva nella storia dell’arte 
e specialmente della pittura, che, profondamente caratterizzate dal punto di vista fallico, ci hanno 
sempre restituito un’immagine del femminile filtrata attraverso l’occhio maschile 7 e il suo erotismo. 
Cosicché la raffigurazione della bellezza finisce per coincidere con i tratti della delicatezza, della grazia, 
della sofferenza, della modestia, della fragilità, della tristezza ed è sapientemente resa e significata 
attraverso tutti quei segni che sul viso e sul corpo della donna mettono in risalto ciò che Freud 
chiamava castrazione.

In tal senso, dunque, il bello femminile diffuso nell’arte sarebbe frutto di una proiezione maschile 
e il corpo della donna, veicolo della sua manifestazione, solo un oggetto e un supporto passivo del 
desiderio maschile, nient’altro che un semplice riflesso dello sguardo sadico del voyeur 8.

Malgrado ciò, le rappresentazioni artistiche della donna, secondo Kristeva, sarebbero ben lungi 
dal mostrarla alla stregua di un feticcio, ovvero come un semplice oggetto di scambio, considerato e 

6  Trad. nostra. «In the dialectic of seeing/being seen, the female occupies the place of being seen», J. Kristeva, From 
Madonnas to Nudes, cit., p. 59. A riguardo, si precisa che tutte le citazioni in lingua appariranno nel testo in traduzione 
nostra.

7  A tal proposito, Kristeva scrive: «We do not know much about the femininity that would be the product of the 
feminine imaginary alone. Female painters seem to take up the canon of female beauty established by their brothers or 
fathers and are content to add another smile, another act of cruelty, without changing the logic» («Non sappiamo molto 
sulla femminilità come prodotto del solo immaginario femminile. Le pittrici sembrano riprendere il canone della bellezza 
femminile stabilito dai loro fratelli o padri e si accontentano di aggiungere un altro sorriso, un altro atto di crudeltà, senza 
cambiare la logica», From Madonnas to Nudes, cit., p. 62). 

8  Ibidem, p. 62.
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apprezzato nella sua pura materialità. E ciò perché, avverte l’autrice, esse sono state prese nella logica 
cristiana che le ha illuminate e vivificate con i suoi due principi fondamentali, l’Amore e l’Incarnazione. 
E qui l’autrice sembra far propria una visione kantiana del bello, tuttavia per superarla, legando in un 
movimento subitaneo estetica ad etica, contemplazione ad atto. La bellezza femminile, infatti, sarebbe 
frutto di un piacere peculiare, il quale scaturirebbe a sua volta da una visione che coincide con una 
rivelazione contenente un invito – l’invito ad ammirare con piacere – e che si focalizza su un corpo che 
è particolare, perché è il corpo della madre 9. «Ciò che viene fatto apparire non è un corpo in quanto 
tale, ma un corpo amante, essendo l’amore questa assunzione di sé e questa devozione verso l’altro il cui 
grado più alto, come direbbe Hegel, è “l’identificazione del soggetto con un’altra persona di un altro 
sesso”»  10. La rivelazione e il miracolo 11 che essa contiene, ovvero l’invito ad ammirare, è enigmatica, 
poiché è soltanto una promessa di visibilità. Essa, infatti, è volta verso un’intimità che come tale si 
sottrae, rimanendo inattingibile e irrappresentabile, in quanto manifestazione dell’infinito. Ciò di cui 
si tratta è, dunque, rendere l’infinità dell’anima amante in un corpo donato all’altro 12. In tal senso, 
la rappresentazione del femminile e della sua peculiarità vengono offerte in una logica che coniuga 
narcisismo e amore, lo specchio e la relazionalità, l’attaccamento all’altro e la preoccupazione per 
l’altro 13, e il cui significato sociale viene a coincidere con la coniugalità e la fedeltà.  

Ora, se in tali affermazioni è palesemente riconoscibile una chiara e forte eco lacaniana, tuttavia 
non bisogna dimenticare che le intuizioni di Kristeva sono frutto del suo costante dialogo anche 
con gli scritti e il pensiero di Freud, Klein, Green, Laplanche e del suo approccio interdisciplinare 
attraverso la linguistica, la filosofia, la letteratura e la religione 14.

Rendere visibile il mistero femminile

Secondo Kristeva, dunque, l’idea di bellezza e femminilità specifica del cristianesimo ha a lungo 
influenzato l’arte occidentale, popolandola di una serie di rappresentazioni di donne che risultano 
essere differenti versioni della medesima nozione modulata di volta in volta in una figurabilità 
mutevole e storicamente costruita. L’esperienza estetica 15, infatti, segretamente e inconsciamente 

9  Chiaro è che su questo punto Kristeva sembra far sua la concezione kantiana secondo cui la visione di ciò che 
appare come bello provoca un sentimento di piacere.

10  «Yet what is being made to appear is not a body as such but an amorous body, love being this assumption of the 
self and this devotion to the other whose highest degree, as Hegel would say, is the “subject’s identification with another 
person of another sex”», Ibidem, p. 59.

11  È la stessa Kristeva ad avvicinare i termini mirare e miracolo.

12  Ibidem, p. 58.

13  Ibidem, p. 59. L’uso della categoria dello specchio tradisce il dialogo costante con la teoresi lacaniana che alimenta 
lo sviluppo del pensiero di Kristeva, rivelandone nello stesso tempo la distanza. A differenza di Lacan, per il quale i primi 
germi dell’io si formano tra i sei e i diciotto mesi, ovvero quando il bambino, incrociando e grazie allo sguardo della madre, 
riconosce come propria l’immagine che gli appare riflessa nello specchio, per Kristeva la formazione della soggettività è un 
processo che inizia nel corpo materno durante la gravidanza.

14  A riguardo, Widawsky sostiene che il pensiero interdisciplinare di Kristeva non sia semplice sfoggio di eclettismo, 
quanto piuttosto frutto di una vasta esplorazione della mente umana che impone di viaggiare tra discipline, oltrepassandone 
le frontiere. R. Widawsky, “Julia Kristeva’s Psychoanalytic Work”, in Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association, 62, 
2014, n. 1, p. 62.

15  A tal proposito, S.K. Keltner non manca di sottolineare come la particolarità della teoresi di Kristeva risieda 
proprio nell’intreccio di psicoanalisi ed estetica: «Julia Kristeva’s relationship to modern and contemporary social and 
political discourses is complex, ambiguous territory. […] The difficult is tied to both her chosen object domain, as that of 
singularity or what she tends to call, more and more, the intimate, and her interdisciplinary approach, which includes the 
entire human and social sciences, but which privileges psychoanalysis and aesthetics» («Il rapporto di Julia Kristeva con 
i discorsi sociali e politici moderni e contemporanei è complesso, un territorio ambiguo. […] La difficoltà è legata sia al 
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originata dal legame narcisistico madre-feto, esita dapprima nell’adorazione e, successivamente, 
nell’immedesimazione nella madre da parte del pittore, il quale ne offre una raffigurazione che riflette 
i segni del mutato contesto socio-culturale in cui viene prodotta ma, al contempo, rivela il medesimo 
anelito di rendere visibile l’infinità dell’interiorità attraverso il corpo 16. 

La ricchezza e densità delle affermazioni iniziali di Kristeva meritano un approfondimento particolare. 
In effetti, lei ricollega la creazione artistica alla relazione madre-feto, al narcisismo primario, all’amore, 
alla perdita e alla dialettica tra simbolico e semiotico, tutte categorie che assumono un significato 
specifico nel suo sistema teoretico. La sublimazione artistica è vista dall’autrice come creazione di 
forme che recuperano e danno vita simbolica alla dinamica non verbale di amore e perdita strutturante 
la soggettività 17. Essa ha dunque il merito di recuperare il narcisismo primario, ovvero la fase iniziale 
della vita infantile, in cui la relazione tra madre e feto è segnata dall’assenza di simbolismo e comporta 
una complessa articolazione di pulsioni e affetti, una sorta di semiotica preverbale 18 avente luogo nel 
corpo gravido. Una ripresa e articolazione di ciò che Freud chiamava continente oscuro, l’enigma 
del femminile. Infatti, come anche Balsam riconosce, «nel suo lavoro Kristeva mantiene un dialogo 
caratterizzante con Freud. Lei ha rotto i legami di fedeltà al suo maestro, Lacan, se non altro per 
l’enorme quantità di parole che ha riversato nella sua passione di esprimere l’intensità dell’esperienza 
femminile in quanto femminile» 19.

La storia dei vari tentativi di mostrare tale enigma del femminile nell’arte ha avuto inizio, secondo 

dominio dell’oggetto scelto, sia a quello della singolarità o a quello che tende a chiamare, sempre di più, l’intimo, e il suo 
approccio interdisciplinare, che comprende l’intera scienza umana e sociale, ma che privilegia la psicoanalisi e l’estetica», 
S.K. Keltner, “Politics from A Bit of a Distance”, in Psychoanalysis, Aesthetics and Politics in the Work of Julia Kristeva, a cura 
di K. Oliver e S.K. Keltner, Albany, Suny Press, 2009, p. 1). 

16  Seguendo Lacan, ma allo stesso tempo allontanandosi dal suo pensiero proprio su questo punto, Kristeva 
argomenta su un apriori semiotico originante il simbolico, il sistema significante, ma non separato da esso. Per questa 
ragione la pensatrice bulgara ritiene che la semiotica sia sempre sociale e quindi storica. (J. Kristeva, La revolution du 
langage poétique, 1974, trad. ingl. Revolution in Poetic Language, New York, Columbia University Press, 1984, p. 68). 

17  A riguardo  Beardsworth sostiene che nel pensiero di Kristeva «art and literature are the recovery of “the lost” 
insofar as they work as sublimations of the corporeal and affective aspects of subjectivity […]: the unprecedented or 
surprising forms of exposure to otherness and separateness, which, culturally ignored, have remained unspoken, and whose 
mute traces have remained locked up in the psychic microcosm of the individual. In other words, art and literature are the 
recovery of ‘the lost’ in and through the creation of forms» («Arte e letteratura sono il recupero del “perduto” nella misura 
in cui agiscono come sublimazioni degli aspetti corporei e affettivi della soggettività […]: le forme inedite o sorprendenti 
di esposizione all’alterità e alla separatezza, che, ignorate culturalmente, sono rimaste inespresse, e le cui tracce mute 
sono rimaste rinchiuse nel microcosmo psichico dell’individuo. In altre parole, arte e letteratura sono il recupero del 
‘perduto’ nella e attraverso la creazione di forme», S. Beardsworth, “Love’s Lost Labors: Subjectivity, Art, and Politics”, in 
Psychoanalysis, Aesthetics, and Politics in the Work of Julia Kristeva, a cura di K. Oliver, S.K. Keltner, p. 135).

18  Per quanto riguarda l’uso del termine semiotica, è importante sottolineare la distinzione che separa la semiotique, 
ovvero la scienza della semiotica, da le semiotique, la quale coincide con la disposizione semiotica di cui parla Kristeva e 
che costituisce il cardine innovativo della sua riflessione teoretica. L’autrice introduce tale categoria per la prima volta ne 
La rivoluzione del linguaggio poetico definendola come la disposizione asimbolica che si fonda sulla relazione simbiotica 
primaria tra madre e feto, in cui tra i ritmi e i suoni dei due corpi a contatto tra loro, si colloca l’origine del linguaggio. A 
differenza di quanto sostenevano Freud e Lacan per i quali era la funzione paterna a dare inizio al processo di negazione e 
identificazione attraverso cui il bambino entrava nella dimensione della soggettività e del linguaggio, Kristeva rivaluta la 
complessità della funzione materna a lungo trascurata dalla tradizione psicoanalitica collocando la logica della significazione 
già nel corpo materno, che, in tal senso, figura quale punto di contatto tra natura e cultura.   

19  «In her work Kristeva characteristically maintains a dialogue with Freud. She has broken the bonds of allegiance 
to her teacher, Lacan, if only by the sheer volume of words she has poured forth into her passion for expressing the 
intensity of female experience qua female», trad. nostra. R. Balsam, “The Embodied Mother: Commentary on Kristeva”, 
in «Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association», 61, 2014, n. 1, pp. 87-88.
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la pensatrice bulgara, con la preferenza accordata alla figura di Maria 20. E particolarmente interessante 
è a riguardo notare la lettura critica che Kristeva fornisce non tanto della Madonna colta nella sua 
storicità, quanto piuttosto della figurabilità attraverso cui ella è stata resa.

Maria è la madre di Dio, ma, avverte l’autrice, la sua maternità è del tutto peculiare, poiché rivelata 
e significata dalla sua verginità. Una verginità che è allo stesso tempo segno di scandalo\iniquità e 
di ammirazione per il pensiero. Scandalo perché essa contiene nel suo concetto l’esclusione dalla 
sessualità e finisce per coincidere con una castità punitiva declinata, secondo Kristeva, come il prezzo 
che la donna ha dovuto pagare per essere ammessa alla dimensione del sacro e della rappresentazione 21. 
Ora, riguardo tale aspetto, il pensiero dell’autrice non risulta particolarmente originale, poiché lo 
colloca ancora nell’asprezza e distruttività della polemica che animava il femminismo della differenza 22. 
D’altra parte, qui bisogna tenere presente che la lettura di Kristeva riflette un punto di vista particolare, 
il quale sembra alquanto discutibile. Dapprima, perché confonde l’esercizio della genitalità con la 
sessualità, che è un concetto più ampio. Se la verginità della Madonna, infatti, può contenere in sé  
l’idea di un’astensione dalla prima, non così dalla seconda. Ontologicamente l’essere umano è sempre 
sessuato e, come diceva Irigaray in Essere due 23, esso è maschile o femminile. Inoltre, su questo stesso 
punto l’autrice sembra contraddirsi. Di esclusione dalla sessualità si può parlare nella raffigurazione 
degli angeli, ma non certo in quella di Maria, la quale è stata sempre rappresentata nel suo essere 
femminile, che poi è ciò che attira l’attenzione della nostra pensatrice.  

Particolarmente affascinante appare invece  quanto l’autrice afferma subito dopo in relazione 
al secondo aspetto di tale verginità. Essa, infatti, sembrerebbe non essere così mortificante, poiché 
conterrebbe in sé anche un riferimento e un invito a rammemorare, quasi a sognare, ciò che l’autrice 
definisce come il non-luogo, il proto-spazio, il tempo senza tempo, la chora 24 antecedente la Parola, 
l’inaccessibile prima dell’inizio del soggetto e in tal senso vergine 25, ai limiti del conscio. Kristeva 
introduce per la prima volta la categoria di chora semiotica nella sua dissertazione dottorale, La 
rivoluzione del linguaggio poetico, riprendendola dal Timeo platonico per indicare il corpo materno 
e le sue pulsioni primigenie e per problematizzare la questione delle origini. Infatti, sia la nostra 
pensatrice che Platone caratterizzano la chora in termini materni. A riguardo, si ricorderà che Timeo, 
nell’omonimo dialogo platonico, la descrive come madre, come balia, usando connotazioni femminili 

20  «Mary, mother of God, is the centerpiece in the crystallization of Christian beauty around Love and Incarnation» 
(«Maria, madre di Dio, è il fulcro della cristallizzazione della bellezza cristiana intorno all’Amore e all’Incarnazione»), J. 
Kristeva, From Madonnas to Nudes, p. 64.

21  «The adjective virgin that characterizes Mary might have been a translation error: the Semitic term that refers to 
the social and legal status of a young, unmarried girl may have been replaced by the Greek term parthenos, which refers to 
a physiological and psychological situation» («L’aggettivo vergine che caratterizza Maria potrebbe essere stato un errore di 
traduzione: il termine semitico che si riferisce allo status sociale e legale di una giovane ragazza non sposata potrebbe essere 
stato sostituito dal termine greco parthenos, che si riferisce a una situazione fisiologica e psicologica») (Ibidem).

22  La filosofia o pensiero della differenza ha avuto inizio a partire dalle elaborazioni teoriche di Luce Irigaray alla 
fine degli anni Sessanta e si è diffusa principalmente in Europa e negli Stati Uniti.

23  L. Irigaray, Être deux, 1994, trad. it. Essere due, Torino, Bollati Boringhieri, 1997.

24  Riferendosi a Democrito e al Timeo di Platone, Kristeva usa la categoria di chora per significare uno spazio 
prima dello spazio, un esterno impensabile, prima dell’inizio del desiderio. Il significato e la pregnanza di tale nozione 
sono controversi. Essa, infatti, è stata variamente oggetto di critiche da parte di molte pensatrici femministe. Per ulteriori 
approfondimenti si rimanda a: K. Oliver, Reading Kristeva: Unraveling the Double-bind, Bloomington, Indiana University 
Press, 1993, p. 48.

25  A tal proposito, Kristeva dichiara: «I would like to imagine that the Virgin would urge us to dream to this point: 
before time, before the subject, before the beginning, which is the beginning of desire» («Mi piacerebbe immaginare che 
la Vergine ci spingesse a sognare fino a questo punto: prima del tempo, prima del soggetto, prima dell’inizio, che è l’inizio 
del desiderio», From Madonnas to Nudes, p. 65) 
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distinte da quelle impiegate per alludere al  demiurgo paterno. Anche per Kristeva il corpo materno è 
il principio ordinatore della chora semiotica 26, la quale è sinonimo di quello stato funzionale preverbale 
antecedente l’inizio del soggetto ed indica la prima relazione simbiotica 27 tra madre e feto 28. In tal 
senso, dunque, richiamandosi a Freud, l’autrice specifica che la verginità di Maria avrebbe avuto il 
merito di recuperare e, nello stesso tempo, di significare questo aspetto impensabile e irrappresentabile 
della femminilità, la cui peculiare importanza risiede proprio nella constatazione di come esso riguardi 
entrambi i sessi perché ne ha marchiato le origini. È dunque grazie a tale verginità che è possibile 
raffigurare il materno e il femminile come diversi rispetto al semplice doppio simmetrico del maschile, 
proprio quando con essa si indica una certa esperienza implicante un peculiare indietreggiare «fino 
al punto di malinconia, una sensibilità autistica, senza parole, una ferita aperta in tutti»  29. E se di 
malinconia si tratta ciò avviene perché questo stato viene mostrato come l’oggetto perduto e distrutto, 
precondizione e condizione necessaria allo sviluppo del soggetto. Come già accennava Melanie Klein, 
affinché il soggetto cresca è necessario che egli si separi dalla madre. In tal senso, ritroviamo qui 
l’hegeliano lavoro del negativo, che nel pensiero di Kristeva incrocia la prospettiva freudiana sulla 
soggettività. L’elemento cardine di tale travaglio del negativo è proprio il rifiuto di ciò che è intollerabile 
per l’ego, pur essendone parte integrante. Tale dialettica implica l’incorporazione dell’assenza e della 
perdita nella struttura psichica dell’io, componenti entrambi centrali nella prima esperienza di amore, 
sia materno che paterno 30.

26  F. Söderbäck, “Motherhood: A Site of Repression or Liberation? Kristeva and Butler on the Maternal Body”, in 
Studies in the Maternal, 2, 2010, n. 1, p. 2.

27  Il semiotico è differente dall’ordine simbolico-fallico e paterno. A riguardo, è la stessa autrice a precisare che: «If 
we use the term symbolic to refer to the language of consciousness (with its linear temporality and its categorizations). I 
have proposed the term semiotic to refer to a different language, the unconscious “language” found in children’s echolalia 
before the appearance of signs and syntax, and especially in the discourse we receive as aesthetic» («Se usiamo il termine 
simbolico per riferirci al linguaggio della coscienza (con la sua temporalità lineare e le sue categorizzazioni). Ho proposto 
il termine semiotico per riferirsi a un linguaggio diverso, il “linguaggio” inconscio trovato nell’ecolalia dei bambini prima 
dell’apparizione di segni e sintassi, e specialmente nel discorso che riceviamo come estetico», J. Kristeva, The Passion 
According to Motherhooh, Hatred and Forgiveness, p. 81). Con l’acquisizione del linguaggio paterno il soggetto svilupperà 
il proprio ego ed entrerà nel regno della simbolizzazione. Ora, sia Lacan che Kristeva parlano di uno spazio, di un fuori, 
impensabile e inesprimibile, antecedente l’ordine simbolico. Tuttavia, sussiste un’importante differenza teoretica nel 
pensiero dei due autori su questo punto. Infatti, mentre per Lacan il semiotico è antecedente e opposto al simbolico, per 
Kristeva i due ordini sono profondamente interconnessi tra loro. Come sostiene Söderbäck, superando a riguardo la critica 
di Butler, «Kristeva’s whole project, in my mind, is exactly a sustained attempt to avoid such oppositional and exclusive 
structures, which is why she consistently describes the semiotic and the symbolic as codependent, coexiting, intertwined» 
(«L’intero progetto di Kristeva, secondo me, è esattamente un tentativo prolungato di evitare tali strutture oppositive ed 
esclusive, ed è per questo che descrive coerentemente il semiotico e il simbolico come codipendenti, coesivi, intrecciati», 
F. Söderbäck, Motherhood According to Kristeva. On Time and Matter in Plato and Kristeva, in «philoSOPHIA Journal 
for Continental Feminist Philosophy», 1, 2011, n. 1, p. 77). Tuttavia, l’uso di tale figura categoriale rimane controverso. 
Infatti, come anche afferma Margaroni: «In the area of feminist theory in particular, the semiotic chora was repeatedly 
dismissed as “one of the most problematic aspects” of Kristeva’s work. […] Read as a metaphor for “the maternal uterus”, 
the chora was criticized as one more regression to a-historical perceptions of femininity […] while its subversive power 
was questioned for remaining limited ‘to a site outside culture itself» («Nell’area della teoria femminista in particolare, la 
chora semiotica è stata ripetutamente liquidata come ‘uno degli aspetti più problematici’ dell’opera di Kristeva. […] Letta 
come metafora dell’“utero materno”, la chora è stata criticata come un’ulteriore regressione alle percezioni a-storiche della 
femminilità […] mentre il suo potere sovversivo è stato messo in discussione per rimanere limitato ‘a un posto al di fuori 
della stessa cultura», M. Margaroni, “‘The Lost Foundation’: Kristeva’s Semiotic Chora and Its Ambiguous Legacy, in 
Hypatia, 20, 2015, n. 1, p. 79).

28  A riguardo, Oliver specifica che: «Usually Kristeva is very careful to point out that the semiotic chora is not brute 
biology. Rather, it is the intersection of biology and culture» («Di solito Kristeva fa molta attenzione a sottolineare che la 
chora semiotica non è biologia bruta. Piuttosto, è l’intersezione tra biologia e cultura», K. Oliver, Reading Kristeva, p. 11).

29  «To the point of melancholy, an autistic, speechless sensibility, a gaping cavern in everyone», J. Kristeva, From 
Madonnas to Nudes, p. 65.

30  R. Widawsky, Julia Kristeva’s Psychoanalytic Work, p. 64.
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D’altra parte, la figura di Maria è anche simbolo di un ineguagliabile potere, ottenuto però solo 
attraverso il passaggio e la santificazione della sofferenza e del dolore. Il ruolo della Vergine è centrale, 
perché è lei che intercede tra Padre e Figlio; inoltre, è immortale: «Questo ruolo mariano è certamente 
invidiabile, ma richiede un’immersione sconfinata nella sofferenza: i cinici direbbero che Maria mostra 
segni di straordinarie tendenze masochiste» 31.

Così Maria ha finito per attrarre lungamente l’attenzione dei pittori che, grazie al loro fervido 
interesse per il materno e il femminile, ne hanno variamente celebrato i tratti e la bellezza, restituendola al 
pubblico quale personaggio costruito ad arte. Già nel suo saggio più importante sulla maternità, Stabat 
Mater 32, Kristeva aveva scritto sulla Madonna presentandola come costrutto simbolico significativo 
della madre idealizzata e fantasmatica, nient’altro che immagine o icona riflettente l’appropriazione 
maschile del materno. In effetti, la figura della Vergine finisce per essere veicolo anche di una certa idea 
del sacro e della sacralità. Rappresentando la possibilità di una comunione e convivenza stabile tra i due 
sessi, accoglie in sé l’idea della coppia e del sacramento del matrimonio. Proprio per questo, secondo 
l’autrice, ella ha il plauso dei moralisti benpensanti riguardo il tema della generatività. Avendo occhi 
solo per suo figlio e per nessun altro uomo, non lascia spazio al benché minimo desiderio, calmando 
le ansie maschili a riguardo e fugando ogni disagio femminile 33.   

Inoltre, in quanto solo ed esclusivamente madre devota, la sua grazia diventa simbolo del narcisismo 
primario, ovvero di quella simbiosi preedipica che è la base primaria dell’identità di ciascun essere 
umano. Detto in altri termini, la Vergine rappresenterebbe quell’amore originario di cui ognuno di 
noi ha bisogno per formarsi e crescere e la cui mancanza è all’origine delle varie forme di depressione 
e psicosi. E, secondo Kristeva, l’attenzione e la celebrazione tutta particolare rivolta alla madre 
caritatevole, che dà tutta se stessa al figlio, sarebbe un’ulteriore prova della necessità del genere umano 
di una compassione arcaica e di una cura più radicale di quella che può fornire la figura del padre.

Ora, proprio perché costruita a rappresentare la relazione originaria tra madre e figlio, il personaggio 
della Vergine Maria può essere reso solo attraverso il silenzio, la musica e la pittura, cioè solo al di fuori 
e al di là del linguaggio. In tal senso, essa stimola l’immaginazione, il sogno di quell’intero spazio che 
si può rendere solo rievocando tracce sensoriali e pulsionali, stando attenti a cogliere e rendere il punto 
di connessione della Parola alla carne. La figura di Maria permetterebbe così all’artista di abbracciare il 
godimento femminile negato e di restituirlo nel flusso di forme. «La censura della sessualità di Maria 
(questa è una madre senza desiderio, senza nessun erotismo e amore al di là di quello manifestato 
per suo figlio) protegge l’artista dall’ansia specifica del dramma edipico e gli consente di appropriarsi 
del presunto godimento materno nello splendore della sua arte»  34. Detto in altri termini, dunque, la 
Vergine diventerebbe segno di un ritorno del semiotico represso, ma nella dimensione simbolica 35. 

31  «This Marian role is certainly enviable, but it demands a boundless immersion in suffering: cynics would say that 
Mary shows signs of exceptional masochistic tendencies», J. Kristeva, From Madonnas to Nudes, p. 66.

32  J. Kristeva, “Stabat Mater”, 1977, trad. ingl. in Poetics Today, 6, 1985, n. 1/2, pp. 133-152.

33  J. Kristeva, From Madonnas to Nudes, p. 67.

34  «The censorship of Mary’s sexuality (this is a mother with no desire, no eroticism beyond her son) protects the 
artist from the anxiety specific to the oedipal drama and allows him to appropriate in the brilliance of his art the mother’s 
supposed jouissance, while the representation of Mary gives it a halo of cool self- restraint», Ibidem, p. 69.

35  «An identification with the Virgin is an identification with the mother and the Symbolic at the same time. It is 
an identification with the perfect, immortal, holy Mother. But it is also an identification with the Word that marks and 
defines her. She is, after all, a symbolic mother» («L’identificazione con la Vergine è un’identificazione con la madre e con il 
Simbolico allo stesso tempo. È un’identificazione con la Madre perfetta, immortale e santa. Ma è anche un’identificazione 
con la Parola che la contrassegna e la definisce. Dopotutto è una madre simbolica», K. Oliver, Reading Kristeva, p. 52).
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Infine, le rappresentazioni della Madre dolorosa avrebbero il merito di rendere quella solitudine 
quasi depressiva delle donne, coniugandola, allo stesso tempo, con le loro fantasie di onnipotenza. 

La figura di Maria ha certo favorito il fiorire dell’arte occidentale, ma essa già recava in sé i segni 
della propria decostruzione. La Vergine richiama il semiotico materno, ma non lo può contenere 
totalmente. Non soltanto rappresentando, ma ponendosi essa stessa come spazio di confine tra natura 
e cultura, come chora, non poteva per forza di cose essere incorporata pienamente nel Simbolico 36 e 
chiedeva potentemente di andare oltre, rompendo i confini della figurabilità in cui era resa. Questa 
decostruzione, mossa dalla volontà di s-velare finalmente tutto, oltre il peccato e la verginità, e dalla 
retorica della trasgressione, si è realizzata al di fuori dell’arte sacra 37, mostrandone tuttavia la stessa 
tensione, ovvero la tentazione segreta di rendere visibile l’invisibile femminile con la sua intimità. Infatti, 
anche la rappresentazione artistica della bellezza della nudità secondo Kristeva ha una ricchezza tutta 
particolare nella sua allusività. A riguardo, basti pensare ai dipinti di Rodin e Picasso in cui l’intensità 
delle forme supera e va oltre la nudità del corpo esposto. O all’Olimpia di Manet, i cui occhioni neri 
finiscono per provocare di più rispetto alle sue gambe discinte, proprio perché rimandano al territorio 
oscuro del suo desiderio 38. Lo sguardo del pittore è intento a rubare il mistero del femminile che è per 
definizione irraggiungibile, intoccabile e irrappresentabile. Questa l’origine del particolare piacere di 
vedere che anima e dà vita al bello artistico.

Guardare un corpo perfetto: una nuova forma di violenza sulla donna?

In relazione alla problematica cui si accennava in apertura, ovvero alla contemporanea 
spettacolarizzazione della bellezza femminile, la proposta di Kristeva appare trascurabile riguardo a ciò 
che afferma sull’origine dell’esperienza estetica, poiché, sebbene innovativa, si colloca e assume il suo 
peculiare significato nell’intelaiatura della sua riflessione teoretica.

 Particolarmente interessante, invece, risulta quanto l’autrice dichiara sulle raffigurazioni artistiche 
della donna intese come creazioni di forme che, da un punto di vista maschile, tentano di appropriarsi 
e restituire il femminile mancandolo nel suo specifico. «Prima di svestirla [la donna], i pittori hanno 
usato la Vergine per mettere a nudo le pieghe segrete dell’animo femminile» 39. La visione che tali 
immagini offrono non è mai completa. Essa, pertanto, finisce per coincidere con un interrogare che 
rimanda ad un oltre nell’impossibilità di una risposta simbolica 40. L’effetto creato è, dunque, quello di 
un piacere nel cogliere, ma che tuttavia rimane malinconico nell’esprimere. Cosicché, «ciò che crea la 
bellezza di questi feticci è proprio il modo in cui vengono rivelati: qui la luce di Bellini andò ben oltre 
le tematiche del nudo»  41. 

36  J. Kristeva, From Madonnas to Nudes, p. 50.

37  «Having unleashed the subjective, varied, innovative representations of romantic life, Christianity opened the 
way for a surpassing of religion itself: a surpassing that does not necessarily take place in an aesthetic religion (though 
there is that temptation) but in the endless search for multiple representations» («Avendo scatenato le rappresentazioni 
soggettive, varie e innovative della vita romantica, il cristianesimo ha aperto la strada a un superamento della stessa religione: 
un superamento che non necessariamente ha luogo in una religione estetica (sebbene ci sia quella tentazione) ma nella 
ricerca senza fine di più rappresentazioni», Ibidem, p. 70).

38  Ibidem, p. 77.

39  «Before undressing her, painters used the Virgin to denude the secrets folds of the feminine soul», Ibidem, p. 70.

40  D’altra parte la stessa Kristeva aveva già dichiarato, aprendo il saggio Stabat Mater, «in speaking of a woman, it 
is impossible to say what she is – for to do so would risk abolishing her difference» («parlando di una donna, è impossibile 
dire quello che è – perché farlo rischia di abolire la sua differenza»), p. 133. 

41  «Yet what creates the beauty of these fetishes is precisely the way they are revealed: here Bellini’s light went far 
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Anche le rappresentazioni contemporanee del femminile sembrano assumere il loro peculiare 
significato collocandosi nel gioco dialettico tra i sessi individuato da Kristeva in apertura del saggio, 
se è vero che, come sostiene Wright, esse potrebbero ricadere tutte nel motto: «Spogliami con i tuoi 
occhi» 42. La prevalenza dello sguardo e del punto di vista è ancora maschile, evidente dal modo in 
cui le donne vengono ritratte 43, colte per lo più in pose seducenti, e da ciò che viene presentato come 
bello, che nell’ermeneutica mediatica continua a coincidere con manifestazioni di debolezza, fragilità 
e vulnerabilità. Infatti, come anche riconosce la stessa Wright, di solito le immagini presenti sui social 
network restituiscono una donna con un look da ventenne, associando l’ideale di bellezza a gioventù 
e vulnerabilità. La raffigurazione del femminile, dunque, continua a coincidere con una proiezione 
maschile, nient’altro che un semplice riflesso dello sguardo sadico del voyeur che assume il corpo della 
donna soltanto come supporto e oggetto passivo del suo desiderio.  

Ma di quale desiderio si tratta, se, secondo quanto afferma Sarkar, nell’ermeneutica mediatica la 
femminilità, ridotta a costrutto sociale derivante dall’identificazione stretta dell’oggetto femminile con 
oggetto del desiderio sessuale, sarebbe il risultato di ciò che la percezione maschile vorrebbe cogliere 
sul corpo della donna, impedendo di accedere all’identità positiva della stessa colta come altra metà 
dell’essere umano 44?

Ora, nel porgere tale interrogativo risalta immediatamente l’interesse peculiare racchiuso nell’idea 
che Kristeva suggerisce in From Madonnas to Nudes. Una profonda differenza, infatti, sembra allontanare 
la rappresentazione mediatica da quella artistica della donna in senso peggiorativo e degradante della 
sua dignità. Come più volte sottolineato, nell’arte l’appercezione della bellezza femminile è legata ad un 
particolare piacere che scaturisce dalla visione di un corpo amoroso, ovvero di un corpo colto nell’oltre 
della sua materialità e i cui tratti caratterizzanti la sua fisicità diventano significanti di qualcos’altro. 
Ogni donna, indipendentemente e precisamente a partire da tali tratti, viene ammirata, contemplata 
e adorata per quest’altro. Tale vedere, quindi, viene colto nel suo significato profondo di svelamento, 
di rivelazione inteso come tentativo di denudamento e appropriazione del miracolo, di questo oltre 
misterioso che come tale sfugge alla logica del simbolico, rimanendo irraggiungibile e irrappresentabile: 
il mistero della femminilità. Proprio per questo motivo esso non sembra mortificante. 

Il vedere contemporaneo, invece, sembra coincidere con un semplice guardare, che si concentra su 
un corpo perfetto, restituendoci un’immagine precisa della bellezza femminile identificata in specifici 
tratti fisici, come occhi grandi, volti allungati, nasi pronunciati, eccessiva magrezza e curve accentuate 45. 
Riprendendo, quindi, il pensiero di Kristeva, si potrebbe sostenere che il particolare piacere associato 
all’appercezione della bellezza mediatica deriva da un vedere centrato soltanto sull’aspetto fisico, con 
tutta la pericolosità etica che tale pratica racchiude in sé.

Dapprima perché i tratti ideali legati a tale fisicità sono tipicamente occidentali. A riguardo, varie 
ricerche hanno dimostrato che essi stanno sempre più acquistando approvazione incondizionata 
anche in società non occidentali, diffondendo sospetto e diffidenza in relazione alla particolarità dei 

beyond the thematics of the nude», J. Kristeva, From Madonnas to Nudes, p. 76.

42  «Undress Me with Your Eyes», K. Wright, “Sexual Objectification of Female Bodies in Beauty Pageants, 
Pornography, and Media”, in Dissenting Voices, 6, 2017, n. 1, 12, p. 136.

43  Ibidem, pp. 126-127.

44  S. Sarkar, Media and woman image: A Feminist discourse, p. 49.

45  Y. Yan, K. Bissel, “The Globalization of Beauty: How is Ideal Beauty Influenced by Globally Fashion and Beauty 
Magazines?”, in Journal of Intercultural Communication Research, 43, 2014, n. 3, pp. 194-214.
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lineamenti fisici distintivi di altre culture. Inoltre, tali fattezze fisiche sono spesso irrealistiche, poiché 
le immagini che le mostrano sono il più delle volte frutto di correzioni digitali. «La maggior parte 
delle modelle nelle pubblicità sono molto più imperfette delle loro foto sui cartelloni e sulle riviste. 
Questo perché le […] immagini [vengono] corrette digitalmente tramite photoshop, prima che gli 
annunci vengano presentati al pubblico» 46. Nonostante ciò, esse finiscono per avere un grande potere 
di influenza su come le donne vedono e percepiscono se stesse, diffondendo il messaggio di non essere 
mai all’altezza e di non andare mai abbastanza bene, provocando pericolosi disturbi della personalità 
legati tutti all’insoddisfazione del proprio corpo, quali patologie alimentari, depressione, stress, senso 
di colpa, vergogna e insicurezza 47.

In secondo luogo, a differenza di quanto sottolineava Kristeva per l’arte, nelle raffigurazioni 
mediatiche il corpo della donna, essendo sapientemente costruito quale oggetto sessuale destinato a 
soddisfare le aspettative libidiche maschili, ci viene restituito solo come feticcio. Esso, infatti, viene 
spesso rappresentato in modo frammentato e significato metonimicamente da labbra, gambe, capelli, 
occhi, mani o piedi, nient’altro che oggetti sessuali. E quando viene dato spazio al viso, l’espressione 
appare per lo più sorridente, ma vuota 48.

In tal senso, dunque, sembrerebbe corretto poter concludere che le immagini artistiche, pur essendo 
filtrate attraverso il punto di vista maschile, lasciano comunque spazio ad una dialettica tra i sessi resa 
dal parallelo tra il desiderio di appropriazione del maschile e il sottrarsi del femminile rispettato nel 
suo specifico di silenziosità simbolica. Nelle rappresentazioni mediatiche, invece, assistiamo ad una 
semplificazione della dialettica in assertività che si traduce in una riduzione della femminilità alla sua 
corporeità, la quale, apprezzata soltanto nella sua materialità, sbarra e impedisce l’accesso alla prima. 
Ecco perché sembrerebbe corretto poter declinare con Jangir la spettacolarizzazione mediatica come 
violazione dell’intera dignità femminile, con tutte le importanti implicazioni etiche e sociali che da 
ciò ne conseguono 49.

Ciò che è in gioco, quindi, nel mostrare contemporaneo, è la questione del significato inteso come 
modo di salvaguardare una distanza riflessiva e creativa, che sola può aiutarci a prevenire i pericoli 

46  «The majority of models in ads are far more imperfect then their photos on billboards and magazines. This 
is because models are, more often than not, airbrushed, photo-shopped, and digitally corrected, before the ads are ever 
introduced to the public», S. Sarkar, Media and woman image: A Feminist discourse, p. 52.

47  Per ulteriori approfondimenti, rimando a: C. Ferguson, M. Muñoz, A. Garza, M. Galindo, Concurrent and 
prospective analyses of peer, television and social media influences on body dissatisfaction, eating disorder symptoms and life 
satisfaction in adolescent girls, in «Journal of Youth & Adolescence», 43, 2014, n. 1, pp. 1-14; M. Pritchard, B. Cramblitt, 
Media influence on drive for thinness and drive for muscularity, in «Sex Roles», 71, 2014, n. 5/8, pp. 208-218; B. Bell, H. 
Dittmar, Does media type matter? The role of identification in adolescent girl’s media consumption and the impact of different 
thin-ideal media on body image, in «Sex Roles», 65, 2011, n. 7/8, pp. 478-490.

48  «In this reading, female body would have a particular meaning, “having being used the word ‘body’, a figure 
of human being which attracts the other sex’s gaze and constructs the notion of body as object of desire satisfaction» 
(«In questa lettura, il corpo femminile avrebbe un significato particolare, “avendo usato la parola corpo”, una figura 
dell’essere umano che attrae lo sguardo dell’altro sesso e costruisce la nozione di corpo come oggetto della soddisfazione del 
desiderio», N.K. Jangir, “Voyeurism in Media: Objectification of Women as the Image of Pleasure”, in Galaxy International 
Multidisciplinary Research Journal, 6, 2017, n. 5, p. 19.

49  «The affinity of male gaze and psychological rape by eying the figure of girl could be termed as ‘rape’ of the dignity 
of the whole female sex» («L’affinità dello sguardo maschile e dello stupro psicologico nell’osservare la figura della ragazza, 
potrebbe essere definito ‘stupro’ della dignità dell’intero sesso femminile»), Ibidem, p. 22. Per ulteriori approfondimenti, si 
rimanda anche a: S. Loughnan, M.G. Pacilli, “Seeing (and Treating) Others as Sexual Objects: Toward a More Complete 
Mapping of Sexual Objectification”, in Testing, Psychometrics, Methodology in Applied Psychology, 21, 2014, n. 3, pp. 309-
325.



Malagrinò. I. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 71-83 82

etici implicati in una pratica sociale. Cercare di soddisfare tale esigenza è sicuramente sfidante, ma di 
importanza fondamentale, proprio perché, come sembra potersi inferire da quanto dichiara Kristeva 
sul corpo femminile e sulla sua bellezza, l’esporre mediatico è piatto e comporta una riduzione 
duplice. Esso, infatti, non solo oggettiva la donna avallando nuove forme di violenza e schiavitù, ma, 
in maniera ontologicamente e antropologicamente più grave, ci impedisce di accedere al mistero della 
femminilità che è allo stesso tempo il mistero della nostra origine come esseri umani. L’ossequio del 
femminile finisce per legarsi al riconoscimento del nostro essere generati, poiché ognuno di noi è nato 
da una donna. E, da questo punto di vista, il recupero delle nostre origini diventa cruciale, proprio nel 
suo significato specifico di messa in discussione del futuro dell’umanità. La posta in gioco è dunque 
molto alta, in quanto, come sostiene la nostra pensatrice, «ogni perdita [rischia di comportare] la 
perdita del mio essere e dell’essere stesso» 50. 
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Introduzione 

Il turismo non è certo un fenomeno nuovo: Pausania, forse il più noto scrittore di una guida 
turistica della Grecia antica (Periegesi della Grecia, II sec. d.C.), non fu né il primo né l’unico a 
cimentarsi in quello che era un vero genere letterario, che richiedeva, oltre all’erudizione ellenistica, 
anche l’esperienza pratica del viaggiatore. In epoca medievale, i Racconti di Canterbury di Chaucer ci 
rammentano come il turismo religioso fosse assai sviluppato, anche se le strade non erano più quelle 
dei tempi dei romani, e come viaggiassero non solo i più ricchi o i membri del clero, ma anche i 
membri dei ceti medi. È con la Rivoluzione industriale, tuttavia, che si comincia a scalfire il dominio 
del turismo abbiente e, con la maggior disponibilità economica dei ceti piccolo borghesi e operai, 
comincia il cosiddetto turismo di massa. Nel XIX secolo Thomas Cook è il fondatore della prima 
agenzia di viaggio, la Thomas Cook and Son (divenuta poi Thomas Cook Group), ed è considerato 
l’inventore del turismo moderno, in questo aiutato dallo sviluppo della ferrovia e delle navi a vapore. 
A metà dello stesso secolo, contemporaneamente allo sviluppo dei viaggi organizzati dall’agenzia 
Cook, nasce in Francia un personaggio reso famoso da Baudelaire e ripreso più tardi, tra gli altri, da 
Walter Benjamin, il flaneur, termine intraducibile che indica l’intellettuale borghese che vaga senza 
fretta sperimentando emotivamente il paesaggio urbano (Nuvolati 2006). 

This article aims to analyze first the relationship between tourists and natives in a 
liminal area such as the villages built on the road that takes tourists to Mursiland, and 
the dialogical construction that derives from it, which is in all respects a representation, 
and secondly in which way tourism has changed external and internal relations in the 
Mursi society. The dialogue between these two groups, tourists and Mursi,  gives rise to 
an image that is the product of both the expectations of the visitors, and the idea Mursi 
women, the main subject of the photos, have about these expectations. The outcome 
is a representation of the savage who often conflicts, given its aggressiveness, venality 
and unreliability with that of the kind, well-mannered Rousseau-an primitive. In 
this liminal area, with the mimesis of   the wild Savage, the Mursi on the one hand 
enter the market economy and globalization, but maintaining some control in the 
process. On the other hand, they adapt their society by creating new figures of cultural 
brokers, as well as allow the weaker sector of society, girls and women, to acquire 
‘agency’ and access to a new type of wealth, money, and not only cattle on which the 
Mursi’s patriarchal society is based.
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Il suo successore è il turista, verso il quale gli studiosi hanno mostrato un atteggiamento ambiguo 
annunciato dagli stessi titoli dei libri, dalle Orde Dorate di Turner e Ash (1975), al Turismo: il 
Buono, il Brutto e il Cattivo di Rosenow e Pulsipher (1979), al Turismo come forma di imperialismo di 
Nash(1977). Questi studiosi vedono il flusso turistico soprattutto come un fenomeno di borghesi che 
viaggiano dai paesi industrializzati del Nord a quelli sottosviluppati del Sud (e dell’Est), un rapporto 
di sfruttamento anche quando si svolge con le migliori intenzioni, come nell’eco-turismo o, nel nostro 
caso riguardante i Mursi della Valle dell’Omo (Etiopia), nel turismo etnico ‘responsabile’. In realtà, 
come argomenta Burns (1999:33-34), ci si dovrebbe chiedere se non ci sia una specie di snobismo 
ostile al turismo di massa, che presume che sia qualcosa di sbagliato e che non piaccia neppure ai 
consumatori. Questo snobismo, riflette Burns, non sembra sia basato su ricerche empiriche, ma solo 
su opinioni preconcette.

Per contro, Smith (1977), Boissevain (1996) e Selwyn (1996), tra gli altri, hanno spostato 
l’attenzione dai turisti alle persone che abitano nelle destinazioni turistiche e sul rapporto tra queste due 
parti. Dalla parte degli ospitanti, come hanno osservato tra gli altri Cohen (1988) e Graburn (1977), 
l’emergenza di un mercato turistico facilita di frequente la conservazione di una tradizione culturale, 
un’identità locale o etnica significativa che altrimenti perirebbe (Cohen1988:382). Seguendo Picard 
(1990:74), una ‘cultura turistica’ potrebbe quindi essere definita come il prodotto di una costruzione 
dialogica tra una cultura su piccola scala ospitante e i suoi vari interlocutori, una definizione che 
sottolinea l’idea di ‘capacità agente’ (agency) contro le interpretazioni semplicistiche del rapporto di 
sfruttamento economico e ‘inquinamento’ culturale (Turner e Nash 1975:129) tra ospiti e ospitanti.

Anche se i turisti possono venire da qualsiasi settore sociale e area geografica, di solito gli studiosi 
hanno preferito analizzare il turista come rappresentante individuale astratto della ‘classe agiata’ 
(MacCannell 1976). L’argomentazione principale di MacCannell è che il turista va in vacanza allo 
scopo di creare o ricreare strutture che gli sembra la modernità abbia demolito, all’interno di una 
cornice concettuale che mantiene la distinzione tra autentico, nel senso di pristino, e inautentico 
(Selwyn 1996:2), con elite intellettuali alla Bourdieu (1979) che autenticano ciò che è da considerare 
autentico e ciò che non lo è. 

Si instaura quindi una dualità che vede l’esperienza turistica, nel nostro caso quella etnica, come 
un pellegrinaggio (Graburn 1976) fisico ed emotivo alle radici del nostro Selvaggio interiore che il 
turista ‘consapevole’ vede rispecchiato nell’indigeno, il quale deve avere un aspetto primitivo, abitare 
in una zona di difficile accesso e frequentata il meno possibile da altri turisti. Questa esperienza è 
contemporaneamente documentata con uno dei prodotti più tipici della società industriale: la foto o 
il film, cioè forme di riproduzione meccanica, che possono finire sui social network e diventare virali e 
consumati da chiunque, mentre al tempo del Grand Tour i viaggiatori avevano solo un albo da disegno 
che vedevano per lo più amici e parenti. I puristi estremi oggi viaggiano senza macchina fotografica o 
videocamera, ma nel caso dei Mursi, ironicamente, è proprio quello che li fa escludere dallo scambio 
tra estranei e indigeni e quindi dall’esperienza di un vissuto ‘autentico’ in quello che appare un salto 
in un passato primordiale. 

In questo articolo ci proponiamo di analizzare il rapporto tra turisti e indigeni in un’area liminale 
come i villaggi sorti sulla strada che costeggia la parte settentrionale del Mursiland e la costruzione 
dialogica che ne scaturisce, che è a tutti gli effetti una rappresentazione, e in che modo il turismo ha 
cambiato i rapporti con l’esterno e i rapporti interni alla società Mursi. Prima però vale la pena di 
considerare brevemente i concetti di tradizione culturale, purezza, autenticità e mimesi.
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Culture autentiche e inquinate, tradizioni pure e spurie

Abbiamo già visto che esiste una scuola di pensiero che considera il turismo fonte di inquinamento 
culturale, che sfrutta il Terzo Mondo e conduce gli indigeni a una forma di cultura prostituita, un’idea 
condivisa anche da Turton (2004) per quel che riguarda il turismo presso i Mursi. 

I Mursi svenderebbero la loro purezza culturale con tradizioni inventate, considerate perciò non 
autentiche, negative. Tuttavia, parlare di purezza culturale è assurdo, dato che nel rapporto dialogico 
chiudere le identità in recinti impenetrabili è impossibile, ma qualora si riuscisse nello scopo, esse 
non potranno che soffocare o impazzire, ovvero, ‘I frutti puri impazziscono’, per citare il noto titolo 
dell’introduzione di Clifford a The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, 
and Art.(1988). Infatti, va messo in dubbio ogni regime di autenticità e l’identità, in senso etnografico, 
non può che essere che mista, relazionale e inventiva. Clifford ricorda anche che qualsiasi ritorno 
a sorgenti originarie o recupero di una tradizione genuina implica discutibili atti di purificazione, 
minati dal bisogno di inscenare autenticità in contrapposizione ad alternative esterne. “Se l’autenticità 
è relazionale, non può darsi essenza se non come invenzione politica e culturale, una tattica locale” 
(Clifford 1988:24)

L’identità è un costrutto socio-psicologico che a lungo ha indicato l’essenza di un individuo, che 
poteva essere forte o debole, confusa o in crisi. Il concetto ha anche assunto un modello medico che 
i sociologi hanno esteso ai gruppo umani, identificando l’identità con l’identità etnica, un’operazione 
che generalmente dà risultati reazionari o totalitari. Il modello medico individuale è stato adattato 
alle popolazioni, che possono soffrire di ‘crisi di identità’ se perdono il contatto con le proprie radici, 
la propria storia, la propria tradizione. La concezione essenzialista (o primordialista) dell’etnicità 
immagina i gruppi etnici come “naturali”, reali, eterni, stabili, unità statiche al cui interno si 
manifestano continuum di tratti statici. È la concezione essenzialista che permea tuttora l’UNESCO 
e la sua ideologia, come permea molti ethnic studies, che portano ad un approccio isolazionista che 
enfatizza l’autenticità e l’eredità culturale ‘unica’.

Un nuovo punto di vista, che reinterpreta categorie prima considerate dal punto di vista essenzialista 
ha portato al riconoscimento del carattere interpretativo dei fenomeni culturali come risultato di 
processi di costruzione culturale. L’etnicità è una costruzione, una ‘invenzione’, che la colloca in un 
contesto postmoderno, la tradizione non è una forza antica radicata nel passato, ma il tratto moderno 
di una strategia che può essere condivisa al di là dei presunti confini etnici.

L’idea di tradizione portata avanti e usata a lungo dalle scienze sociali si basa su una metafora 
naturalistica (nucleo di tratti tramandati dal passato e definibili come un oggetto naturale). La 
tradizione è paragonata ad un oggetto naturale, che occupa uno spazio, dura nel tempo ed ha 
una struttura molecolare. Contro questo paradigma Haldler e Linnekin (1984) sostengono che la 
tradizione è un processo simbolico: il passato è sempre costruito nel presente. La tradizione non è 
un’entità circoscritta fatta da componenti che la costituiscono, ma un “processo di interpretazione”che 
attribuisce significato nel presente facendo riferimento al passato. 

Secondo Lenclud (1987) la tradizione non è un prodotto del passato, un’opera di un altro tempo 
che i contemporanei riceverebbero dal passato, ma (riprendendo Pouillon) un “punto di vista” che 
gli uomini del presente sviluppano sul passato, una interpretazione del passato condotta in funzione 
rigorosamente contemporanea. Secondo Lenclud la tradizione è ‘tradizionalmente inventata e ricreata’. 
Bisogna quindi invertire il processo, non andare più dal passato al presente, ma dal presente al passato. 
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La tradizione è una ‘retroproiezione camuffata’ scrive Pouillon (1975) e le società manipolano il passato 
in funzione dei bisogni presenti. La tradizione istituisce una “filiazione inversa”: non sono i padri a 
generare i figli, ma i figli che generano i propri padri. La tradizione è un processo di riconoscimento 
di paternità. O per dirla alla Baudrillard (1981) che riprende Borges, “È la generazione da modelli di 
un reale senza origine o realtà: un iperreale. Il territorio non precede più la mappa, né le sopravvive.” 
Deleuze (1983), contrariamente a Baudrillard, dimostra la positività del simulacro: esso non è una 
copia degradata, ha un’energia positiva che nega l’originale e il modello, il modello e la riproduzione 
e non privilegia più alcun punto di vista e alcuna gerarchia. Possiamo aggiungere che è sovversivo, 
perché toglie agli autenticatori il potere di autenticare. 

La tradizione, quindi, resta tradizione anche quando essa tradisce la verità. La sua forza non si 
misura sull’esattezza della ricostruzione storica, è vera, ‘autentica’, anche quando dice il falso, in 
quanto non si tratta di corrispondere a fatti reali. Infatti, l’utilità di una tradizione è quella di offrire 
a tutti quelli che la enunciano e la riproducono il mezzo per affermare la loro differenza: la tradizione 
è piuttosto un modello del passato inseparabile dall’interpretazione della tradizione del presente. 
Il problema dell’autenticità è soprattutto un problema di potere, cioè chi autentica cosa: “[...] la 
questione dell’autenticità si mescola a quella di autorità. La domanda […] non è se un oggetto o 
un sito è autentico, ma piuttosto chi ha l’autorità di autenticarlo, il che è una questione di potere.” 
(Bruner 1994: 400). Il ‘simulacro’ annulla questa autorità.

La mimesi è concettualmente differente dal simulacro, a cui non pre-esiste un modello: infatti 
la mimesi è l’imitazione di un modello preesistente e ci sarà utile in seguito per comprendere le 
azioni dei Mursi. Taussig (1993), riprendendo la nozione di magia simpatica di Fraser (1889), studia i 
processi di alterità e mimesi, la facoltà di copiare, fare modelli e diventare Altro: la mimesi si basa sul 
fatto che la copia è disegnata sul carattere e il potere dell’originale al punto che la rappresentazione 
può anche assumere quel carattere e quel potere. Lo sciamano che ‘si trasforma’ in animale compie 
un atto mimetico, ma non ‘diventa’ un animale: si appropria della sua alterità, del suo potere, ma 
non si annulla in esso, così come certi popoli imitano l’europeo e si appropriano del suo potere, ma 
contemporaneamente ne limitano la pericolosità proprio attraverso l’atto mimetico.

I Mursi e l’origine del turismo nel Mursiland

I Mursi o Mun, come si riferiscono a se stessi (Turton 1973), appaiono sul palcoscenico della storia 
occidentale alla fine del XIX secolo con la spedizione prussiana del 1888 nella Valle del fiume Omo, 
Etiopia sudoccidentale (Turton 1981). Le prime spedizioni erano di carattere geografico-militare, tra 
queste ricordiamo quelle compiute da Donaldson Smith e Bottego (Turton 1981), e terminarono 
con l’imposizione dei confini ad opera del Governo Britannico, tra l’Impero di Menelik e le colonie 
britanniche dell’Africa Orientale all’inizio del XX sec. Queste spedizioni ci hanno lasciato resoconti 
sulle popolazioni della Valle dell’Omo, tra cui i Mursi, ma una vera e propria letteratura etnografica 
appare solo dagli anni 1970 in poi, con il lavoro del decano degli studi sui Mursi, David Turton (1973, 
1976, 1978, 1979, 1981abc, 1985, 1988,1992,1995, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2013) e quelli di Brittany 
(2013), Ecze (2010, 2015, 2016), Fayers-Kerr (2011, 2019), Girke (2008, 2010, 2013), La Tosky 
(2004), Regi (2011, 2012, 2013abc, 2014), Jørgensen (2011), Stevenson e Buffavand (2018), Tahel 
(2019). Prima di iniziare il discorso sul turismo in Mursiland, vale la pena di tracciare un breve profilo 
del modo di vita Mursi. 

I Mursi sono un popolo agro-pastorale che vede se stesso come il prodotto di una serie di migrazioni 
nello sforzo di trovare e occupare un cool place, un luogo fresco con molta acqua adatto sia alla pastorizia 
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che all’agricoltura praticata sia nelle aree alluvionali rivierasche che itinerante di tipo swidden. Anche 
se si sono notevolmente sedentarizzati, i Mursi continuano a compiere la transumanza tra le rive 
dell’Omo durante la stagione secca e le praterie erbose a est del fiume dove allevano il bestiame. I 
Mursi considerano le mandrie come la loro proprietà più importante e il loro scopo economico e 
culturale mira ad avere più animali possibile (Regi 2011:7). Il prestigio culturale che hanno i bovini 
influenza tutto il loro modo di vita, i toponimi e in generale la loro visione del mondo; per loro 
vale quello che scriveva Evans-Pritchard a proposito dei Nuer: “Il bestiame è il loro bene più caro e 
rischiano volentieri la vita per difendere le loro mandrie o per saccheggiare quelle dei loro vicini. La 
maggior parte delle loro attività sociali riguardano il bestiame, e Cherchez la vache [cerca la vacca] è il 
miglior consiglio che può essere dato a coloro che desiderano capire il comportamento Nuer” (Evans-
Pritchard 1940: 16). Come per i Nuer, anche per i Mursi possiamo dire che il loro idioma sociale è 
un «idioma bovino».

L’Etiopia si è aperta al turismo negli anni 1980, ma è solo dal 1992, con la fine del Derg, il regime 
socialista instaurato da Haile Mariam Menghistu, che il turismo è realmente decollato. Alla fine 
degli anni 1990 il marketing turistico proponeva la Historic Route nell’Etiopia settentrionale e il Sud 
Tribale, itinerari che si potevano visitare insieme in viaggi organizzati dall’Ethiopian National Tourism 
Organisation e da agenzie private. Anche se nel 2004 il turismo non contava che il 2% del PIL etiope, 
le autorità speravano di attrarre almeno un milione di visitatori l’anno per il 2020, con il Sud Tribale, 
come chiamano la Valle dell’Omo, l’offerta turistica più ghiotta (Regi 2011:16). Evidentemente non 
potevano sapere che il Covid-19 avrebbe azzerato il turismo mondiale e a maggior ragione quello delle 
aree più fragili e periferiche.

Incontri ravvicinati sul limes/limen

L’incontro tra Mursi e turisti avviene al confine della parte settentrionale del Mursiland, lungo una 
strada, l’unica esistente nell’area, costruita apposta per facilitare il marketing turistico del ‘Sud Tribale’ 
etiopico, in alcuni villaggi che sono sorti solo come soggiorno temporaneo dei Mursi, in gran parte 
donne, che interagiscono con i turisti portati là in auto con guide e guardie etiopi. È una ‘zona di contatto’ 
e come tale è sia un limes che un limen, un confine che, come tutti i confini, è poroso e lascia passare 
persone, oggetti e idee, legalmente e illegalmente. Limes è un termine latino dal significato originario 
di ‘sentiero, strada delimitante un confine tra due campi’, che in età imperiale passò a designare una 
strada militare fortificata; il limen in latino è la soglia e il concetto è stato usato in antropologia da 
Van Gennep (1909) per i riti di passaggio e di iniziazione e approfondito da Turner (1967, 2008). 
Il concetto si è poi ampliato per descrivere anche cambiamenti politici e culturali più in generale: 
durante i periodi liminali le gerarchie sociali possono capovolgersi o dissolversi temporaneamente 
e la continuità della tradizione diventare incerta. La dissoluzione dell’ordine costituito durante la 
liminalità crea una situazione fluida che permette la creazione di nuove istituzioni e tradizioni; il 
termine si è allargato nell’uso popolare fino a includere esperienze liminoidi importanti in una società 
post-industriale (Thomassen 2009). È quello che accade nell’incontro tra Mursi e turisti, non solo tra 
i due gruppi distinti, ma anche all’interno dei due gruppi: gli incontri turistici, benché brevi e fluidi 
per natura, spesso fanno scattare ambizioni politiche e di potere locali nascoste e incoraggiano una 
reazione culturale nelle comunità ospitanti, amplificando lo sviluppo di una nuova identità sociale 
e nuove identità politiche che si possono intendere anche come degli scudi di resistenza contro il 
mondo esterno (Regi 2011:2-3). I turisti credono che lo stile di vita tradizionale sia indispensabile per 
la sopravvivenza della società pastorale dei Mursi e di altre popolazioni analoghe, mentre agenzie per 
lo sviluppo e governi nazionali usano il turismo internazionale come mezzo di sviluppo. Per le piccole 
comunità seminomadi i turisti rappresentano spesso il potere politico associato alla ricchezza materiale 
e una capacità di mobilità che trascende i confini nazionali, un fatto che è sempre più precluso ai 
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popoli allevatori oggetto di una sempre maggior spinta verso la sedentarizzazione. Così, scrive Regi 
(2011:4-5), può accadere che si instauri un’ambigua relazione tra due culture mobili, i turisti e gli 
allevatori nomadi, in ambiente post-coloniale, che genera nuove forme di comportamento politico e 
alleanze all’interno della comunità ospitante.

In generale i turisti arrivano accompagnati in auto da guide e guardie del Mago National Park, che 
vengono per lo più da Addis Ababa, presso i villaggi Mursi sorti lungo la strada, verso cui migrano i 
Mursi che fanno la stagione turistica. Mentre questa società pastorale è tradizionalmente acefala ed è 
governata dall’assemblea pubblica maschile con figure preminenti come i jalabai od oratori e i komoru 
o preti, nel villaggio ‘turistico’ lungo la strada, si è creata una nuova figura, il ‘capo del villaggio’ un 
personaggio che parla aramaico, arrangia la distribuzione del denaro, comunica con i visitatori esterni 
quotidianamente, decide cerimonie locali, consumo di alcol, ecc. e ha assunto un’autorità eccezionale, 
che è nota fino alla cittadina di Jinka, dove i Mursi vanno a fare gli acquisti di beni da pagare in denaro, 
e che corrisponde all’idea occidentale di ‘capo villaggio’. Egli è un broker, un mediatore culturale assai 
migliore delle guide e delle guardie del parco, poiché è interno alla società Mursi (Regi 2011:12-13).

I Mursi non sono il solo gruppo etnico del Sud Tribale che i turisti vedono e lo scopo principale 
della breve visita, che non prevede mai il soggiorno (i turisti dormono in campi sorvegliati da guardie 
armate dentro il Mago National Park), è fotografare le donne, che di solito portano il piattello labiale. 
I turisti pagano per ogni foto scattata e per ogni auto che entra nel villaggio, dove spendono circa 
45 minuti prima di tornare a Jinka. Grazie al turismo, i Mursi sono in grado di acquisire beni prima 
impossibili da ottenere, anche se erano già in grado di ottenere dal mondo esterno due beni importanti 
per loro: armi da fuoco e perle di vetro (Regi 2015:105). L’elemento chiave per l’economia turistica 
Mursi, però, è il denaro, che una società fondata sul baratto e la rapina fatica a comprendere: i locali 
sembrano credere che i forestieri abbiano una scorta di denaro indefinita e che siano tirchi, perché 
spesso non vogliono pagare le foto un prezzo che, benché pattuito in precedenza, è stato cambiato a 
capriccio. Credono che i turisti creino il denaro coltivandolo e che non possa essere un bene limitato; 
inoltre applicano alle banconote il criterio che applicano al bestiame: di più è meglio, cioè è meglio 
avere più banconote di piccolo taglio che una banconota di taglio maggiore, è meglio avere banconote 
nuove che vecchie e sdrucite (Regi 2015:105-106). 

Le attuali rappresentazioni africane postmoderne per i turisti sono basate su una tradizione teatrale 
europea che vedeva esibizioni di oggetti europei fatte apposta per gli indigeni africani, tanto che i 
primi incontri tra africani ed europei assomigliavano a eventi teatrali (Regi 2015:103-104) e questo 
è un fatto importante da ricordare, dato che quando gli indigeni mettono su una rappresentazione 
‘teatrale’ per i turisti, essi imitano il precedente teatrale europeo (Regi 2009). Regi (2013b:108-110) 
distingue tre tattiche usate dai Mursi all’inizio dell’incontro: uno più aggressivo, che circonda i turisti, 
li spinge e cerca di costringerli a fissare l’attenzione su di sé, con grande vociare, fino a trovare un 
luogo più appartato dove scattare le foto: data la mancanza di linguaggio comune, i Mursi ricorrono 
a questa recita per controllare e facilitare la comunicazione che risulta così ritualizzata. Nel secondo 
tipo si formano due file, gli indigeni e i turisti e, grazie a mediatori come la guida, la guardia forestale 
o un maschio Mursi, i turisti scelgono le persone che vogliono fotografare, dando luogo alla seconda 
parte dell’incontro, la negoziazione del prezzo e gli scatti fotografici. Nel terzo modo i locali cercano 
di comunicare la loro volontà di essere fotografati battendo le mani, gridando o fischiando e, una volta 
attirata l’attenzione si battono il petto e fanno con l’indice il gesto di tirare il grilletto, dato che usano 
lo stesso termine per il kalashnikov e la macchina fotografica (come in inglese del resto si dice shot 
per sparo e scatto di foto). Oltre a ‘vestirsi’ per le foto, come vedremo tra poco, le donne e le ragazze 
Mursi, che sono il soggetto quasi esclusivo delle foto, inscenano delle attività presso le capanne, come 
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macinare granaglie su pietre da macina a mano, che abbandonano appena i turisti vanno via. Lo scopo 
chiave dell’interazione per i Mursi è sapere quanto i fotografi sono disposti a pagare e più grossa è 
la macchina, più alto il prezzo, considerano poco le macchine compatte e ignorano i turisti privi di 
macchina. Dato che non si parla di foto col cellulare, probabilmente questo tipo di turista da social 
media non raggiunge la zona.

Il villaggio presso la strada cui migrano i Mursi per la stagione turistica funge da palcoscenico e le 
donne si pitturano il volto e parte del corpo, alterano le labbra con il piattello labiale, che non è più 
il piattello di legno scolpito dagli uomini, ma un oggetto vistoso di ceramica decorata, a volte falso, 
perché stretto tra i denti, e adornano il capo con copricapi che in generale i ragazzi usano per ornare 
i loro bovini preferiti. Normalmente i Mursi si dipingono il volto e la parte superiore del corpo con 
la cenere, come forma di protezione contro il malocchio e le malattie, ma per i turisti il corpo Mursi 
diventa sia un oggetto d’arte che una rappresentazione (Regi 2013b:105-106), è una mascherata, un 
camuffamento e una mimesi (Taussig 1993). Le donne Mursi imitano l’immagine che il turista si 
aspetta di vedere e questo protegge la vita reale che si svolge anche fisicamente altrove, nel back stage, 
a km di distanza dalla strada, dal pericoloso potere degli stranieri e degli etiopi come le guide e le 
guardie, che rappresentano il potere dello stato.

La comunicazione, però, è sempre in po’ difficile, nel senso che la rappresentazione non sempre 
soddisfa le aspettative del pubblico pagante, i turisti. Il fatto è che i Mursi non sono i soli a trovarsi 
in uno spazio-tempo liminale: anche i turisti sono in una condizione simile. Il viaggio di per sé si 
configura come una zona ‘sacra’ diversa da quella profana del vivere quotidiano (Graburn 1977). Il 
visitatore si veste in modo diverso, ha un atteggiamento diverso da come si veste e vive durante il 
periodo lavorativo e si aspetta, per i propri pregiudizi e le aspettative indotte dalla letteratura turistica, 
di trovare un certo tipo di ‘selvaggio’, pristino, pittoresco, primitivo, ma anche gentile e bene educato. 
Invece viene strattonato da donne vocianti e aggressive, ansiose di vendere la loro immagine e quindi 
un po’ troppo ‘commerciali’, avide e venali e che schifano i puristi senza macchina fotografica, mentre 
qualcuno dei loro maschi brandisce un kalashnikov rigorosamente personalizzato. Ma la pecca maggiore 
consiste nel fatto che il turista fotografo non è l’unico ‘bianco’ nel cuore dell’Africa selvaggia ad aver 
raggiunto i Mursi, così qualcuno cerca di raggiungere i ‘veri’ Mursi scarpinando là intorno nella savana 
col sole a picco, sperando, invano, di portare a casa l’immagine-trofeo ‘autentica’. In effetti, commenta 
Regi (2013b:113), i turisti fanno un copia (la foto) di una mimesi (l’imitazione del selvaggio), ma 
all’interno di una performance ci sono differenti strati di significato. I Mursi riciclano quelle che per i 
turisti sono semplici immondizie e le trasformano in oggetti culturalmente diversi, oppure comprano a 
Jinka simboli di percepito prestigio come gli orologi da polso, anche se non funzionano, trasformando 
il potere dell’Altro in una identità propria: non conta l’oggetto segnatempo, ma lo spirito dell’orologio, 
in senso magico, di cui si impossessa il nuovo proprietario (Regi 2011). In questo modo i Mursi 
entrano nell’economia globale e di mercato, ma per quanto possibile, alle proprie condizioni. Turton 
(2004:7) vede solo il negoziato feroce, dove le donne Mursi non permettono mai al turista-cliente di 
dimenticare che quella è una semplice transazione commerciale, che però puzza di prostituzione, dove 
ad essere venduto non è il corpo, ma la sua immagine. È una cornice teorica antiquata e paternalista, 
che toglie a quelle donne gran parte della loro capacità di azione autonoma, di agency, e priva l’intero 
incontro tra indigeni e forestieri di gran parte della sua complessità. 

Non tutti però amano farsi fotografare: parecchi dei più anziani e qualche madre con bambino 
esprimono paura della macchina fotografica. Altri invece sono occupati altrove, come la maggior 
parte dei giovani maschi e dei ragazzi che badano alle mandrie. In realtà la gran parte dei soggetti 
fotografici sono le ragazze e le donne nubili (Regi 2103b), anche perché con l’età l’uso del piattello 
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labiale è trascurato, specialmente dalle vedove e dalle donne anziane (anche se oggi se lo rimettono per 
posare nelle foto). In generale, il piattello labiale è considerato un importante simbolo dell’identità 
Mursi. Turton (2004:3,5) rileva che vi è una forte spinta ad abbandonarne l’uso, grazie anche alle 
forze esterne, compresa l’educazione scolastica, come oggetto simbolo di arretratezza, quella stessa 
arretratezza che i turisti ricercano spingendosi fino a qui, alla ricerca di un piacere un po’ perverso, la 
consumazione visiva dell’arretratezza. 

Fayers-Kerr  (2012: 254-255) scrive che 

la pratica del body-painting è legata ad altre usanze tradizionali, come il ruolo del sacerdote 
rituale, l’uso dei piattelli labiali e il potere che è associato con la terra e al territorio. Pertanto, 
non si possono considerare gli sforzi del governo per vietare le ‘pratiche tradizionali nocive’ 
isolandole dalle pratiche collegate e interconnesse come la pittura del corpo. L’abitudine dei 
Mun di penetrare il labbro inferiore è profondamente radicata nella loro mitologia, religione 
e cosmologia, così come nelle loro nozioni di benessere e fertilità. La modernizzazione forzata, 
da parte di organizzazioni non governative nazionali o internazionali ben intenzionate 
(ONG) o dall’attuale governo etiope, sotto forma di elenchi di pratiche tradizionali «dannose» o 
«arretrate» non trasformeranno i Mun secondo gli ideali di modernità dello stato senza causare 
più problemi di quanti ne vengano risolti.

La Tosky (2004: 385-393) spiega che il piattello labiale è strettamente legato alla fertilità e alla 
eleggibilità al matrimonio. Significa femminilità secondo una particolare concezione, però: la ragazza 
che ne è priva, è considerata ‘pigra’ e di certo riceverà offerte di prezzo della sposa modeste. Il piattello 
è un oggetto che testimonia l’adesione di una donna alla propria cultura, pastorale e patriarcale, e 
soprattutto la sua devozione al marito. Senza piattello ella è più vulnerabile in presenza di uomini e 
mostra una rottura delle aspettative sociali, esponendosi alla riprovazione, tuttavia il rifiuto di indossare 
il piattello o di tagliarsi il labbro inferiore è il modo con cui le ragazze delle generazioni più giovani 
mostrano la loro volontà di adeguarsi al mondo moderno. 

Possiamo dire, quindi che, il turismo rende economicamente interessante avere il piattello labiale, 
ma il suo significato cambia: mentre è sempre percepito come un segno di arretratezza, di fronte alla 
macchina fotografica perde il senso di devozione ai valori patriarcali e acquista quello più generico e 
moderno di identità etnica. Le ragazze tra i 13 e i 19 anni sono le più fotografate, hanno il maggior 
successo economico e la maggior mobilità, per cui si possono spostare nei villaggi turistici anche da 
grandi distanze ed essendo per lo più nubili, non hanno mariti e figli cui badare. In genere hanno il 
piattello oppure se ne legano uno ai denti se sono prive del labbro fissurato. Il secondo gruppo più 
richiesto sono le donne sposate tra i 25 e i 40 anni, spesso fotografate con i bambini in braccio (Regi 
2013b). Di fatto, lo sguardo turistico (Urry 1990) è diretto solo verso un ristretto gruppo, le ragazze e 
le donne, e a una sola sezione del loro corpo, la parte superiore, come sito di comunicazione culturale. 
La sezione più debole della società Mursi, le ragazze nubili si è trovata ad interagire con il mondo 
esterno rappresentato dai turisti, proteggendosi con la mimesi (Regi 2013b: 113, 115), ha acquisito 
potere economico e quindi status all’interno della propria comunità.

Conclusione

Questo articolo si proponeva di analizzare il rapporto tra turisti e indigeni in un’area liminale come i 
villaggi sorti sulla strada che porta i turisti nell’area e la costruzione dialogica che ne scaturisce, che è a tutti 
gli effetti una rappresentazione, e in che modo il turismo ha cambiato i rapporti con l’esterno e i rapporti 
interni alla società Mursi. Quest’area è a tutti gli effetti un’area di contatto, un limen sia per gli indigeni, 
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che la occupano solo per alcuni mesi e al solo scopo di interagire con i turisti, che per questi ultimi, che 
si trovano a vivere in un periodo differente dal periodo profano in cui trascorrono il resto dell’anno. 
Dal dialogo tra questi due gruppi scaturisce un’immagine che è il prodotto delle aspettative dei turisti e 
dell’idea che le donne Mursi, il soggetto principale delle foto, hanno di queste aspettative. Il risultato è 
una rappresentazione del Selvaggio che spesso confligge, data la sua aggressività, venalità e inaffidabilità nel 
rispettare gli accordi con quella del primitivo gentile e ben educato di rousseauiana memoria. 

In questa zona liminale, abbiamo visto, si creano tradizioni fluide e adattate al presente, il che non 
significa che esse siano false o corrotte, come critici troppo frettolosi e snobistici hanno dichiarato: 
al contrario, con l’imitazione dell’idea del Selvaggio che hanno i turisti, con l’uso creativo di oggetti 
abbandonati lungo la strada e quelli acquistati a Jinka con quel denaro cui i forestieri sembrano 
avere accesso illimitato, i Mursi da un lato entrano all’interno dell’economia di mercato e della 
globalizzazione, ma mantenendo un certo controllo nel processo e dall’altro adattano la loro società 
creando nuove figure di broker culturali, come il ‘capo villaggio’, e grazie all’oggettiva, anche se inquieta 
e fragile, alleanza con i forestieri, permettono al settore più debole della società, le ragazze e le donne, 
di acquistare ‘agency’ e accesso a una ricchezza che non sia rappresentata solo dai bovini su cui è 
incardinata la società patriarcale Mursi. 
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Fig. 1: photo by Janet Regan, “Mursi man with his cattle” (Uomo Mursi col suo bestiame).

Fig. 2: photo by Janet Regan. “A young Mursi girl with her lip-plate” (Ragazza Mursi col piattello labiale).
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Introduction

This paper aims to enrich the actual debate about the concept of women’s empowerment promoted 
within the human development approach by linking it to the analytical concept of agency used in 
anthropology and sociology. The idea of such a connection came to me in the summer 2018, while 
conducting a fieldwork for an Italian NGO engaged in the development of a project dedicated to 
the empowerment of women in Palestine. During the survey undertaken to write a concept note 
submitted to the EU delegation of Jerusalem, I noticed contradictory notions in the literature 
concerning women’s empowerment. I found the concept of empowerment used by NOGs and 
international agencies abstract and problematic, for its difficulties to relate to the actual life stories of 
Palestinian women in East Jerusalem. In order to solve these issues, I propose to try to link the concept 
of women’s empowerment to the concept of agency.  Therefore I will try to clarify the complexities 
the concepts of ‘women’s empowerment’ and ‘agency’ have acquired and explore the relationship 
between the two, whether they are different or similar, whether the concept of empowerment may be 
conceived as an “expanded agency” or whether both concepts may conflate into one notion.

Women’s Empowerment

The term empowerment does not have a clear and shared meaning. Many disciplines and domains 

Women’s Empowerment and Agency: Bottom – up and Top - down.

Claudio Riga

This article aims to explore the relationship between the concepts of women’s empowerment 
and agency. Through a literature review, I will try to clarify the complexities of both and 
whether they are different or similar, whether women’s empowerment may be conceived as 
an “expanded agency”, or whether they may conflate into one notion. In the conclusion, by 
linking women’s empowerment with agency, I attempt to produce a model able to take into 
account the specificities of particular women in a particular context rather than seeing women’s 
empowerment as an abstract concept universally applicable. 

women’s empowerment, 
agency, practice theory, 
gender studies
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utilize it: psychology, economics, education, international cooperation, gender studies, studies on 
social movements or minorities, and so on. Because of this variety of uses, the debate around the 
meaning of the term is still open. Thus, trying to condense an accurate definition from a veritable 
ocean of literature makes the effort both a mastodontic task and a futile enterprise.

It is possible to say that the term has appeared in militant publications since the ‘60s. Anne-
Emmanuèle Calvès (2009: 2) clarifies that “the many origins and sources of inspiration of the notion of 
empowerment can be traced back to such varied domains as feminism, Freudian psychology, theology, 
the Black Power movement, and Gandhism.” Since then the term has started to be used in those 
researches dealing with marginalized groups such as Africans Americans (Solomon 1976), people with 
disabilities, gays and lesbians as well as in voluntary associations and community organizations (Berger 
and Neuhaus 1977). 

Among the many contributions, one of the foremost is the ‘conscientization approach’ developed 
by the Brazilian leftist/Christian socialist educationalist Paulo Freire for the first time in 1968 in his 
Pedagogia do Oprimido (Pedagogy of the Oppressed 1970). While Freire included a detailed Marxist class 
analysis in his exploration of the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized, according to 
him, in every society, a small group of people dominates the rest of the population. This domination 
would arise a dominated consciousness in the dominated/colonized. He aimed at developing a critical 
consciousness that would allow the oppressed to obtain a tool to make choices and to become politically 
conscious. For Freire, “the role of the educator is not simply to transmit knowledge to the student, 
but to seek alongside him the means to transform the world that surrounds him” (Freire 1970: 9). 
Freire’s theory had an exceptional impact especially in the United States. Since then, social workers, 
as well as NGO and civil rights activists have universally adopted the word ‘empowerment’. However, 
only in the mid-80s, the term ‘empowerment’ became mainstream. Julian Rappaport (1984) initiated 
a first categorization of the term applied to psychology. He explained empowerment as “a process: 
the mechanism by which people, organizations, and communities gain mastery over their lives” 
(Rappaport 1984). On the other hand, the publication of Development, Crises, and Alternative Visions 
by Sen and Grown (1987) represented a turning point in gender studies, and the “empowerment 
approach” applied to women’s issues has introduced new perspectives and methods. The number of 
publications by feminist researchers increased significantly during the ‘90s. Among them, Srilatha 
Batliwala (1993) defines empowerment “a process, and the results of a process, of transforming the 
relations of power between individuals and social groups.”

Latin American Magdalena León (1997), in turn, introduced the concept of empoderamiento, 
which became suddenly advocated by several feminist NGOs.

Jo Rowlands (1997), on the other hand, emphasized the dynamic nature of the term and warned 
about the inter-relation and interaction of different elements involved. According to her “performance 
indicators of empowerment need to be developed, of which qualitative indicators will be most 
significant. The methodology of the evaluation process is important, and women themselves must 
be actively involved in the negotiation of the criteria by which their empowerment will be evaluated; 
which could in itself enhance empowerment” (Rowlands 1997: 139). 

Kabeer (2001: 437) conceptualized empowerment as “the expansion in people’s ability to make 
strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously denied to them.”
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The idea of women’s empowerment in relation to development/underdevelopment emerged for 
the first time during the Beijing Conference in 1995 that was The United Nations Fourth Conference 
on Women. The previous three Conferences took place in Mexico City (1975), Copenhagen (1980), 
and Nairobi (1985), but that was the first time that the word empowerment became part of the 
UN speeches officially. As reported in the Beijing Declaration 1, the governments involved in the 
conference were “determined to advance the goals of equality, development and peace for all women 
everywhere in the interest of all humanity.” Among the many commitments declared there were also 
“the empowerment and advancement of women.”

After the Beijing Conference, the term empowerment achieved even greater diffusion, becoming 
part of the common language of development agencies all over the world. As said before, that was 
the first time that the term empowerment became part of the official documents of the UN. Despite 
this, it was not clear yet how to measure it effectively. One had to wait for the year 2000 to obtain 
measurement methods, when “the world leaders came together at the United Nations Headquarters in 
New York to adopt the United Nations Millennium Declaration, committing their nations to a new 
global partnership to reduce extreme poverty and setting out a series of time-bound targets - with a 
2015 deadline - that have become known as the Millennium Development Goals.” 2

Even though the Millennium Development Goals are now outdated, it is important to mention 
them because for the first time the UN declared that progress in reducing poverty or promoting gender 
equality could be measured. The third MDG “promote gender equality and women’s empowerment” 
have been replaced in the post-2015 Agenda by the fifth Sustainable Development Goal (SDG): 
“achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.”

According to Esquivel and Sweetman (2016: 5), “Goal 5 is formulated on a strong gender analysis 
which understands gender inequality to possess economic, political and social aspects which are 
interconnected.” Agenda 2030 is perceived by them “more useful to women’s rights movements than 
the MDGs, because they reflect the input of civil society, including women’s rights and feminist 
movements, in their formulation” (Esquivel and Sweetman 2016: 3).

According to Razavi (2016: 29) the gender-specific Goal 5, “recognises the fact that women’s 
oppression is grounded in structural forces and institutions, both public and private […] it is fair to 
say that most of the key strategic elements demanded by women’s rights organisations have made it as 
targets under this goal.” 

Stuart and Woodroffe (2016:78) argue that “the level of advocacy around gender issues in the 
SDGs – and, in particular, around Goal 5, [...] suggests a greater emphasis on gender issues in public 
policy than 15 years ago when the MDGs were being formulated.”

Naila Kabeer (2016: 55) additionally highlights how the main principle of the SDGs, ‘to leave no 
one behind’, cannot be reached “without policies that ensure that the socially excluded among the 
poor, [...] are part of the transformation aimed at by the SDGs.” 

As suggested by Stuart and Woodroffe (2016: 74) “the concept of Leave No-one Behind also 

1 (http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/beijingdeclaration.html)

2 (http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/bkgd.shtml)

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/beijingdeclaration.html
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/bkgd.shtml
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has implications for the implementation of the targets under Goal 5, stressing the need to recognise 
the intersecting disadvantages that many women experience, and so acknowledging the specific 
barriers that must be addressed.” It is recognized that the problems faced by women do not derive 
only from gender inequality but also by the interconnections of more factors such as class, race, and 
ethnicity. Nevertheless, Valeria Esquivel (2016) emphasizes the fact that in the Agenda 2030, the 
word empowerment has acquired a cautiously technical meaning instead of an explicitly political one, 
and complains that when empowerment is used in a technical sense, “it becomes ‘empowerment 
without power’” (Esquivel, 2016: 18). She continues to say that the Agenda 2030 does not question 
existing power relations and the given economic system. For examples, women’s participation in 
politics “is not only dependent on women’s own effort [...] but also on access to the resources that act 
as preconditions for participation (money, time, confidence, and education among them), and on the 
existence of concrete mechanisms for promoting women’s participation” (Esquivel, 2016: 15).

Furthermore, from the economic viewpoint, Esquivel (2016: 17) argues that “the women’s 
economic empowerment agenda has not challenged embedded liberalism – or worse, that it has bought 
into it.” She explains how economic growth does not convert automatically into gender equality. 
Thus, she wonders: “if growth does not translate into gender equality, then, why do Agenda 2030’s 
commitments on women’s economic empowerment and its liberal aspects match so well?” (Esquivel, 
2016: 17) Her answer is that: “Agenda 2030 combines progressive gender equality targets with targets 
on women’s economic empowerment which limit themselves to addressing liberal concerns in the 
existing profoundly unequal global economy” (Esquivel, 2016: 19). In so doing, Esquivel considers 
a limitation of the concept of empowerment, as expressed in the Agenda 2030, that of leaving 
unquestioned the economic-political structures, thus assuming an apolitical meaning. 

Calvès continues to explain that: 

For many authors, especially feminists, the word ‘empowerment’ has been ‘taken hostage’ by 
development agencies – whether multilateral, bilateral, or private – and stripped of its original 
emphasis on the notion of power. While the initial conception of empowerment concerns a 
complex and multifaceted process that focuses on the individual and collective dimensions of 
power, the term’s cooptation in mainstream development discourse has been accompanied by a 
more individualizing notion of power. (Calvès 2009:10)

In this regard, Kate Young (1993: 159) had already emphasized the collective dimension of the 
concept of women’s empowerment: “with the collective empowerment of women the direction and 
processes of development would also be shifted to respond to women’s needs and their vision. The 
collective empowerment of women of course, would bring with it the individual empowerment of 
women, but not only for individual advancement.”

Furthermore, while the initial definition of empowerment by the feminists of the Global South 
and the radical activists was a “multifaceted process of transformation from the bottom up” (Calvés 
2009: 13), as soon as international development institutions absorbed the term in the so- called 
“empowerment approach” (Moser 1989), it “slowly became a vague and falsely consensual concept. 
It has come to assimilate power with individual and economic decision-making, has de-politicized 
collective power into something seemingly harmonious, and has been employed to legitimize existing 
top-down policies and programs” (Calvés 2009: 13). As Halfon (2007) highlights, talking about 
international development agencies, “women do not take power, it is given to them.”
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According to Sardenberg (2012) the liberal empowerment approach considers women’s empowerment 
as an instrument for development priorities, based on neoliberal ideals of individualism and competition. 
In so doing, the development perspective leaves the social relationship outside of the analysis, “it did 
not take into account the structures of patriarchal dominance that underlined inequalities between 
women and men, nor those structures of domination on the basis of class, race, ethnicity and other 
similar social determinants, which result in inequalities among women” (Sardenberg, 2012: 8).

It is worth mentioning a full passage where Mosedale explains how the mainstream concept 
of empowerment has lost its potential to challenge oppressive social relations, and highlights the 
shortcomings by many development agency in clearly define the concept of empowerment in their 
projects. 

Given its enshrinement as a Millennium Development Goal, ‘women’s empowerment’ 
can fairly be described as a central objective of international development. However, for some 
considerable time, there has been concern that in becoming mainstream, the concept has lost 
much of its radical potential to challenge and change oppressive social relations (Batliwala, 
1994). Without a clear understanding of what is meant by empowerment “agencies run the 
risk of merely renaming top–down approaches as part of an empowerment policy” (Oxaal and 
Baden, 1997). Furthermore, while there is now a significant body of literature discussing how 
women’s empowerment has been or might be conceptualised and evaluated (Longwe, 1991; 
Rowlands, 1997; Kabeer, 1999; March, Smyth and Mukhopadhyay, 1999; Moghadam and 
Senftova, 2005; Schuler, 2006; Moser, 2007) there are still major difficulties in so doing. Many 
projects and programmes that espouse the empowerment of women show little if any evidence of 
attempts even to define what this means in their own context let alone to assess whether and to 
what extent they have succeeded (Malhotra, Schuler and Boender, 2002). (Mosedale, 2014: 
1115)

In this regard, Marc Zimmerman (2012: 43) indicates that: “empowerment is context and 
population specific. It takes on different forms for different people in different contexts.” He 
theorizes empowerment as a way to connect “individual well-being with the larger social and political 
environment”, and suggests that “people need opportunities to become active in community decision-
making in order to improve their lives, organizations, and communities” (Zimmerman, 2012: 58). 
According to Perkins and Zimmerman (1995:43) empowerment is “both a value orientation for 
working in the community and a theoretical model for understanding the process and consequences 
of efforts to exert control and influence over decisions that affect one’s life, organizational functioning 
and the quality of community life.”

We can grasp easily why the construct of women’s empowerment is basically flawed: it has no clear 
and unique definition. As a matter of fact, it is still difficult to refer to it unambiguously. As Md. 
Aminur Rahman (2013) provocatively writes: “this is easy to say but difficult to understand.”

Agency overview

The concept of agency shares with the concept of empowerment a similar tendency to be used 
by different domains like philosophy, history, anthropology, political science, gender studies etc., 
thus acquiring different connotations, to such an extent that MacLeod (1992) talks about “complex 
and ambiguous agency.” Given the huge amount of material, here more attention will be placed on 
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the meaning it acquired within the sociological and anthropological disciplines and on what Ortner 
(1989: 11; 1984: 1996) defined as practice theory: “a theory of the relationship between the structures 
of society and culture on the one hand and the nature of human action on the other.”  

In general:

Agency refers to the thoughts and actions taken by people that express their individual 
power. The core challenge at the center of the field of sociology is understanding the relationship 
between structure and agency. Structure refers to the complex and interconnected set of social 
forces, relationships, institutions, and elements of social structure that work together to shape the 
thought, behavior, experiences, choices, and overall life courses of people. In contrast, agency is 
the power people have to think for themselves and act in ways that shape their experiences and 
life trajectories. (Cole 2019)

The term agency derives from the Medieval Latin word ‘agentia’ meaning “effective, powerful,” 
and emerged around the 1650s as a formal term representing “active operation” (Online Dictionary 
Etymology 2013). Some pioneers such as Marx, Weber or Durkheim have already noticed that 
individuals produce society but at the same time, they are produced by it. 

Max Weber, was one of the first authors who initially indicated that  “acts be distinguished from 
mere (animal) behaviour on the basis of acts being seen to entail a number of features of human 
rationality: consciousness, reflection, intention, purpose and meaning” (Rapport and Overing 2000: 
1). For Weber human action is dictated by conscious choices. In contrast, Durkheim saw human 
action as dependent to “certain structures which implied constraint, even coercion, and which existed 
and endured over and above the actions of particular individuals, lending to individuals’ acts a certain 
social and cultural regularity” (Rapport & Overing 2000: 1). Durkheim conceives human action as 
a collective consciousness resulting from the embodiment of norms, beliefs and values intrinsic in a 
given society. Thus, the concept of agency emerged as an attempt to “resolve these differences, and 
explore the limits on individual capacities to act independently of structural constraints” (Rapport & 
Overing 2000: 1).

This fundamental issue reached a greater emphasis in contemporary social sciences focused on 
understanding the ways in which human actions are dialectically connected to the social structures in 
a form that make the two dimensions as reciprocally constitutive. 

Talcott Parsons (1937), with his “voluntaristic theory of action,” perceived social structures as 
derived from human agency, thus interconnected with voluntary human action. According to Parsons:

A social system consists in a plurality of individual actors interacting with each other in a 
situation which has at least a physical or environmental aspect, actors who are motivated in 
terms of a tendency to the ‘optimization of gratification’ and whose relation to their situations, 
including each other, is defined and mediated in terms of a system of culturally structured and 
shared symbols. (Parson 1951: 5-6)

Berger and Luckmann (1966: 61) pose this issue into a famous syllogism in their The Social 
Construction of Reality: “Society is a human product. Society is an objective reality. Man is a social 
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product.”  They tried to find a compromise between agency and structure, suggesting to pay more 
attention to the “social construction of reality”. According to them “the world of everyday life is not 
only taken for granted as reality by the ordinary members of society in the subjectively meaningful 
conduct of their lives. It is a world that originates in their thoughts and actions, and is maintained as 
real by these” (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 19). Thus, social structures forge the reality for human 
beings, which in turn act in a way to preserve those structures.

Subsequently, the Labourist politician Anthony Giddens (1979, 1984), the theoretician of Blair’s 
Third Way, has been recognized as one of the central authors in this debate and one of the founders of 
the practice theory.  With his “structuration theory”, he attempted to overcome the duality between 
agency and structures, suggesting instead the duality of social structure. Social structure is seen as both 
the medium and the outcome of human agency, thus acquiring a bipolar nature.

For him, structures must be “regarded as rules and resources recursively implicated in social 
reproduction,” because structures are “institutionalized features [formed by relationships that are] 
stabilized across time and space” (Giddens 1984: xxxi). Essential to his structuration theory is the 
identification of the relationship between individual actions and social structures. Agency emerges 
as an ‘‘‘intervention’ in a potentially malleable object-world’’ (Giddens 1979: 56). However, his 
comprehension of this relationship does not question how social changes can occur. “When and how 
are changes by agency considered significant enough to change the structure?” (Lamsal 2012: 121). 
Giddens’ theory does not answer this question.

In anthropology, the concept of agency has been used in different ways, acquiring different meanings. 
For instance, Bateson (1987: 134) defines agency as “energy source.” According to him each agent possesses 
“an energy source […] such that the energy used in his responses is not derived from the stimuli but from 
his own metabolic processes” (Bateson 1987: 134). In his definition, agency seems rooted in biology. 
Victor Turner (1969: 96), instead, interprets agency as grounded in comunitas: “a communion of 
equal individuals [submit] together to the general authority of ritual elders”, which is experienced in 
rites of passage.  For Turner, “agency is rooted in a liminal period, where equal individuals change 
positions and, in so doing, strengthen the human bonds of society” ( Kuate Defo 2013).

Beside Giddens, the most influential author of the practice theory is Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu’s 
agency is linked to the notion of habitus, term that he borrows and reinterprets from Marcell Mauss.

Bourdieu explains the notion of habitus in The Logic of Practice as:

Systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function 
as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and organize practices and 
representations that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a 
conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain 
them. Objectively ‘regulated’ and ‘regular’ without being in any way the product of obedience to 
rules, they can be collectively orchestrated without being the product of the organizing action of 
a conductor. (Bourdieu 1990: 53)

According to him, a set of predisposed meanings, practices and thoughts are embodied by 
individuals, which in turn contribute to recreate and reproduce the existing social structures. Hence, 
people’s agency is strictly determined by their habitus precluding any assumptions of free will and 
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again avoiding to recognize how human actions may be able to change the structures. For an analytical 
shift in this direction, one can refer to the work of other exponents of the practice theory. According 
to Edmund Leach, for instance, agency is a manifestation of the criminality inherent in humankind. 
For Leach (1977: 19), “all of us are criminals born by instinct. All creativity […] contains within it a 
deep-rooted hostility to the system as it is.” Here, “human action is thought to be rooted in a deep-
seated desire to undermine established societal rules and conventions, so as to generate new ones” 
(Kuate Defo 2013).

To continue, Sahlins in his study of the Hawaiian society after the arrival of Captain Cook, exalts 
the transformation occurred after this cross-cultural contacts. He emphasized how a new dynamic 
situation called “structure of the conjuncture” (Sahlins 1981: 35), caused unpredicted outcomes. 
“By interweaving history and structure in this manner, Sahlins not only highlights the importance 
of agency and its often unintended consequences, he also emphasizes the temporality of agency and 
throws into question the concept of resistance as conscious activity” (Ahern 2001: 119). Nonetheless, 
given his structuralist roots, Sahlin’s work (as well as Bourdieu’s one) and his mechanistic “permanent 
dialectic of structure and practice” (Sahlins 1981: 54), leaves little room for the analysis of the intrinsic 
tensions inside the social structure itself.

Focusing on this issue, Ortner (1989) in High Religion: A Cultural and Political History of Sherpa 
Buddhism, deconstructs the mechanistic view of structures and agency. She highlights the internal 
structural contradictions inherent in the cultural and social order, suggests that agents are “loosely 
structured” (Ortner 1989: 198), and poses the problem of understanding how the actors are able to 
manipulate the structures that built them. 

Several linguistic anthropologists explain how such “loose structuring” can be identified on both 
a sociocultural and a linguistic level. Authors such as Duranti (1994) or Ahern (2001) pay attention 
on how linguistic schemes can contribute to the debate on human agency. There is a huge body 
of literature within linguistic anthropology, which point out the similarity between cultures, and 
languages, both change over time despite they are supposed to reproduce themselves (DeGraff 1999, 
Lightfoot 1999, Sapir 1933 [1949], de Saussure 1986).  Furthermore, “speakers of a given language 
are constrained to some degree by the grammatical structures of their particular language, but they are 
still capable of producing an infinite number of grammatically well-formed utterances within those 
constraints” (Ahern 2001: 120).

Authors as Latour (1993), Gell (1998) and Miller (2013) introduced the concept of agency in the 
study of material culture, as an attempt to demystify and transcend the dialectical opposition between 
subject and object. Miller, for example, through Marx’s concept of objectification and Painter’s (2002) 
one of accommodating, reflects on the role that material culture has in shaping immaterial cultures, 
and claims that even objects own agency. 

Carol J. Greenhouse (2002) reformulates the classical notion of agency in the context of political 
crisis and dramatic change. In this kind of social fields where structures are not given, but most of the 
time are collapsed, opaque or are about to be rebuilt, she states:

The forms and expressions of agency are not determined by individuals on their own, if they 
are ‘determined’ at all, but rather by the perceived demands of the communicative orders in 
which they navigate—however fragmentary these orders might be under some circumstances. 
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Agency cannot be considered an analytically neutral term except to the extent that it serves as a 
reference to the entire problem of how people conceptualize, articulate, and enact their own ideas 
of relevance in relation to others. (Greenhouse 2002: 23)

She seems to agree with Judith Butler (1993:13), when she writes “agency is always and only a 
political prerogative [… (whose)] subject is never fully constituted, but is subjected and produced 
time and again.”

Also Ladislav Holy and Milan Stuchlik (1981: 16) declare: 

The essence of the process of social life is that it is continuous. People did not create their 
society once and for all, for everybody else born afterwards to be born into a predetermined 
world. By learning the world into which they were born, and by continually thinking and acting 
in it [emphasis added], people continually create and change it. 

Ahern (2001: 130) offers a provisional definition of agency as “the socioculturally mediated 
capacity to act”, nevertheless suggesting to scholars who intend to use the term to clearly define it for 
both themselves and their readers. 

For anthropologists in particular, it is important to avoid treating agency as a synonym for 
free will or resistance. One fruitful direction for future research may be beginning to distinguish 
among types of agency—oppositional agency, complicit agency, agency of power, agency of 
intention, etc.—while also recognizing that multiple types are exercised in any given action. 
(Ahern 2001: 130)

Empowerment as expanded agency?

In very general terms, an agent is a being with the capacity to act, and ‘agency’ denotes the 
exercise or manifestation of this capacity. The philosophy of action provides us with a standard 
conception and a standard theory of action. The former construes action in terms of intentionality, 
the latter explains the intentionality of action in terms of causation by the agent’s mental states 
and events. From this, we obtain a standard conception and a standard theory of agency. There 
are alternative conceptions of agency, and it has been argued that the standard theory fails to 
capture agency (or distinctively human agency). (Schlosser 2019) 

On the other hand, Casey (2010) remarks in his selected bibliography about the concept of agency 
in anthropology:  

While debates about structure and agency have been a central concern in anthropology for 
decades, only in the past five years or so have anthropologists (particularly in the us) begun to 
question the philosophical assumptions that underlie academic interests in agency. The following 
texts take issue with the various ways in which agency has been used (both implicitly and 
explicitly) in anthropology and calls for greater attention to how specific ethnographic contexts 
may allow us to reformulate ideas about agency in new ways. While much of this theoretical turn 
has been inspired by scholars working in the anthropology of religion, fields ranging from science 
studies to Amazonian ethnography have also come to question conventional assumptions about 
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and uses of agency as a concept.

Agency is defined this way in a number of dictionaries: 

•	 by the Merriam-Webster 1a : the office or function of an agent (see agent sense 4); b: the 
relationship between a principal and that person’s agent; 2: the capacity, condition, or state of 
acting or of exerting power: operation; 3: a person or thing through which power is exerted or 
an end is achieved: instrumentality communicated through the agency of the ambassador; 4: an 
establishment engaged in doing business for another an advertising agency; 5: an administrative 
division (as of a government) the agency for consumer protection; 

•	 by Collins English Dictionary (British English): 1. a business or other organization providing 
a specific service, an employment agency; 2. the place where an agent conducts business; 3. the 
business, duties, or functions of an agent; 4. action, power, or operation, the agency of fate; 5.  
intercession or mediation; 6. one of the administrative organizations of a government;

•	 by the Webster’s New World College Dictionary, 4th Edition 2010 (American English): 1.  
active force; action; power; 2.  that by which something is done; means; instrumentality; 3.  
the business of any person, firm, etc. empowered to act for another; 4.  the business office or 
district of such a person, firm, etc.; 5.  an administrative division of government with specific 
functions; 6.  an organization that offers a particular kind of assistance, a social agency;

•	 by the Oxford English Dictionary (American English): 1. a. a business or organization providing 
a particular service on behalf of another business, person, or group, “an advertising agency”. 
Synonyms: business, organization, company, firm, office, bureau, concern, service, branch, 
representative; 2. b. a department or body providing a specific service for a government or other 
organization, “the Environmental Protection Agency”. 2. action or intervention producing a 
particular effect, “canals carved by the agency of running water”. Synonyms: action, activity, 
effect, influence, force, power, work, means, vehicle, medium, instrument, mechanism, route, 
channel, mode, technique, expedient, intervention, intercession, involvement, mediation, 
arbitration, interposing, instrumentality, good offices, auspices, aegis;

•	 by the Webster’s Revised Unabridged Dictionary, G. & C. Merriam, 1913: 1. The faculty of 
acting or of exerting power; the state of being in action; action; instrumentality. 2. The office 
of an agent, or factor; the relation between a principal and his agent; business of one intrusted 
with the concerns of another.3. The place of business of an agent. Syn. -- Action; operation; 
efficiency; management.

The term agency has also been used within the capability approach ending up to be close to 
the concept of empowerment (Ibrahim and Alkire 2007; Narayan 2005; Sen 1985; Kabeer 2001; 
Malhotra 2003; Alsop et al 2006; Drydyk 2013).

According to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, empowerment is 1. the act of giving 
somebody more control over their own life or the situation they are in, female/black/personal 
empowerment, the empowerment of the individual, see also black empowerment. 2. (formal) the act 
of giving somebody the power or authority to do something synonym authorization. 

The Cambridge Dictionary defines empowerment as “the process of gaining freedom and power to 
do what you want or to control what happens to you.”

Hence, basically, agency represents a tool, a mean, while empowerment is defined as a process. Yet 
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what is the relationship between agency and empowerment?

Alsop and others (2006) characterize empowerment as composed by two elements; the first of 
them is described as an expansion of agency. According to Kabeer:

It is important to clarify what is implied by ‘empowerment’ […] One way of thinking about 
power is in terms of the ability to make choices. To be disempowered means to be denied choice, 
while empowerment refers to the processes by which those who have been denied the ability to 
make choices acquire such an ability. In other words, empowerment entails change. […] The 
concept of empowerment can be explored through three closely interrelated dimensions: agency, 
resources, and achievements. Agency represents the processes by which choices are made and put 
into effect. It is hence central to the concept of empowerment. Resources are the medium through 
which agency is exercised; and achievements refer to the outcomes of agency. (Kabeer 2005: 14)

Empowerment is a process of change, while agency is the process by which choices are made and put 
into effect. Agency is a dimension of empowerment conceptualized in another contribution by Kabeer 
(2001: 438) as “the ability to define one’s goals and act upon them.” She continues “resources are the 
medium through which agency is exercised” (Kabeer, 2005: 15). Resources and agency combined 
represent what Amartya Sen (1985) calls capabilities: “the potential that people have for living the 
lives they want, of achieving valued ways of being and doing” (Kabeer, 2001: 438). Regarding the 
achievements, they are the outcomes of agency. “In relation to empowerment, achievements have been 
considered in terms of both the agency exercised and its consequences” (Kabeer, 2005: 15). She makes 
the example of waged work: it could be considered as an achievement that improves the women’s lives 
and as evidence of progress in women’s empowerment. Kabeer highlights also the various forms that 
agency includes and how individual or collectivity perceive their sense of agency.

Agency is about more than observable actions; it also encompasses the meaning, motivation 
and purpose which individuals bring to their activity, their sense of agency, or ‘the power within’. 
While agency tends to be operationalized as ‘decision-making’ in the social science literature, it 
can take a number of other forms. It can take the form of bargaining and negotiation, deception 
and manipulation, subversion and resistance as well as more intangible, cognitive process of 
reflection and analysis. It can be exercised by individual as well as by collectivities. (Kabeer 
2001: 438)

Ibrahim, S. and Alkire, S. (2007) declare that agency and empowerment can be described and 
measured regard different domains of life, thus they are “domain-specific.” Furthermore, they propose 
a shortlist of comparable indicators of individual agency and empowerment, which includes: control 
over personal decisions, domain- specific autonomy, household decision making, and the ability to 
change aspects in one’s life at the individual and communal level. 

Jay Drydyk (2010), in How to Distinguish Empowerment from Agency, examines the conceptual drift 
between empowerment and agency within the capability approach, and the tendency to assimilate the 
two concepts. He warns not to overlap them, explaining a first key difference: “agency refers to the 
degree to which a person is autonomously involved in their own activities and group activities in 
which they participate. This is a state of affairs” (Drydyk 2010: 13), while empowerment entails a 
process of change: “a process with a specific result: the process is one of engaging with power, and it is 
empowering to the degree that people’s agency is thereby engaged to expand their well-being freedom 
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in a durable way” (Drydyk 2010:13). Thus, empowerment does not lead to an expansion of agency, 
but it involves an “engagement of agency”. (Drydyk 2010: 13). He identifies a further difference: 
“‘agency’ is about what goes in to a person’s activity, while ‘empowerment’ is about what comes out” 
(2010: 13). He concludes: “the concept of empowerment, however, does refer to agency, even if the 
concept of agency does not reciprocate.  […]  Empowerment entails agency, but the converse is not 
true, and so the concept of empowerment cannot be replaced by the concept of agency” (2010: 13). 

Conclusion

The purpose of this article arises after a fieldwork experience for an Italian NGO and in particular 
from a research project dedicated to the development of a project on women’s empowerment. 

It aimed to explore the concept of women’s empowerment inside the human development approach 
trying to link it with the analytical concept of agency in anthropology. Thus, I attempted to clarify 
the complexity of both empowerment and agency with a brief literature review in order to find out 
whether the terms are so similar that they can be absorbed into one concept or not.

Apparently empowerment does not have a clear and shared meaning, perhaps because it is adopted 
by many disciplines and various fields as psychology, economy, education, international cooperation, 
gender studies and so on, but above all by political activists from feminist movements  to oppressed 
minorities. Basically, empowerment seems to have become a buzzword. In English, its synonyms 
are enabling, equipping, emancipation, enfranchising. In Spanish, when it is referred to women, 
workers or minorities one says atribución de poder o empoderamiento. In French it is translated with 
autonomisation, autorisation, capacitation. About minorities responsabilisation. German and Italian 
use the English word.

It would seem that, in the huge amount of definitions, attempting to condense them into a single 
one looks a difficult task and an exercise of futility, but actually it is not like that. 

The feminist literature defines empowerment as a process of change: Batliwala (1993): “a process, 
and the results of a process, of transforming the relations of power between individuals and social 
groups”, and Kabeer ( 2005:13-14): “one way of thinking about power is in terms of the ability to 
make choices. […] empowerment entails change.” In addition, the mainstream literature agrees on 
the concept of empowerment as a process, for instance, Rappaport (1984) defines it “a process: the 
mechanism by which people, organizations, and communities gain mastery over their lives.”

If everyone agrees in seeing empowerment as a process, what drastically changes the point of view 
and makes the term political is the direction: indeed, if the point of view is that of international 
agencies, transnational and national NGOs, governments etc. who implement/s project top – down, 
the term empowerment becomes a paternalistic term. But, if the direction comes from feminist 
movements and political activists, it is bottom – up, hence empowerment is certainly democratic, if 
not subversive and revolutionary. It is not a case that Esquivel (2016) highlights the fact that in the 
Agenda 2030 the term empowerment has acquired a cautiously technical meaning instead of one 
explicitly political. On the other hand, Mosedale (2014) observes that even though the term implies 
a change in unequal power relations, donors and investors prefer an apolitical use of the term, in 
which power relations remain in effect entirely or virtually intact, collaborating in the process of 
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mystification of dominant interests. As Esquivel (206:18) points out “when empowerment is used in 
a technical sense, it becomes ‘empowerment without power’”, which does not implies, as affirmed by 
Calvés (2009), “a multifaceted process of transformation from the bottom up.”

Also the concept of agency tends to be used as a buzzword in different disciplines and domains, 
and it is also untranslatable in Italian (agency (instrumentality) through or by the agency of à grazie 
a, per mezzo or per opera di) and French (= means) through the agency of, by the agency of à par 
l’entremise de, par l’action de agency). In Italian agire, azione and agibilità can be compared to agency, 
but the meaning is limited.

Judith Butler (1993:13) hits the mark when she writes “agency is always and only a political 
prerogative […(whose)] subject is never fully constituted, but is subjected and produced time and 
again.” I agree with Drydyk (2010) when, exploring the tendency to assimilate the concept of agency 
and empowerment, he cautions not to overlap them, given that agency represents “a state of affairs” 
while empowerment implies “a process of change.” While empowerment “does not lead to an expansion 
of agency, [albeit it] entails agency, [...] the converse is not true, and so the concept of empowerment 
cannot be replaced by the concept of agency.”

Concluding with Kabeer (2005) “Agency represents the processes by which choices are made and 
put into effect.”

Examining the relationship between agency and empowerment, it is possible to say that the contrast 
between the two schools of thought within the debate about the concept of agency, from extremist 
structuralist to liberals, depends on the weight placed on the two poles of the relationship structures/
agency. The former give the maximum weight to the social structures against the individual, while 
the latter admit the free will of the individual in the choices and in the empowerment process. This 
dichotomy affects also the concept of empowerment where the top – down approach conceives agency 
in a deterministic form, while the bottom – up one asks for subversive individual choices. 

One cannot deny that it is important to change the structures of power from within in governments 
as well as national and international institutions, thanks to alliances with progressive officials (men and 
women). On the other hand, however, it is imperative that institutions and NGOs try to dominate 
the temptation to impose their project from the top – down and from outside, which despite the best 
intentions, risks to be ineffective, if not harmful, and do not address women’s actual needs as gender. 

The terms empowerment and agency, as we have seen, neither have a clear, single definition, nor 
they are neutral and universally valid. Generally speaking, however, one can state that agency refers 
to a condition, a state of affairs while empowerment implies a process of change. Agency could be 
conceived as the starting point while empowerment can indicate the desired direction. The construct 
of empowerment has been criticized for its non-universal value, its marked ethnocentric dimension 
and for the insurmountable difficulty to be adopted by women belonging to different contexts. Given 
this limits, I believe that every research dealing with the concept of women’s empowerment:

1) must produce its own model able to take into account the historical contingencies, the 
geopolitical characteristic, the economic, socio-cultural and religious specificities of the context in 
which the research is located, but it should also recognize the class differences that exist within the 
general category of women. In order to overcome these shortcomings one could link the concept of 



Riga, C. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 97-112 110

women’s empowerment to the analytical concept of agency. 

2) To some extent, recognizing the agency of a particular group of women in a delimitated and 
specific context, how it is limited by the structures and how it can be expanded could produce a more 
useful model of empowerment based on an empirical dimension.

Thus, the proposal is to reverse the relationship by analyzing from time to time the meaning and 
the forms that the social actors give to their own agency in their peculiar social context, their sense of 
agency. After defining agency through the life stories and thoughts of the actors, the goal will be to 
perceive how their agency can be engaged in the process of empowerment from bottom – up. 
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1. Introduction

According to the Former President of India, Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, “empowering women is a 
prerequisite for creating a good nation, when women are empowered, society with stability is assured. 
Empowerment of women is essential as their value systems lead to the development of a good family, 
society and ultimately a good nation” (Sharma, 2006).

Since independence, India is suffering from severe socio-economic problems. Poverty has become 
a major threat to the economic development of our country. The planners and policy makers’ thought 
is to identify certain possibilities and measures to check widespread poverty. The brutal circle of 
poverty in India has a much greater impact on women. Women suffer from malnutrition, illiteracy, 
unemployment, lack of awareness and poor healthcare. This is particularly true in the rural areas 
of our nation and in the case of the weaker sections of society like Scheduled castes and Scheduled 
Tribes. The empowerment of women is the only solution to this problem (Rajendhiran, 2009).

In rural areas many families’ women are the real bread winners. Without any support from the 
male family members they are running their families. Self Help Groups (SHGs) play a main role 
in women’s empowerment in India. They have hard working habit, sincerity in work, and high 
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motivation: in recent times these qualities smooth the way to becoming small entrepreneurs. If women 
are economically stronger, that will lead to the reduction of poverty in our country. Good education, 
suitable training, proper guidance and timely advice are the pillars behind women’s success, yet, 
these pre-requisites lack in the study area, hence, women entrepreneurs are notable in this District. 
These selected sample women are facing many untold problems in managing their personal life, petty 
enterprises, such as depending on their husbands or male family members or private money lenders 
for finance and permission for starting any business or project. In general, women struggle to mobilize 
capitals or funds, hesitate to mingle freely with the public or are shy away from asking a favour or 
some help even from person they know. Further, they are find it difficult to manage male workers as 
well as officials during their business transactions. Government officials, micro financing agencies or 
institutions do not understand the women’s problems and they ask any kind of unnecessary documents 
from group leaders (Animator) and members of the group.

According to Paschim Medinipur Human Development Report (2011) the status of rural women 
in Paschim Medinipur district was very poor in all aspects particularly because of lack of literacy, 
knowledge, health education, and risk taking ability. Women were not even allowed to take part in 
the decision making activities in their families, but in recent times this increased. The empowerment 
of women is the only best possible solution for developing women’s bargaining power in all aspects. 

In all over the word the empowerment of women is one of the central issues in a country’s process 
of development. In recent decades, the empowerment of women emerged as one of the significant 
strategies in the development process. The Government of India has made Empowerment of Women 
as one of the prime objectives of the 9th Five Year Plan (1997-2002) and also declared 2001 as the year 
of ‘Women’s empowerment’. Empowerment is a multi-dimensional, multi-faceted and multi-layered 
concept. It is a process to enable women to realize their identity and powers in all spheres of life. 

According to the Report of Government of India, “Empowerment means moving from a position of 
enforced powerlessness to one of power”. Further, empowerment provides better access to knowledge 
and resources, more independence in decision making, better ability to plan one’s lives, more control 
over a situation, which may influence one’s life, as well as freedom from belief, custom and practice. 
In this study we have tried to analyze the empowerment of women through Self Help Groups (SHG) 
in the study area. The study also identifies common problems faced by the members and the reasons 
for joining in this group.

2. Conceptual dimensions

2.1 Self Help Group (SHG)

A Self Help Group (SHG) is a small, economically homogeneous and group of rural poor who 
voluntarily contribute to a common fund to be lent to its members as per group decision; it works to 
enhance group solidarity, group decision, and its economic empowerment as primary focus, but it also 
promotes the common interests of its members in such areas as development, awareness, leadership 
in the way of democratic functioning, etc.. A SHG is a viable cooperative effort set up to disburse 
micro credit to rural women for the purpose of encouraging them to become petty entrepreneurs. The 
basic objective of a Self Help Group’s is to develop saving capability among the poorest sections of the 
society, which in turn reduces dependence on financial institutions and develop self-reliance.
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2.2 Women Empowerment

According to Adams (1996), “Empowerment is the means by which individuals, groups and 
communities take control of their circumstances and achieve their own goals, thereby being able to 
work towards helping themselves and others to maximize the eminence of their lives. The concept of 
women’s empowerment is the outcome of several important assessments and debates generated by 
the women’s movement throughout the world, particularly by third world feminists (Walters, 1991). 
Empowerment as a concept was introduced at the International Women’s Conference at Nairobi in 
1985. In this conference Women empowerment was defined as “A redistribution of social power and 
control of resources in favour of women.” It is “the process of challenging existing power relations and 
of gaining greater control over the sources of power” (Mayoux, 1998).

3. Women empowerment in India

The year 2001 had been declared as “Women’s Empowerment Year” by the Government of India to 
focus on a vision where women are equal partners to men, because, the Constitution of India grants 
equality to women in various fields of life. 

In the past, the position of women in Indian society was gloomy, and women were not ready 
to improve their position mostly because of fear, shyness, and male dominance. Time has changed 
now, and Indian women are always ready to come forward and want more economic independence, 
state their own identity, achievements, equal status in the society, and ask for more freedom. The 
Government of India has provided for Self Help Groups (SHGs) to them so that proper attention 
should be given to their economic independence through self employment: SHGs have emerged as a 
powerful instrument in order to improve poor conditions and  empower women in the rural economy. 

The SHGs, through the network of commercial banks, regional rural banks, NABARD and 
NGO’s, have largely supply economic support, with the provision of financial services to the poor and 
further upgrading their status in the society. In this way, SHGs are important not only to reduce rural 
poverty, and promote rural savings, but also to increase profitable employment. 

4. Objectives of the study 

The objectives of the present study are to analyze the empowerment of women through the Self 
Help Groups in the study area, and to know the reasons for joining Self Help Group and also to 
identify the common problems faced by the members in a Self Help Group.

5.  Methodology and the locale

For our study we have used the methods such observation (both participant and non-participant), 
interviews, case studies, focus group discussion and techniques like beneficiaries household survey 
schedule, structured questionnaires to acquire qualitative and quantitative data. The data were 
collected from both primary and secondary sources. The secondary data were collected from published 
and unpublished journals, websites, magazine, thesis etc. To analyze the data we used SPSS 16.0, 
Microsoft Excel software. 
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The study was carried out in the multiethnic village of Bhadulia. The village is located in the 
Junglemahal area of Paschim Medinipur District of West Bengal. The study group comprises four 
ethnic groups, viz, the Santal, Bhumij, Goala and Sadgope. The community-wise distribution of the 
study group is as follows:

A total of 50 women members of Self Help Groups were interviewed for the study with the help 
of a well structured interview schedule. The interviews were conducted in the local common language 
i.e., Bengali. The interviewer also took the opportunity of observing the functioning of SHG by being 
a participant observer in the sittings of some of the SHG groups during the period of fieldwork.

6.  Relevance of the study

Women empowerment is an important tool for social development and this can be achieved when 
the society recognizes women as one among the social partners, provided equal rights, facilitates them 
with equal education, health, and above all these allow them to participate equally in every aspect of 
their societies. Nothing succeeds better than the power of self help. 

Now SHGs have become a modern economic weapon for poor women to fight poverty and 
economic depression. It generates employment opportunities and creates a conductive social and 
economic infrastructure by empowering them. There have been constant organized efforts taken by 
the government agencies and NGOs to promote SHG as a means for women empowerment. Thus, the 
present study examines SHGs as a change mediator designed systematically to create income, generate 
opportunities, identify the predominant factors of women empowerment and identify the impact of 
SHG members’ training programmes in a rural village of Paschim Medinipur in West Bengal.

7.  Findings 

7.1  Empowerment of women through SHG

Women play a key role in development because they are in a strategic position in human resource 
development as they are the ones who are primarily involved in the rearing of the children and 
household managing. They are better household managers and more informal producer, consumers 
and traders (Sayulu, 2005). SHG women have a very good impact on reducing the influence of 
money lenders in rural areas. Similarly, there is a remarkable impact on SHG members as to other 
government programmes like family welfare, girl child education etc. Now an attempt is made to 
know the impact of SHGs on the empowering sample respondents in terms of some indicators of 
empowerment. This study explores the indicators of women empowerment such as educational 
empowerment, economic empowerment, social empowerment, and political empowerment. The 
views about the women empowerment has been measured from the members of the SHG with some 
case studies. The respondents were requested to express their opinions as well as perceptions about the 
above mentioned indicators.

7.2  Educational empowerment 

Education presents a powerful lens to examine the construction of knowledge and the validation or 
exclusion of experiences. Education enhances women’s empowerment because it builds a positive self-
image and boosts self-confidence among them and develops their ability to think critically (Lakshmi 
Narayana and Rajesh 2002). Education a basic human right, it empowers women to take control 
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of their lives and creates opportunities and choices to improve their lives as well as their families’ 
ones. Through education women can reduce the impact of oppressive customs and traditions that 
have neglected the needs of girls and women. Women’s education influences women’s capacities with 
regard to child care and increases their knowledge on nutritious diet. Children of educated mothers 
have higher survival rates through infancy and childhood than illiterate mothers’ ones (Surekha Rao, 
2007).

SHGs members are realizing they should learn how to read and write at least due to the fact 
that they cannot depend on others for their group activities, they have to attend in the training 
programmes. So they are forced to become literate. This head comprises of six affirmative statements 
to obtain the predominance of certain number of variables in homogeneous groups. As a result of the 
factor analysis the following predominant factors emerged prominently.

Table 1 : Predominant Factors Influencing in Educational Empowerment

Sl. No. Particulars Agree
No. (%)

Neutral
No. (%)

Disagree
No. (%)

01 Literacy skill for read and write 42 (84.00) 08 (16.00) --

02 Acquired knowledge of banking operation 50 (100.00) -- --

03 Can do banking transactions independently 26 (52.00) -- 24 (48.00)

04 Can identify and count currency notes easily 
without others help 50 (100.00) -- --

05 Maintain proper accounting ledger 22 (44.00) 11 (22.00) 17 (34.00)

06 SHG concept and approach 24 (48.00) 12 (24.00) 14 (28.00)
Source: Fieldwork,2019

From the above table it is found that 84.0 percent respondents agreed about the literacy skill and 
only 16.0 percent responded neutral in this particular. 100.0 percent beneficiaries acquired their 
knowledge of banking operations through the Self Help group. 52.0 percent respondents can do 
banking transactions independently and 48.0 person respondents they can’t. All respondents can 
identify and count currency note easily without the others’ help. 44.0 percent respondents maintained 
proper accounting ledger and 34.0 percent can’t do it independently. 48.0 percent members gained 
knowledge about the SHG and its approach through the Self Help Group.

Case I
Respondent: Kajal Hembram (name changed)
Name of the SHG: Jagadhatri SHG
Age: 33 ; Sex-Female
Ethnic group: Santal

According to the respondent, there are five members in her family. They are dependent on forest 
resources. Her husband worked as a daily labourer. On the advice of her neighbour, she wanted to 
become a member of a Self Help Group. After joining in this group she was benefitted with money, 
education, and her family status increased. At the first, her husband always created problems because 
of the meetings. But when she got money from the group as a loan of Rs. 10000/-, her husband didn’t 
hinder her participation. She doesn’t know write her name, but when the other group members made 
her aware of the literacy program, she participated, learnt about the Self Help Group and learnt to 
make her signature on her own.  
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These factors and case study (Case I) show that SHG women became aware about the importance 
of education thanks to their literacy skills bestowed by the SHGs through Government authorities. 
It also shows that the influence of training makes the SHG women better at self management, a 
fact confirmed by the SHG women’s strong opinions in Bhadulia village because they learnt to read 
and write, writing accounts, writing minutes of the meetings, going to bank for transactions and 
entries into ledger books. Group leaders are playing a major role because the other members have 
faith in them or avoid taking responsibility. They have got a knowledge over the literacy skill and self 
management after joining SHGs, and henceforth they were educationally empowered.

7.4   Economic empowerment 

Economic empowerment is a resource, which enables women to develop the capacity to protect 
themselves against discrimination. Independent income is essential to overcome environmental 
constraints implemented by patriarchy (Panda, 2004). Economic empowerment is a key which opens 
the door to other aspects of empowerment, namely social, political, psychological and physical. It 
enables women to effectively intervene in the decision making process in the household, it ensures 
freedom of movement, and provides the mental capability to judge properly before accepting social 
norms which sustain inequality on the basis of sex in conjugal relationship, reproductive activity, 
preference for male or female child, education and upbringing. Preference for nutritious food, 
better living condition and control over their reproductive activity improves the health of the family 
members, including women. (Lakshmi Narayana and Rajesh, 2004)

Economic empowerment is the important indicator of women empowerment concept which has 
a tremendous influence over the SHG women. They considered that thrift and credit is the centre 
of SHGs activities. Economic activities not only initiate to the use of the money, but it also helps 
women evolve with a distinct identity and acquired skills. The six affirmative statements were discover 
the predominance of a certain number of variables in homogeneous groups. As a result of the factor 
analysis the following predominant factors emerged prominently.

Table 2: Predominant Factors Influencing in Economic Empowerment

Sl. 
No. Particulars Agree

No. (%)
Neutral
No. (%)

Disagree
No. (%)

01 Family income has increased 43 (86.00) 04 (08.00) 03 (06.00)

02 Contribute to family expenditure 50 (100.00) --  --

03 Can easily meet out children’s 
educational requirements 19 (38.00) 12 (24.00) 19 (38.00)

04 Can easily purchase household 
commodities -- 08 (16.00) 42 (84.00)

05 Meet out personal needs or expenses 
independently 22 (44.00) 12 (24.00) 16 (32.00)

06 Habit of regular savings 40 (80.00) 05 (10.00) 05 (10.00)
Source: Fieldwork,2019

From the above table it is observed that 86.0 percent respondent’s family income has increased 
after joining the SHG. All respondents agreed about contribute to their family’s expenditure. Only 
38.0 percent respondents were can easily meet out their children’s educational requirements. Nobody 
agreed about an easy purchase of household commodities. 44.0 percent respondents met out personal 
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needs or expanses independently. 80.0 percent respondents got the habit of saving  regularly after 
joining the SHG. 

Case II
Respondent: Moni Hembram (name changed)
Name of the SHG: Maa Jagadhatri SHG
Age: 35 ; Sex-Female
Ethnic group: Santal

According to the respondent, there are five members in her family including herself. Her husband 
engaged as a daily labourer and only her husband was the breadwinner, and it was not possible for 
him to run the family expenses smoothly, and look after their children’s education. After joining the 
self help group, she learnt about the thrift and credit methods and got the habit of saving regularly. 
Moreover, she easily met out her children’s education requirements. She could purchase household 
commodities independently as well as look after personal needs and expenses. 

These factors and case study (Case II) show that the SHG women became aware of thrift and 
credit, which enhanced their purchasing power as well as their family management through their 
contribution to their family’s income, savings and expenditure. SHGs recognize that banks do not 
satisfy the consumption needs of rural women, hence they selected “Thrift and credit”, for self-reliance. 
This activity helps women come out of the grip of the money lenders, increasing their purchasing 
power. Henceforth, SHG members were economically empowered after joining the SHG.

7.5 Social empowerment

Empowering women contributes to social development (Indrabhusan and Usha Kumar 2007). 
The SHG strategy provides women a chance to join educative programmes, by raising awareness on 
issues such as drinking water and sanitation, family planning, literacy. Hence, women’s empowerment 
cannot be ignored, while devising various policies for rural and socio-economic development. The 
low status of women is the outcome of a variety of causes in which patriarchal values reinforced by 
tradition, media and other socio-political institution play a major role. Health and nutrition are 
two very important basic needs for the empowerment of rural women. To achieve a real and quicker 
development in the health sector, an extensive as well as intensive “Health Education and Awareness 
Campaign” (HEAC) needs to be given top most priority and it should mainly stress on nutritional 
education, family planning etc. To analyze the predominant factors influencing social empowerment, 
nine affirmative statements were considered to obtain the predominance of certain number of variables 
in homogeneous groups. As a result of the factor analysis the following predominant factors emerged 
prominently.

Table 3: Predominant Factors Influencing in Social Empowerment

Sl. 
No. Particulars Agree

No. (%)
Neutral
No. (%)

Disagree
No. (%)

01 Create awareness regarding the property rights of 
women 24 (48.00) 07 (14.00) 19 (38.00)

02 Give counselling to parents with regards to the 
children’s education, especially girls 31 (62.00) 08 (16.00) 11 (22.00)

03 Create awareness about harmful diseases 18 (36.00) 30 (60.00) 12 (24.00)
04 Create awareness to use proper sanitation 38 (76.00) 04 (08.00) 08 (16.00)
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05 Give tips on pregnancies with regards to hygiene 
and nutrient foods 36 (72.00) 03 (06.00) 11 (22.00)

06 Educate to maintain a clean environment 14 (28.00) 24 (48.00) 12 (24.00)
07 Reduced family size 42 (84.00) 06 (12.00) 02 (04.00)
08 Create awareness on family planning 50 (100.00) -- --

09 Create awareness on the prevailing laws related 
to women and children 12 (24.00) 24 (48.00) 14 (28.00)

Source: Fieldwork,2019

The above table explains that 48.0 percent respondents agreed as to the property rights of women. 
62.0 percent beneficiaries agreed about the counselling to parents with regards to the children’s 
education, especially girls. 36.0 percent respondents agreed about awareness about harmful diseases. 
38.0 percent respondents agreed about proper sanitation use and 36.0 percent respondents give tips 
on pregnancies with regards to hygiene and nutrient foods. 28.0 percent respondents agreed about to 
maintain a clean environment. All respondents agreed about the awareness of family planning. 24.0 
percent respondents agreed to create awareness on the prevailing laws related to women and children.

Case III
Respondent: Rina Sing (name changed)
Name of the SHG:  Dwipshikha Self Help Group
Age: 42 ; Sex-Female
Ethnic group: Bhumij

According to her, before joining this Self Help Group she did not know the rights and powers and 
laws related to women and children. After joining the group she learnt about their rights and powers, 
and became also aware about family planning, health and nutrition. She attended many awareness 
programmes regarding health and nutrition; the use of proper sanitation, tips about pregnancies with 
regards to hygiene and nutrient foods, reduced family size etc. 

These factors and case study (Case III) show that the SHG women possess awareness about their 
rights and powers and prevailing laws related to them. They attended many awareness programmes 
regarding health and nutrition, clean environment and self cleanliness. These programmes create more 
social responsibility among SHG women. Moreover, after group activities, SHG women become 
ready to use their knowledge to improve the health standards of their families, demonstrating that 
they were socially empowered after joining the SHG.

7.6 Political empowerment

Political equality to all children regardless of birth, sex, colour, etc. is one of the basic premises of 
democracy. Political equality includes not only equal right to authorization but also more importantly, 
the right to access to the institutionalized centre of power. Thus, political participation of women means 
not only is using the right to vote but also power sharing and co-decision making at all levels. The 
active participation of women in the political sphere is important to the empowerment of women and 
helps build a gender-equal society as well as speed up the process of national development. Women’s 
political empowerment is premised on three fundamental pillars: (a) equality between women and 
men; (b) full women’s right; and (c) women’s right to self-representation and self-determination. This 
has profound social implications which give a long way in addressing gender related discrimination.
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This head comprises four affirmative statements to obtain the predominance of certain number of 
variables in homogeneous groups. As a result of the factor analysis the following predominant factors 
emerged prominently.

Table 4: Predominant Factors Influencing in Political Empowerment

Sl. 
No. Particulars Agree

No. (%)
Neutral
No. (%)

Disagree
No. (%)

01 I have interested to know day to day information 
about politics 08 (16.00) 16 (32.00) 26 (52.00)

02 I am aware about the constitutional provisions 
and special laws relating to women 07 (14.00) 15 (30.00) 28 (56.00)

03 I like to participate political body elections 12 (24.00) 25 (50.00) 13 (26.00)

04 I know some of the laws related to women 
protection and reservation policy 07 (14.00) 09 (18.00) 34 (68.00)

Source: Fieldwork,2019

From the above table it is observed that only 16.0 percent respondents were interested to know 
day to day information about politics and 52.0 percent respondents disagreed about to know daily 
information about politics. 14.0 percent respondents agreed about the constitutional provisions and 
special laws relating to women. 24.0 percent respondents like to participate to political body elections. 
14.0 percent respondents know some laws related to women protection and reservation policy. 

Case IV
Respondent: Malati Sing (name changed)
Name of the SHG: Dwipshikha Self Help Group
Age: 44 ; Sex:  Female
Ethnic group: Bhumij

Malati Sing, a member of Dwipshikha Self Help Group, before joining this group did not know 
about the political rights of women, the participation rate of women in parliament and Panchayat 
level votes. But after joining this Self Help Group, she agreed about the above-mentioned rights. At 
present, she regularly attends the Gramsabha, and knows about their village development policies and 
the contribution of Panchayat to the development of SHGs in their village.

This factor and case study (Case IV) shows that SHG women know about their rights and powers 
in politics: they have attended many awareness programmes regarding constitutional provisions and 
special laws related to them. After joining SHG they are interested to know about political issues and 
their rights and powers in the society and politics, hence they were politically.

8. Problems and suggestions 

In India family and social responsibilities are particularly demanding so that women struggle to 
fulfil their multiple roles of mothers, wives, daughter-in-laws and even in their Self-Help Groups.

Table 5: Ranking of problems faced by the members of SHGs
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Sl. No. Problems Members Rank
01 Lack of training programs 38 03
02 Non-cooperation among members 20 10

03 Improper maintenance of accounts 24 08
04 Interference of outsiders 30 06
05 Lack of proper infrastructure 25 07
06 Lack of interest among the members 31 05

07 Irregularity in convene meeting 22 09

08 Lack of husband and family support 40 02

09 Lack of credit support from financial institutions 50 01
10 Lack of suitable leadership 32 04
11 Group leaders domination 19 11

Source: Fieldwork,2019

From the above table it is observed that “lack of credit support from financial institutions” was 
ranked first.  followed by Lack of husband and family support and Lack of training programs, which 
are the prominent problems faced by the SHGs. The issues like Lack of suitable leadership, lack 
of interest among the members, and interference of outsiders were ranked in the fourth, fifth and 
sixth position. Sometimes they have faced problems like lack of proper infrastructure, improper 
maintenance of accounts, irregularity in convene meeting, non-cooperation among members and 
group leader domination. 

Suggestions

The above mentioned problems can be solved by taking into account followings: increasing 
educational opportunity among women, giving financial assistance, developing of self employment 
programs, training through microenterprise programs, subsidies, new schemes and organizing 
workshops and conducting research programs etc.  

Concluding remarks 

This study shows that SHG women know well about their rights and powers in the political 
environment, because, generally speaking, women have very low knowledge of political issues. Now 
the SHG women are very interested to know about political news.

The above reflects a marked change in the perceived status of women. Frequent meetings of 
women as routine exercises of self help groups enable them, besides business matters, to interact and 
communicate with each other, share their problems and suggest solutions which tend to boost their 
confidence. This, in turn, will have manifest and latent consequences on inter-personal relations both 
in the family and community.

SHGs have been identified as a way to alleviate poverty and boost women empowerment. The 
latter aims at realizing their identities, power and potentiality in every sphere of their lives. Although 
it is a gradual and consistent process, women should build their mindset up in order to take an 
additional effort for their overall development. 
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Introduction

The term, tribe, comes from the word ‘tribus’ which in Latin is used to identify a group of persons 
forming a community and claiming descent from a common ancestor (Fried, 1975).  Literacy is an 
important indicator of development among ethnic communities. According to Census, literacy is 
defined to be the ability to read and write a simple sentence in one’s own language understanding 
it; it is in this context that education has to be viewed from a modern perspective. Educational 
backwardness is a distinct gender dimension (Rani et. al. 2011). The male-female gap in literacy and 
educational attainment among the Scheduled Tribes is significant. According to the 2011census, the 
tribal population of the country is 104 Million, constituting 8.6% of the total population. The tribal 
population in West Bengal is 5296953 which constitutes  5.1% of the total ST population of India. 
The literacy rate is an important parameter to judge the literacy condition of a nation. The literacy rate 
is defined as the percentage of literates among a population aged seven years and above.  According 
to the 2011census, the literacy rate of India is 74.04% whereas the same for the Scheduled tribes is 
just 59% , while the rate is 68.5% among males and 49.4% among females (Bisai et al 2014). The 
literacy rate of the scheduled castes is 66.1%. This shows that, currently, the tribes lag behind from 
not only the general population but also from the Scheduled caste population as to both literacy and 
education. In view of the above, an attempt has been made to analyse the present literacy trend of the 
ST communities of West Bengal, and comparing the data over a decade (2001 – 2011).  A special 
emphasis has been given to the educational status of the tribal communities and particularly tribal 

Literacy Trends and Differences of Scheduled Tribes in West 
Bengal:A Community Level Analysis
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The present paper is based entirely on secondary sources of information, mainly drawn 
from the 2001 and 2011 Censuses of India and West Bengal. In this paper, an attempt has 
been made to analyse the present literacy trends of the ethnic communities of West Bengal, and 
comparing the data over a decade (2001 – 2011). The difference between male and female has 
also been focused. The fact remains that a large number of tribal women might have missed 
educational opportunities at different stages and in order to empower them varieties of skill 
training programmes have to be designed and organised. Implementation of systematic processes 
like Information Education Communication (IEC) should be done to educate communities.
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women of West Bengal.

Methodology

The data for the present study have been extracted from the 2001 and 2011 Censuses of India and 
the state of West Bengal. The effective literacy rate and percentage of literacy growth was calculated 
based on literate people having age 7 years and above. Single age-wise effective literacy rate has been 
calculated by dividing number of literates of each age (7 years onwards) by population of corresponding 
ages and multiplying it with 100. All statistical analyses were performed by using Microsoft excel 2007. 
The effective literacy rate and literacy growth rate were computed based on the following formulae:

 

In this paper, an attempt has been made to analyse the present literacy trends of the ethnic 
communities of West Bengal, comparing the data over a decade (2001 – 2011). The difference between 
males and females has also been focused. A special emphasis has been given to the educational status 
of the tribal women of West Bengal.

Results

According to the 2011Census, the overall tribal literacy rate of West Bengal is 57.9%. This shows 
that, among the ten states having literacy rates less than country’s average i.e. 58.96% for the Scheduled 
Tribe population, West Bengal lies just lower than the nation’s average (Fig. 1). The male literacy rate 
of the Scheduled Tribes in India (2011Census) is 68.5% whereas the female literacy rate for the same 
section is merely 49.4%. The tribal males of West Bengal are having a literacy rate of 68.17% and 
the tribal females show only 47.71% of literacy rate. Comparing the communities as per the 2011 
census it can be seen that the Magh community has the highest literacy rate with 88.33% followed by 
the Lepchas with 82.38% and the least one has been found among the Gorait community with just 
32% (Fig. 2). Among males (Fig. 3), the highest literacy rate is found among the males of the Magh 
community with 91.57% followed by the Limbu and Tamang males with nearly 88%. The least one 
is found among the Gorait males with 42.21%. Among females (Fig. 4), the highest literacy rate is 
found again among the females of the Magh community with 85.06% followed by the Lepcha females 
with 77.93%. The least one is found again among the Gorait females with only 22.62%. There is a 
significant improvement in the tribal literacy of West Bengal from 1961 (6.55%) to 2011 (57.93%). 
The literacy rate has been observed to enjoy a gradual increase from one decade to another (Fig. 5). A 
rapid growth is seen from 1981 – 1991, which is nearly double. This is the same for both tribal males 
and females of West Bengal. An increase to 68.17% from 11.20% in the literacy rate of tribal males 
has been observed from 1961 to 2011. Simultaneously, tribal females have enjoyed an upgradation 
from 1.76% in 1961 to 47.71% in 2011. 

 Figure 6 shows the overall literacy gap between males –females and its trend over a decade from 
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2001 to 2011. The male-female literacy gap for the tribes in West Bengal has positively come down to 
20.46% in 2011, from 28.23% in 2001. The same for the classified ST population has gone through 
a reduction very near to the total one as 28.28% in 2001 to 20.99% in 2011. For the unclassified 
ST population, it is to 8.38% in 2011 from 26% in 2001. In 2011, the wider literacy gap has been 
noticed in the Bedia community (24.60%) whereas in 2001, wider literacy gap was noticed in the 
Baiga community (32.51%). The Magh community has been noticed to have the least literacy gap 
both in the years of 2001 (8.51%) and 2011 (6.51%) with a 2% affirmative decrement in their male-
female literacy gap in 2011 since 2001.

Age-wise literacy rates of the Scheduled Tribe population according to the 2011 census of West 
Bengal has been graphed in Figure 7. The average of the literacy rate of all ages for total population 
is 50.3%. For males, the average literacy rate of all ages is 59.1% and the same for females is 41.5%. 
The literacy rate seemed to reach its peak at the age of 11 years. The total population, along with males 
and females, shows 89.4%, 90.4% and 88.3% of literacy rates respectively at the age of eleven years.    

Table 1 shows the community-wise overall percentage of literacy growth both among males and 
females in 2011 since 2001. The trend of the literacy rate of the STs in West Bengal from 2001 to 
2011 have gone through an increment of 33.48% among which the Birjia community has witnessed 
maximum growth with an increment of 143.36%. On the other hand, the Chakma community 
has gone through a reduction of 10.17% over a decade. The Birjia community has witnessed the 
highest literacy growth both among the males and females of the community with 121.31% and 
190.86% growth respectively. On the female’s side, Birjia females are being followed by females of 
the Nagesia and the Asur communities with 154.73% and 120.66% literacy growth respectively. The 
Mal Pahariya community has gone through a 47.96% literacy growth among their males but among 
females a 71.72% decrease in literacy growth has been noticed.

Discussion

Today education has been an important indicator of social change. In this context, the scenario of 
education amongst tribal women who are considered the most backward needs to be examined. The 
literacy rate by residence in India (Census 2011) is 73%. West Bengal constitutes 76.3% (Census 2011) 
among it. Male literacy rate by residence in India (2011 Census) is 80.9%. West Bengal constitutes 
81.7% (2011Census) among it. Female literacy rate by residence in India (2011Census) is 64.6%. 
West Bengal constitutes 70.5% (2011Census) among it. The literacy rate of the Scheduled Castes in 
India according to the 2011 Census is 66.1%, where males share 75.2% and females share 56.5%. 
The Scheduled Caste people in West Bengal show a similar result with 69.4% literacy rate according 
to the 2011 Census, where males share 77.2% and females share only 61.2%. The disparity can also be 
seen in the Non SC ST section of people where the female literacy rate (75.52%) is much lower than 
the male literacy rate (84.22%). The overall literacy rate of the Non SC ST section of people is nearly 
80%. While calculating the literacy rate of the tribals, the unclassified section has shown 63.6% of the 
same. Even the literacy gap of this section has come down to 8.38% in 2011 from 26% in 2001.There 
is a prior need to identify such unclassified section for a better result.

 Maji (2016) has discussed some dimensional problems associated with tribal women’s educational 
achievement in his paper as poverty and hunger are the main reasons for the non-participation of 
tribal girls in education. Well this is true as ‘in case of people who hardly get bread twice a day, 
literacy is a tall talk’ (Save 1945). Chattoraj and Chand (2015) in their paper have concluded that 
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poverty is one of the barriers against literacy and educational development. In addition, ignorance 
of the parents towards tribal girls’ education, and the lack of skilled, committed and gender sensitive 
teachers (Calder and Huda 2013) in tribal areas are compounding the language barrier. Moreover,  
there are inadequate basic infrastructure facilities, especially toilets and water. Another issue can be 
the physical barriers that prevent children from attending school (Sahu 2014), such as the location 
of the village, roads in poor condition, etc.  Ghosh (2007) in his study on the Ho and Mahali tribes 
of Jharkhand and Lodha in West Bengal said that the enrolment ratio of the tribal females is much 
lower than the males’. Rana (2003), while reviewing the situation of the primary education in West 
Bengal, have come up with many infrastructural issues. According to him, parents’ participation is in 
need. The central government and West Bengal State government have introduced various important 
policies and programmes to overcome the educational barriers and uplift the educational status of 
the tribal women, for example -  the Right to Education Act, Sarva Sikshya Aviyan, the up gradation 
of Primary Schools under the SSA, New Residential Girl’s High Schools/Educational Complexes, 
Teaching in Tribal language, the ‘Sabuj Sathi Scheme’, various incentives etc. Despite of all these 
efforts, tribal women are lagging behind in all spheres. In order to empower them a variety of skill 
and vocational training programmes have to be designed and organised. Even to take advantage of the 
various development schemes a certain degree of education is necessary. Implementation of systematic 
processes like Information Education Communication (IEC) should be done to educate communities, 
those who need it most.
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Table 1:  Decadal literacy growth of ST male & female of West Bengal (2001 - 2011) 

Tribes Male literacy growth 
(%)

Female literacy growth 
(%)

Asur 39.20 120.66
Baiga 22.32 85.02
Bedia/Bediya 17.63 38.65
Bhumij 14.84 65.10
Bhutia, Sherpa, Toto, Dukpa, Kagatay, Yolmo 8.12 15.82
Birhor 47.74 88.20
Birjia 121.31 190.86
Chakma -8.02 -8.41
Chero 18.00 26.27
Chik Baraik 14.44 44.89
Garo 11.79 24.36
Gond 10.99 35.40
Gorait 6.40 36.47
Hajang 31.84 51.07
Ho 24.94 99.63
Karmali 22.05 26.69
Kharwar 12.36 44.38
Khond -9.43 2.58
Kisan 12.50 40.65
Kora 16.60 59.94
Korwa 4.76 21.72
Lepcha 6.26 13.50
Lodha, Kheria, Kharia 16.74 60.98
Lohara, Lohra 6.64 21.15
Magh 0.29 2.74
Mahali 19.37 65.95
Mahli 24.32 66.80
Mal Pahariya 47.96 -71.72
Mech 6.94 22.51
Mru 39.27 82.98
Munda 24.32 74.32
Nagesia 57.77 154.73
Oraon 22.97 60.65
Parhaiya 15.16 48.83
Rabha 27.56 62.56
Santal 15.35 61.27
Sauria Paharia 27.64 89.08
Savar 37.05 96.43
West Bengal 18.50 61.59
Unclassified 24.20 98.86
Total (as per census) 18.80 63.67
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Introduction

Ovarian cancer is the seventh most common cancer worldwide with a lower survival rate (Puri 
et al. 2018). It is estimated that globally 239,000 women are diagnosed with ovarian cancer each 
year, and a further 152,000 women die from the disease (Ferlay et al. 2012). Ovarian cancer has also 
emerged as one of the most common malignancies affecting women in India (Murthy et al., 2009), 
and ranked second for the incidence of ovarian cancer globally (Puri et al. 2018). In India, ovarian 
cancer has the worst prognosis among all gynaecological malignancies and thus become an enormous 
disease burden (Basu et al. 2009).  

Malnutrition is a common and under-recognized problem among cancer patients and also a major 
cause of morbidity and mortality (Read et al. 2007; Gupta et al. 2010; Das et al. 2014). Kaduka et 
al. (2017), in a study in Kenya, demonstrated that 13.4 % cancer patients were malnourished and 
33.1% were at risk of malnutrition. Gupta et al. (2010) demonstrated that up to 85% of all patients 
with cancer develop clinical malnutrition. A high prevalence of malnutrition (71.1%) among cancer 
patients were also observed by Silva et al. (2015). The association between cancer and malnutrition has 
many consequences, together with an increased risk of infection, increased length of hospitalization, 
poor wound healing, reduction in muscle function and also affect the response to the therapy 
(Obermair et al. 2001; Davies 2005). It was also observed that body composition, specifically fat 
mass (FM) was strongly associated with the survival of an ovarian cancer patient (Purcell et al. 2016). 
A meta-analysis of body mass index (BMI) at the time of diagnosis of ovarian cancer demonstrated 
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Ovarian cancer has emerged as one of the most common malignancies affecting women in 
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cancer patients. The present study was undertaken to evaluate and compare the nutritional 
status and body composition of ovarian cancer patients. A total of 145 newly diagnosed adult 
ovarian cancer patients and 290 apparently healthy adult women with a mean age of 43.69 
(SD 8.95) years were studied. In conclusion, the results of the present study demonstrated an 
altered body composition in terms of body fat and higher prevalence of chronic energy deficiency 
(CED) in cancer patients as compared with healthy women.
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that a higher BMI was associated with a shorter survival (Protani et al. 2012). Moreover, variability in 
body composition plays an important role in differential metabolism of cytotoxic agents (Carla et al. 
2013). Body composition is also a strong predictor of tumours prognosis (Martin et al. 2013; Purcell 
et al. 2016).

There are several ways of measuring nutritional status and body composition (Chatterjee et al. 
2006; Ghosh and Sarkar 2013). The ideal would be to use a rapid, low-cost, non-invasive method. 
Simultaneously, it would have to be of highly sensitive and specific (Zorlini et al. 2008). Anthropometry 
is especially important as a screening tool to identify individuals at risk of undernutrition followed by 
biochemical and clinical techniques (Gorstein and Akre 1988). BMI has been accepted and widely 
used as a valid scientific method throughout the world to assess undernutrition especially in developing 
countries (Shetty and James 1994; Khongsdier 2001; Ghosh and Bandyopadhyay 2007; Purcell et al. 
2016). However, precise techniques used to measure body composition in terms of body fat and its 
distribution like dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry (DXA) and computed tomography (CT) scan 
in humans are not appropriate for use in field based studies because of its cost, radiation exposure, 
limited availability outside the research setting and also time consuming (Taing et al. 2017). Thus, 
to obtain a reasonable estimation of body composition the bioelectrical impedance analysis (BIA) 
method is widely used (Sillanpaa et al. 2014; Taing et al. 2017). The BIA is also considered a valid 
method of total and regional body composition analysis and also less time consuming, non-invasive 
and inexpensive (Malavolti et al. 2003).

Despite the clinical significance of the nutritional status and body composition, few attempts 
have been made to understand the nutritional status and body composition of ovarian cancer patients, 
especially in India. Therefore, the present study was undertaken to evaluate and compare the nutritional 
status and body composition of ovarian cancer patients of West Bengal, India. 

Material and Methods

The present cross-sectional study was conducted in histologically confirmed ovarian cancer patients 
from the oncology outpatient department of Government cancer hospitals in Kolkata. Each patient’s 
diagnosis was confirmed by pathologists. A total of 145 adult newly diagnosed ovarian cancer patients 
were incorporated in the present study. Patients with a previous history of cancer, after neoadjuvant 
treatment, pregnant, lactating women, or with liver disease were excluded. On the other hand, 290 
apparently healthy adult women were also chosen randomly from Kolkata. Cancer free participants 
were matched to patients by ethnicity and age. Pregnant, lactating women and women with low bone 
density and chronic disease were also excluded from the study.

Information on bio-social data including age and ethnicity were collected using questionnaires. 
Anthropometric measurements namely height and weight were measured using standard techniques 
(Lohman et al. 1988). Height was measured using an anthropometer to the nearest 0.1 cm. Weight was 
measured using a weighing machine to the nearest 0.1 kg. Nutritional status was assessed by BMI and 
was calculated as weight in kilograms divided by the square of the height in meters (kg/m2). BMI was 
categorized into four groups according to the conventional WHO classification (WHO 1995); chronic 
energy deficiency (CED) (<18.5 kg/m2), normal weight (18.5–24.9 kg/m2), overweight (25–29.9 
kg/m2), and obese (≥30 kg/m2). Body composition was measured using Omron body composition 
monitor (Karada Scan). Body composition variables include percent body fat (PBF), subcutaneous 
fat at whole body (SFWB), trunk (SFT), arm (SFA) and leg (SFL) and skeletal muscle at whole body 
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(SMWB), trunk (SMT), arm (SMA) and leg (SML). Prior to the study informed consent was taken 
from each participant. Ethical clearance was obtained from the institutional ethical clearance board. 
Descriptive statistics includes mean and standard deviation (SD). Inferential statistics include t-test 
and chi-square test. A p value of 0.05 was considered as significant. All analyses were performed using 
the statistical program (SPSS). 

Results

A total of 435 adult women including 145 ovarian cancer patients and 290 apparently healthy 
women were included in the present study. The mean age of the studied population was 43.69 (SD 
8.95) years. There was no significant (p>0.05) age differences between cancer patient (43.28±9.79 
years) and healthy women (43.89±8.50 years). Characteristics of the studied population are presented 
in table 1. It revealed that ovarian cancer parents are significantly (p<0.05) lighter in body weight 
compared to the healthy women. Ovarian cancer patients also revealed significantly (p<0.05) lower 
PBF as well as lower SFWB, SFT and SFL. A significantly (p<0.05) lower BMI was also observed 
among the ovarian cancer patient compared to the healthy women. However, comparatively higher 
SMWB, SMT and SMA was observed among the ovarian cancer patients compared to the healthy 
women. Contrary to that, the healthy women demonstrated a higher HT, SFA and SML compared 
to the ovarian cancer patients.  

Participant’s status-wise distribution of nutritional status (Table 2) revealed significant (p<0.05) 
association between nutritional status and ovarian cancer. The result revealed that the overall prevalence 
of CED was higher (19.3%) among the ovarian cancer patients compared to the healthy women 
(10%). However, the prevalence of overweight and obesity was higher among the healthy women 
(29.7% and 16.9%, respectively) than women with ovarian cancer (25.5% and 13.1%, respectively).   

Discussion

Nutritional intervention is an important aspect of quality of treatment, which have a potentially 
positive impact on patient outcomes (du Bois et al. 2008). Because, well-nourished patients are best 
able to withstand medical treatment, specifically in cancer (Gupta et al. 2010). As a result, malnutrition 
decreases the survival rate (Yim et al. 2016). Malnutrition also plays an adverse effect on the immune 
response, including decreased lymphocyte response to mitogen, impaired cell-mediated immunity, 
phagocytic dysfunction, impaired inflammatory response, and impaired cytotoxic T cell activity 
(Langer et al. 2001).

However, the results of the present study to evaluate and compare the nutritional status and body 
composition between ovarian cancer patients and apparently healthy women revealed that the women 
with ovarian cancer were lighter than the healthy women in terms of body weight. In accordance 
with the result of the present study Warnold et al. (1978) also demonstrated significantly lower body 
weight in cancer patients compared to healthy women. Extreme weight loss was also common in 
patients with incurable solid cancer, which is hard to control (Andreoli et al. 2011). The lighter body 
weight of the ovarian cancer patients compared to the healthy women might be due to the lower 
overall and subcutaneous fat among them, as they have significantly lower PBF, SFWB, SFT and 
SFL along with comparatively lower SFA. Lower fat reserves by skin-fold thickness among ovarian 
cancer patients were also observed by Fuchs-Tarlovsky et al. (2013). Warnold et al. (1978) observed a 
similar lower body fat among cancer patients compared to healthy women. It was also observed that 
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patients with low subcutaneous and intramuscular FM had a longer length of hospital stay compared 
to patients with high subcutaneous and intramuscular FM (Torres et al. 2013). Interestingly, there 
were no significant differences in subcutaneous muscle between ovarian cancer and healthy women. 
Nakayama et al. (2019) in a recent study demonstrated that ovarian cancer patients are less susceptible 
to sarcopenia i.e. the progressive loss of skeletal muscle mass and quality than those with other cancers.

However, when compared the BMI between ovarian cancer patients and healthy women, a 
significantly lower mean BMI was observed in ovarian cancer patient. Moreover, the prevalence of 
CED was also significantly higher among ovarian cancer patients compared to healthy women, which 
may be associated with the lower overall and subcutaneous fat among them. Laky et al. (2007) also 
demonstrated a higher proportion of undernutrition among patients with gynaecological malignancies 
and found that patients with ovarian cancer were 19 times more likely to be malnourished. It was also 
observed that up to 85% of all patients with cancer develop clinical malnutrition (Gupta et al. 2010). 
Study demonstrated that the relative risk of death was about six times higher in moderately or severely 
malnourished patients compared to others (Yim et al. 2016). Similarly, in a study among gynaecologic 
patients in Germany, Hertlein et al. (2014) found 35.8% patients were at severe risk of malnutrition. 
A similar higher prevalence of severe malnutrition among cancer patients were also observed by Nho et 
al. (2014) and Yanaranop and Nutcharas (2019), though, Bandera et al. (2017) found no association 
between BMI and ovarian cancer survival. However, a higher prevalence of malnutrition in cancer 
patients may be due to the alterations in the central nervous system and systemic tumor, which 
results in altering food intake through anorexia, cachexia, nausea and vomiting, changes in taste and 
smell as well as bowel obstruction (Gadducci et al. 2001; Nho et al. 2014). Ovarian cancer patients 
also demonstrated high resting energy expenditure due to increase in Cori cycle activity, glucose and 
triglyceride-fatty acid cycling and gluconeogenesis (Gadducci et al. 2001). 

Conclusion

In conclusion, the results of the present study demonstrated an altered body composition in terms 
of body fat and higher prevalence of CED in cancer patients as compared with healthy women. 
Thus, early identification of patients who are undernourished or at risk of undernutrition followed by 
nutritional intervention can promote recovery and improve prognosis and quality of life, as ovarian 
cancer mortality rate is very high among all malignancies.
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Tables

Table 1. Characteristics of the studied population

Variables Status Mean SEM t p

HT (cm) Healthy women 151.84 0.31 1.79 0.08
Ovarian cancer patients 150.88 0.44

WT (kg) Healthy women 58.49 0.86 2.36 0.02
Ovarian cancer patients 54.90 1.29

PBF (%) Healthy women 35.05 0.46 2.67 0.01
Ovarian cancer patients 32.83 0.74

SFWB (%) Healthy women 29.92 0.39 2.17 0.03
Ovarian cancer patients 28.40 0.60

SFT (%) Healthy women 26.48 0.39 2.02 0.04
Ovarian cancer patients 25.08 0.60

SFA (%) Healthy women 46.73 0.48 1.84 0.07
Ovarian cancer patients 45.18 0.72

SFL (%) Healthy women 41.33 0.57 2.43 0.02
Ovarian cancer patients 38.83 0.89

SMWB (%) Healthy women 22.89 0.12 -0.66 0.51
Ovarian cancer patients 23.03 0.18

SMT (%) Healthy women 18.47 0.71 0.55 0.59
Ovarian cancer patients 17.91 0.24

SMA (%) Healthy women 24.46 0.28 -1.87 0.06
Ovarian cancer patients 25.39 0.41

SML (%) Healthy women 35.44 0.12 0.84 0.40
Ovarian cancer patients 35.26 0.20

BMI (kg/m2) Healthy women 25.36 0.36 2.03 0.04

Ovarian cancer patients 24.08 0.54

HT= Height, WT= Weight, PBF= percent body fat, SFWB= whole body subcutaneous fat, SFT= subcutaneous fat at trunk, 
SFA = subcutaneous fat at arm, SFL = subcutaneous fat at leg, SMWB = whole body skeletal muscle, SMT = skeletal muscle at 
trunk, SMA = skeletal muscle at arm, SML = skeletal muscle at leg, BMI = body mass index, SEM= standard error of mean.

    

Table 2. Association of nutritional status with ovarian cancer

Variables Nutritional status*

CED Normal Overweight Obese

Healthy women 10% (29) 43.4% (126) 29.7% (86) 16.9% (49)

Ovarian cancer patients 19.3% (28) 42.1% (61) 25.5% (37) 13.1% (19)

CED= chronic energy deficiency; Chi-Square value =7.913; *p<0.05
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Introduction

India is the second largest country in the world, with a large population of Scheduled Tribes. The 
tribal populations of India constitute a significant proportion of India’s total population. According 
to the 2011 census, India has more than 104 millions tribals who constitute 8.6 % of the total 
population. India probably has the largest number of tribal communities in the world (Topal and 
Samal, 2001). The vast majority of tribal populations reside in the rural areas of the country. The 
tribal populations of India are recognized as socially and economically vulnerable (Ghosh and Bharati, 
2006).These tribal populations  are  facing various types of health problems like undernutrition, 
communicable (infectious) diseases, on one hand, and obesity and noncommunicable diseases like 
diabetes, hypertension, cardiovascular diseases and cancer, on the other hand (ICMR, 2010). 

Reproductive health is defined by the World Health Organization (WHO, 1991) as a state of 
physical, mental and social well-being in all matters relating to the reproductive system and is not 
merely the absence of disease or disorders associated with the reproductive process. Reproductive health 
further implies that reproduction is carried to a successful outcome in the form of infant and child 
survival, through growth and healthy child development. It also implies that women can pass safely 
through pregnancy and childbirth and that fertility regulation can be achieved without health hazards. 

A 1991 report by the World Health Organization (WHO) suggest that improvements in women’s 
reproductive health inevitably involves empowering women to have control over their own fertility 

The present study was undertaken to envisage  the reproductive health and health-care 
practices and also find its association with the socio-demographic characteristics among the 
Oraon tribal women of Nadia district of West Bengal, India. A total of 100 Oraon women 
were included in this study who were presently in wedlock and aged between 15 to 49 years. 
Thus, it is evident from the present study that the reproductive health and health care facilities 
of the Oraon women needs augmentation by enhancing their socio-economic status through 
improved education and employment opportunities. The present study reinforces to understand 
the pragmatic depiction of the nutritional status of the Oraon tribal women, since it has an 
direct impact on their reproductive health.
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and sexuality with maximum choice and minimum health problems. The term “Women’s reproductive 
health” is thus most often equated with their capacity to reproduce, abortion/miscarriage status, 
pregnancy related complications, use of contraception and availability and accessibility to health 
care services. Women’s reproductive health is influenced by social and economic conditions (Cook, 
1993; Garcia-Mereno and Claro, 1994). Thus, reproductive health care is defined as the constellation 
of methods, techniques and services that contribute to the reproductive health and well-being by 
preventing and solving reproductive health problems.

Fertility, the reproductive behaviour of women, is a biological and universal phenomenon which 
is influenced by the socio-cultural norms and practices and physical environmental condition. In the 
recent years, increasingly more attention has been paid to the demographic and fertility problems of 
the communities, since it is found that co-linearity of one or more particular cultural variables with 
biological variable(s) have some amount of additive or interactive impact on fertility 

The status of women in a society is a significant reflection of the level of social health in terms 
of the level of social justice in that society. Women’s status is often described in terms of their level 
of income, employment, education, health and child bearing capacity as well as the roles they play 
within the family, the community and society. A tribal woman occupies an important place in the 
socio-economic as well as the health structure of her own family as well as society. The status of tribal 
women has gone from bad to worse as a result of the impact of social change which has affected the 
social structure of the tribal society (Chauhan, 1990).  

Women are more vulnerable in the society, especially the poor tribal women who are more 
prone to reproductive health problems such as pregnancy, delivery and post delivery complications, 
contraceptive use side effects and other reproductive health problems. To avoid these health problems, 
women should have health checkup like ante-natal check-up during pregnancy, natal and post natal 
check-up at the time of delivery and after delivery which would protect the health condition of the 
future born babies of women.

In order to assess the achievements of goals and targets of reproductive health it is necessary to establish 
a system for monitoring and evaluation. This is possible because of the essential reproductive indicators 
and guidelines. The indicators of reproductive health enable policy makers and program managers to 
assess and improve reproductive health services so that clients can achieve their reproductive health 
intentions. Reproductive health includes the age at marriage, reproductive performance and fertility 
regulation, care during pre-natal, natal and post-natal period, breast feeding and infant care practices. 

Research evidence from India also shows that utilization of the safe motherhood services plays a 
pivotal role in influencing maternal, peri-natal, neo-natal, infant and child mortality (Srinivasa and 
Venkatesh, 1982; Mahadevan, 1985; Jain and Visaria, 1988; Ramachandran, 1989).Age at marriage 
affects the fertility of tribal women and thus the reproductive health behavior in tribal groups differs 
from non-tribal groups.

There is a general agreement that the health status of the tribal population in India is very poor. 
Different studies (Choudhury and Kumar, 1976; Rizvi, 1986; Roy Burman, 1986, 1990; Basu, 1987, 
1990; Basu et al., 1990, 1993; Basu and Kshatriya, 1989, 1997; Bardhan et al., 1989; Mukherjee, 
1990; Mahapatra, 1990; Haque, 1990) have tried to establish this with the help of morbidity, mortality 
and health statistics. In  West Bengal, Santal and Munda tribal women shows a high prevalence 
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of underweight, which is still a major problem (Ghosh, 2016). Another study among the Lodha 
tribal women of West Bengal reveals that the prevalence of hypotensive and anemia was very high, 
approximately five times higher than that in the mainstream communities (Bepari et al, 2015).

 Keeping these facts and observations in view an attempt has been made to understand some 
relevant aspects of reproductive health and health care practices of the Oraon tribal women and to 
find out an association between the socio-demographic characteristics and reproductive health care 
practices of the Oraon tribal women of West Bengal.

Materials and Methods

The present study was conducted in two villages namely Madna and Hatibandha which are situated 
in the Nadia district of West Bengal. The study included 100 Oraon tribal women who are presently in 
wedlock and are aged between 15 to 49 years. Data on socio- demographic characteristics, reproductive 
performance and reproductive health care practices and obstetric morbidities were collected by using a 
pretested structured schedule. Various   statistical tools were used to analyze the data.

Results

Table:1- Socio-economic characteristics of the Oraon tribal women. 

Variables Categories Percentages

Age Group (In Years

15-24

25-34

35-44

≥45

13

46

23

18

Educational Status

Non Literate

Literate (Can Sign)

Primary School

Secondary School& 
above

30

11

28

31

Occupation

1.Skilled Labour

2. Unskilled Labour

3.Service

4.Home Maker

33

63

1

3

Monthly Family 
Expenditure (Rs

<2500

2500-5000

>5000

0

88

12

Table-1 reveals that most women (46%) belongs to the age group  25-34 years and 30% of 
them are non-literate, 11% women can only sign and the rest 59% went to either primary school 
or secondary school and above. Most women (63%) were engaged as unskilled labour. The monthly 
family expenditure among most of  them (88%) are between Rs 2500 to 5000 per month.
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Table:2 Distribution of the Ever Married Women (EMW) by Age at first marriage. 

    Age at first marriage  

Present age group Number of 
respondent Below 14 years 14-17 years 18-21 years Mean age of marriage 

in years
15-24 13 0(0.00%) 3 (23.08%) 10 (76.92%) 18.46
25-34 46 1 (2.17%) 14(30.43%) 31(67.39%) 18.40
35-44 23 0 (0.00%) 15 (65.22%) 8 (17.39%) 16.33
≥45 18 3(16.67%) 15(83.33%) 0 (0.00%) 15.22
Total 100 4 (4.00%) 47(47.00%) 49(49.00%) 17.10

Table-2 shows that the mean age at marriage of the Oraon women is 17.10 years which is low 
compared to the legally permitted female age at marriage in India that is 18 years. The lowest mean 
age at marriage is 15. 22 years which has been observed among the women of the age group greater 
than equal to 45 years. The mean age at marriage decreases as the age group increases.

Table:3 Distribution of the EMW by Age at marriage and Age at first child birth

Age at marriage in 
years

No of ever married 
women

Age at first child birth
Mean age at 1st child 

birth15-17 (years) 18-21
(years)

22-25  
(years)

<14 4 4 (100.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 15.5
14-17 47 45(95.74%) 1(2.13%) 1(2.13%) 16.13
18-21 49 0(0.00%) 24(48.98%) 25(51.02%) 21.0
Total 100 49(49.00%) 25(25.00%) 26(26.00%) 18.53

The above table-3 reveals that the mean age at first child birth of the Oraon woman is found to be 
18.53 years. The gap between the mean age at first marriage and the mean age at first child birth is 
1.43. The mean age of first child birth of the woman who got married below 14 years of age is 15.5 
years. 

Table:4 Distribution of the EMW by Age group and number of children ever born

Age group

No of children ever born Total
Average children 

per women
1 2 3 4 5 Women Children

15-24 10(76.92%) 3(23.08%) 0(0.00%) 0(0.00%) 0(0.00%) 13 16 1.23

25-34 6(13.04%) 25(54.35%) 10(21.74%) 5(10.87%) 0(0.00%) 46 106 2.3

35-44 5(21.74%) 10(43.49%) 5(21.74%) 3(13.04%) 0(0.00%) 23 52 2.26

≥45 0(0.00%) 5(27.78%) 10(55.56%) 2(11.11%) 1(5.56%) 18 53 2.94

total 21(21.00%) 43(43.00%) 25(25.00%) 10(10.00%) 1(1.00%) 100 2.27 2.18

Table-4 shows that women of the youngest age group (15-24 years) delivered the least number of 
children as compared to women of the higher age group. It is observed from the table that the average 
number of children born per woman increases steadily with age.
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Table:5  Distribution of EMW by duration between two successive live births

Present 
age 

group

No. of 
ever 

married 
women

1(years) 2 (years) 3 (years) 4 (years) 5 (years) 6 (years) 7  years)

No. of 
women 

having one 
child

No. % No. % No. % No. % No.. % No. % No. % No. %

15-24 13 0 0.00 4 30.80 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 1 7.7 0 0.00 8 61.60

25-34 46 1 2.19 31 67.27 8 17.36 1 2.17 1 2.17 0 0.00 1 2.17 3 6.51

35-44 23 1 4.34 8 34.72 9 39.06 0 0.00 2 8.68 0 0.00 0 0.00 3 13.02

≥45 18 0 0.00 9 49.95 7 38.85 1 5.56 1 5.56 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00

Total 100 2 2.00 52 52.00 24 24.00 2 2.00 4 4.00 1 1.00 1 1.00 14 14.00

The above table-5 highlights that maximum percentage (52%) of the Oraon tribal women maintains 
2 years of gap between two successive life births. It is also observed from the table that maximum 
percentage of the women of age group 25-34 years (67.30%) and ≥ 45 years (49.95%) maintains 2 
years gap while a considerable percentage of women maintain a gap of 3 years.

Table: 6 Percentage of women who receive at least one antenatal check-up, Age group-wise distribution of 
the women not going for antenatal check-up, antenatal check-up

Antenatal Care 

 No. %     

Received 46 46.00  

Not Received 54 54.00     

Antenatal Care not 
received

Age group Total women
N=100

No.
N=54 %

   

 

15-24 13 5 38.46  

25-34 46 15 32.61  

35-44 23 16 69.57  

≥45 18 18 100.00    

At least one antenatal 
check-up 

Age Group Total women
N=100

Yes (n=46) No (n=54 ) Chi-square 
(X2 )No. % No. %

15-24 13 8 61.54 5 38.46

0.013*25-34 46 31 67.39 15 32.61

35-44 23 7 30.43 16 69.57

≥45 18 0 0.00 18 100.00

Iron Folic Acid (IFA)

Age Group Total women
N=100

Yes (n=40) No (n=60)
x2

No. % No. %

15-24 13 7 53.85 6 46.15

0.0084**25-34 46 28 60.87 18 39.13

35-44 23 5 21.74 18 78.26

≥45 18 0 0.00 18 100.00
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At least one Tetanus –
Toxoid(TT) taken 

Age Group Total women
N=100

Yes (n=44) No (n=56)
x2

No. % No. %

15-24 13 8 61.54 5 38.46

0.0073**25-34 46 30 65.22 16 34.78

35-44 23 6 26.09 17 73.91

≥45 18 0 0.00 18 100.00
*p<0.05 ; **p<0.01

Table-6 reveals that 46% of the Oraon women received antenatal check up where as 54% did not 
receive any antenatal check up.  A significant difference was observed between the acceptances of 
antenatal care with age-group. It is interesting to note that around cent percent of the women aged 
above 45 years do not avail themselves of the antenatal care provided by the Governmen,t whereas 
fewer percentages of the women of 35-44 years accept antenatal care, when compared to the women 
of the younger generation.  Maximum percentage of women in the age groups 25 to 34 years received 
antenatal checkup (67.39%), T.T. vaccines (65.21%) and consumed IFA (60.86%).

Table:7 Distribution of Women by Educational status and acceptance of Antenatal check-up

Age 
group 

(in 
years) 

Total 
women

Educational status of the women 

At least 
one 

antenatal 
check up 

Educational status of the women 

x2

Non- literate Literate 
(Can Sign)

Primary 
(1-5)

Secondary
(6-10)

Non- literate
(n=30)

Literate 
(Can Sign)

(n=11)

Primary 
(1-5) 

(n=28)

Secondary
(6-10)
(n=31)

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %
15-24 13 2 15.38 3 23.08 1 7.69 7 53.85 8 61.53 _ _ _ _ 1 12.5 7 87.5

0.353

25-34 46 1 2.17 3 6.52 22 47.83 20 43.48 31 67.39 _ _ 1 17.39 10 32.26 20 64.52

35-44 23 15 65.22 2 8.7 3 13.04 3 13.04 7 30.43 _ _ 1 22.22 3 42.86 3 42.86

≥45 18 12 66.67 3 16.67 2 11.11 1 5.56 0 0.00 _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Total 100 30 30 11 11 28 28 31 31 46 46.00 0 0.00 2 4.35 14 30.43 30 65.22

The above table-7 shows that maximum percentage of the women of younger generation were  educated 
up to the primary and secondary levels in comparison to the women of the older generation, which is 
also reflected in their acceptance of antenatal care.

Table:8 Distribution of the EMW with pregnancy complications

Present 
Age 

group

Total no. of 
EMW

Mother with 
no pregnancy 
complication

Mother with 
any pregnancy 
complication

x2

   Type of pregnancy complications

No. % No. %
Nauseas Severe 

vomiting Indigestion Loss of appetite 

No. % No. % No % No. %

15-24 13 7 53.80 6 46.15

0.8206

0 0.00 2 15.30 3 23.20 1 7.70

25-34 46 29 63.00 17 36.90 2 4.30 9 19.56 9 19.50 2 4.34

35-44 23 16 69.30 7 30.43 0 0.00 4 17.39 5 21.70 0 0.00

≥45 18 11 61.10 7 38.80 0 0.00 3 16.66 7 38.90 2 11.11

Total 100 63 63.00 37 37.00 2 2.00 18 18.00 24 24.00 5 5.00

It is observed from table -8 that women of age group 15 to 24 years have more complication than 
the women of other age groups. The common pregnancy complications prevalent among the women 
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of all the age-groups include indigestion and vomiting. 

Table: 9 Birth Assisted by Doctors/ Other health professional/ Elderly women

Age group Total women
Doctor/LHV/ANM Dhai/Elderly women

No. % No. %

15-24 13 8 61.54 5 38.46

25-34 46 31 67.39 15 28.26

35-44 23 7 30.43 16 69.56

≥45 18 0 0.00 18 100.00

Total 100 46 46.00 54 54.00

From the above table 9 it is observed that the dependency on the Dhai or an elderly woman for 
delivery is around 54% and is more prevalent among the women of the older age group. It also reveals 
that the maximum number of institutional delivery is from the age group of 25-34 years (67.39%) 
and 15-34 years(61.54%). This development in the acceptance of the health care provision is due to 
the financial incentives provided by the Government for institutional delivery.

Table: 10 Distribution of the EMW with Postnatal complications

Present 
Age 

group

Total no. 
of EMW

Mother with 
no post natal 
complication

Mother with 
any post natal 
complication

x2

Type of post natal complications 

No. % No. %
Fever Lower 

abdominal pain Pelvic pain Severe headache 

No. % No. % No. % No. %

15-24 13 9 69.20 4 30.76

0.9857

1 7.69 11 84.60 0 0.00 0 69.20

25-34 46 31 67.39 15 32.60 2 4.76 30 65.20 4 8.69 17 36.90

35-44 23 16 69.56 7 30.43 3 13.00 16 69.56 0 0.00 9 39.13

≥45 18 13 72.20 5 27.70 1 5.50 12 66.60 0 0.00 9 50.00

total 100 69 69.00 31 31.00 7 7.00 69 69.00 4 4.00 44 44.00

Table-10 shows that 31% of the women faced any kind of problems during the first six weeks 
after the delivery or postnatal complication. The most common problem reported by the majority of 
women is lower abdominal pain (69%) and severe headache (44%).

Discussion

Age at marriage is an important social as well as demographic factor which influences the child 
bearing period and also determines the fertility of the community. The relationship between age at 
marriage and fertility is well known (Maudlin and Berelson, 1978; Nag, 1982; Pandey and Talwar, 
1987). In tribal societies, the prevalence of the practice of girls getting married generally after puberty 
results in early age at marriage.  It is found that a later age at marriage reduces fertility (Agarwala, 
1967; Durch, 1980; Yadav and Badari, 1997). 

In the present study mean age at marriage of the Oraon woman is 17.10 years which is low 
compared to the legally permitted female age at marriage in India that is 18 years.
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 The lowest mean age at marriage (is 15. 22 years) has been observed in the age group greater than 
equal to 45 years. The mean age at marriage decreases as the age group increases. Thus, it can be told 
that the younger generation Oraon girls prefer to marry slightly late. The findings of the present study 
are in accordance with the other individual tribes of India. For example the female age at marriage 
for  Naga ( 16 to 20 years),  Bhil (16 years), Khasi( 13to 18 years), Koli (12 to 16 years) Bosh ( 19 
years) , Gond (18 years), Munda (18 years as)  are referred by Sinha (1986). Singh (2006) in his study 
among the four communities of Manipur observed that age of marriage of Meitei (19.9 years) and 
Kabui (20.0 years) women is very close to the all India average (20.0 years). He further observed that 
age at marriage is occurring much earlier among the Nepalese (17.3 years) and Pangals (17.5 years).It 
has been observed that majority number (67.55%) of respondents among Santal, Lodha and Munda 
tribal women of West Bengal whose age at marriage occurs between the age group 15-17 years (Manna 
and Sarkar, 2016).

Present study also reveals the mean age at first child birth of the Oroan womanis 18.53years.The 
gap between the mean age at first marriage and the mean age at first child birth is 1.43. Singh (2006) 
in his study highlights that the age at first childbirth is associated with the age at first marriage which 
occurs early or late. This is in accordance with the findings of the present study. Further table reveal 
that the mean age of first child birth of the women who get married below 14 years of age is 15.5 years. 
The women who marry below 14 years of age are of the older generation. 

Present study shows that the duration between two successive births among the Oraon women 
is 2-3 years. This may be due to the effect of postpartum amenorrhea which is a natural method of 
fertility regulation. The duration of postpartum amenorrhea varies from women to women (Knodel 
and Lewis, 1984; Jones, 1988). On the basis of data from 13 studies in 8 countries, the Bellagio 
consensus statement concluded that breast feeding provides more than 98 percent protection from 
pregnancy during the first 6 months postpartum if the mother is fully breast feeding (Howie, 1993). 

The present study reflects that mothers of the youngest age-group (15-19 years) delivered least 
number of children as compared to mothers of the higher age group. It is observed that the average 
number of children ever born per woman increases steadily with age. This is in agreement with the 
findings of Singh (2006) who has also reported that there is a tendency of increasing number of live 
births with increasing chronological age of mother due to exposure to longer period of married life.

The antenatal care coverage of Oraon women (46%) is comparatively lower than the Khasi tribe 
of Meghalaya (Deb,2008). According to NFHS- 3 2005 to 2006 72% women in rural India received 
antenatal care which is higher than the Oraon woman. It is observed that percentage of women 
receiving antenatal checkup is slightly lower in the age group of 15 to 24 years then the next age 
groups 25 to 34 years. This is in agreement with Bhatia and Cleland (1995 a). 

Maiti et al. (2005) reported that 25.7 percent tribal women have received antenatal check-up and 
24.3 percent was given IFA tablets and 43.7 percent were given TT vaccine which is still lower than 
the findings of the present study. In the study of Deb (2008), 83.3 percent women of the Khasi tribes 
of Meghalaya have received the TT vaccine and 79.3 percent have consumed Iron Folic Acid tablets. 
Suman and Asari (2001) have observed that 58.6 percent tribals have received antenatal care and 87.8 
percent women have utilized the immunization services provided by the PHC. It is interesting to 
note that among the women who received antenatal checkup ( 95.1%) received at least one tetanus 
toxoid vaccine and consumed IFA supplement. Similar findings was also revealed by Pallikadavath et 
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al., 2004 where among all women who received antenatal care 89.3 percent women have received TT 
and only 60.2 percent have consumed IFA. The finding of the present study is in accordance with the 
findings of NFHS-2 (1998-99), IIPS-ORC-MACRO (2000), where also the  percentages of women 
with no antenatal checkup increases with chronological increase in age group. The women receiving 
the TT and consuming IFA also shows a similar trend. El-Gilany and Aref (2000) have also reported 
that utilization of antenatal care might depend on the enthusiasm or anxiety of the mother, which is 
greater among young women than older women.

The present study also reveals that the younger women are more educated than the oldest woman 
which has direct impact on the acceptance of antenatal care during pregnancy. Thus it is evident that 
education plays a significant role in improving the health status of the women moreover maximum 
percentage of women who never receive antenatal check up are more likely to be illiterate. Several 
studies have found a significant association between maternal education and the use of maternity 
services (Oberymeyer and Potter,1991; Bhatia and Cleland, 1995 a). 

In this study it is observed that women of age group 15 to 24 years have more complications than 
the next age groups.  This is due to first pregnancy and early age of childbirth, when their reproductive 
system is not mature enough to carry forward the entire process of pregnancy. Anandalakshmy et al. 
(1993) and Miller et al. (1996)have also stated that very young and older mothers have increased risk 
for both the mother and the baby. 

The dependency on the Dhai or an elderly woman for delivery is more among the older women 
(≥ 45 years). It is thus distressing to know that maximum percentages of women depend upon the 
Dhai or elderly women for delivery. This is in accordance with Pandey et al.(1997), who have reported 
that the primitive tribes of Madhya Pradesh (Hill Korwas,Pando etc) considered delivery as a natural 
phenomenon and usually the elderly woman or traditional Dhai conduct delivery. In this study women 
of higher age group suffer more from post delivery complications this is due to more illiteracy and for 
no antenatal care and more home deliveries in these age groups.  Younger women aged 15 to 24 years 
into have more complications due to their first pregnancy and early age of childbirth. Complications 
of pregnancy and childbirth are still the leading causes of death and disability among women of 
reproductive age in developing countries (Maine and Rosenfield, 1999). Bhatia and Cleland (1995 
b) describes that in India 18 percent of the women have reported problems during pregnancy period 
and an equal proportion during delivery. In another study conducted in South India, it is found that 
33% of the women have reported at least one problem like anemia/paleness and lower abdominalpain 
(Bhatia and Cleland, 1995 b) and is slightly lower than the present study (37%).

Salam and Maksuda (2007)have reported that postnatal complications like hemorrhage, pelvic 
pain, fever more than three days, headache etc are significantly associated with the delivery attendance. 
Goswami (2012) shows that 32.7% of the Bhumija women of northern Odisha reported of any 
postnatal complications. Similarly, Maiti et al. (2005) revealed that 23.2 percent women have any 
postpartum complication which is slightly lower than the findings of the present study (31%.).

Conclusion

Reproductive health of women, though biological, is influenced by several socio-cultural norms 
and practices and also physical environmental condition. The cultural norms that particularly affect 
women’s reproductive performance is age at marriage, age at first child birth etc. The present study 
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shows that the mean age at marriage of the Oraon women is 17.1 years which is lower than the legally 
permitted female age at marriage in India i.e. 18 years. It further shows that the mean age at marriage 
decreases with age-group which implies that the younger generation Oraon girls prefer to marry 
slightly late. The mean age at first child birth is 18.53 years. Results of the study also indicates that 
the older women have higher fertility than younger women which is due to multiple reasons like early 
age at marriage, post-natal loss is more, preference of male child, lack of awareness of family planning 
methods etc.

Among all the Oraon women 46 percent of the women receive antenatal care. It is to be noted 
that the acceptance of the antenatal care is more in the women of younger age-group which reflects 
the impact of the maternal health services provided by the Government. Similar trend is noticed in 
the consumption of Iron-Folic Acid supplement and availing at least one tetanus-toxoid vaccine. The 
effect of educational status is also observed in the acceptance of antenatal care. It is distressing to 
note that, in spite of the existing health facilities, maximum percentage of women (54%) even today 
depend upon the elderly women for delivery. It is observed that 37% of the Oraon women experience 
at least one complication during delivery and 31% women have faced any one complication during 
the first six weeks after delivery. Thus, it is evident from the present study that the reproductive 
health and health care facilities of the Oraon women needs augmentation by enhancing  their socio-
economic status through improved education and employment opportunities. Further, the present 
study reinforces to understand the pragmatic depiction of the  nutritional status of the Oraon tribal 
women, since it has an direct impact on the reproductive health of the women.
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Introduction

Although India recorded significant improvements in maternal health care outcomes at the 
national level, yet the country accounts for 15% of global maternal deaths (WHO 2015). For 
example, the maternal mortality ratio (MMR) of India was 174 per 100,000 live births in 2015, 
while the annual rate of MMR reduction between 1990 and 2015 is 4.6%. Literature shows that 
the progress in Maternal and Child Health (MCH) has been uneven and inequitable, and many 
women and children still lack access to adequate health care (Sanneving et al. 2015). Apart from the 
supply-side factors, micro-level studies have recognized five demand-side structural factors such as 
economic status, gender, education, social group status (caste or tribe), and age (adolescents) that are 
associated with inequity in MCH in India. Among the supply-side factors, ‘quality’ and ‘continuum’ 
of availability of MCH services are found to be important among marginalised populations, even if 
they reach the facilities to obtain such services (Ghosh et al. 2015). Owing to such ‘quality’ issues, 
out-of-pocket expenditure (OOP) has been increasing as demand for services shifted from public to 
private (Issac et al. 2016, Sharma and Bothra 2016).

The utilization antenatal care (ANC) is not only important in order to sustain a better maternal 
health, but it can largely help mitigate the risk of maternal mortality and morbidity (Bloom et al. 1999). 

Factors associated with the utilization of maternal health care 
services among Lodha women in West Bengal, India

Dr. Nandini Ganguly1 & Prof. Subho Roy2

The objective of the present study was to find out the trends in utilization of maternal health 
care services by the Lodha women. Furthermore, attempt has also been made to identify the 
factors contributing to the utilization of maternal health services. The study has been conducted 
among the Lodha women residing in the district of Jhargram, West Bengal, India. Participants 
were married, aged between 15 and 44 years, have experienced at least one pregnancy during 
the last five year period, prior to the date of study. Pretested structured questionnaires were 
used to obtain the socio-demographic characteristics and utilization of maternal health care 
services. Three components of utilization of maternal healthcare services were measured: 
antenatal care (ANC), skilled birth attendants and post-natal care (PNC). Result shows that 
88.7% of the participants received ANC service, 62.7% used SBA and 32.0% received PNC 
service. Bivariate analyses found significant association between utilization of maternal health 
care services and socio-demographic factors. Multivariate analysis revealed that apart from 
individual level factors (such as, age, education, parity, total number of pregnancy and women 
autonomy), supply-side/ contextual level factors [such as availability of health care providers 
(ASHA worker), availability of transport facility and distance to sub centre] have a significant 
bearing on the utilization of maternal health care services.

Maternal health care services, 
socio-demographic factors, 
supply side factors, Lodha 
women, West Bengal

http://www.antrocom.net/upload/sub/antrocom
mailto:ngangulyanthro@gmail.com
mailto:srayanth@gmail.com


Ganguly N. & Roy S. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 153-168154

Skilled attendance at birth (SBA) remains another important intervention in reducing maternal 
mortality and complications. Yet, utilization of SBA depends on several factors, such as adequate 
antenatal care (ANC) (Mishra and Retherford 2008), obstetric complications, quality of care, and 
proximity to a health facility (Gabrysch and Campbell 2009), educational attainment (WHO 2008), 
age at parity (IIPS 2007), and economic accessibility (Addai 2000).

Provision of postnatal care (PNC) to women and children would reduce the chance of maternal 
and child mortality (WHO 2014). Studies revealed that factors, like age (Dhakal et al. 2007) and 
educational attainment of women (Titaley et al. 2009, Babalola and Fatusi  2009, and Tarekegn et al. 
2014), decision making ability (Sipsma et al. 2013), and financial and geographical barrier to health 
care (Babalola and Fatusi 2009) are significantly associated with the utilization of PNC.

In India, health of tribal women is a grossly neglected concept (Narain 2019). Generally, the tribal 
women follow traditional maternal health care practices. The habit of consuming alcohol during 
pregnancy has been found to be a practice among tribal women and almost all of them are observed 
to continue their regular activities including hard labour during advanced pregnancy. As per as child 
care is concerned, both rural and tribal non-illiterate mothers are observed to breastfeed their babies. 
Most of them adopt practices like discarding of colostrum, giving prelacteal feeds, delayed initiation of 
breastfeeding and introduction of complementary feeds. In addition, extremes of magic-religious beliefs 
and taboos tend to aggravate the problems (Naidu 2015, Contractor et al. 2018 and Narain 2019).

Under this circumstance, we aimed to investigate the trends in three aspects of maternal health 
care services such as, anti natal care (ANC), use of skilled birth attendants (SBA) during delivery and 
post natal care (PNC) among the Lodha women. Moreover, the factors contributing to the utilization 
of ANC, use of skilled birth attendants (SBA) and PNC services among the Lodha women were also 
identified.

Materials and Methods

We conducted this cross sectional study among a group of indigenous ethnic group known as the 
“Lodha” of West Bengal, a state located in eastern India. Lodha population have been declared one 
of the “Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups” of this country on the basis of certain characteristics 
like a low level of literacy, pre-agricultural level of technology, and declining or stagnant population 
(Ministry of Tribal Affairs, Government of India 2019). In West Bengal, they are mainly concentrated 
in the districts of Paschim Medinipur and Jhargram. We selected the district of Jhargram for our 
study. We identified the Lodha population from six villages of this district. In the second stage, we 
chose two community development (CD) blocks, namely, Jhargram and Binpur from the district of 
Jhargram. Five villages, Peniabhanga, Dhatkidanga, Swabasa, Suknibasa and Ramchandrapur, were 
chosen from the CD block, Jhargram, and Dahijuri villages from the CD block Binpur. 

We identified 150 participants on the basis of the criteria fixed for the study: married at the time 
of interview, aged between 15 and 44 years, and experience of pregnancy during last five years prior to 
the study. The objectives and benefits of the study were explained to and written consent was obtained 
from all the participants who volunteered to participate.
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Data collection

To assess the trend in utilization of maternal health care, three aspects such as antenatal care, skilled 
birth attendants at delivery and post-natal care within 48 hours of delivery from any sources have been 
considered. Structured questionnaires have been administered to collect data, developed in English 
and then translated into the local language (Bengali), and further retranslated into English to check 
their validity. Data on the socio-demographic characteristics and utilization of maternal care services 
were collected using pretested questionnaires. In order to maintain the quality of data to be collected, 
a pre-test was performed before the actual data collection and interviews were performed using the 
local language.

Socio-demographic characteristics

It includes the age of the participants at the time of interview, type of family, number of family 
members, monthly household expenditure [Indian National Rupees (INR)], years of education and 
occupational types of the participants, duration of marriage, mean age at pregnancy, parity, total number 
of pregnancy and women autonomy based on indicators of women’s mobility (decision making ability 
on ANC and freedom to avail health facility). Data types also included place of residence, physical 
quality of the road from the place of residence to the public health centers, availability of transport 
facility in the locality, distance of health sub-centre from the place of residence, availability of auxiliary 
nurse midwifery (ANM) and accredited social health activist (ASHA) in the village.

Utilization of maternal health care services

A well tested questionnaire was designed to assess the information on ANC service utilization, 
delivery using skilled birth attendants and utilization of PNC.

To assess the information on ANC service utilization, participants were asked five questions; e.g., 
“Did you register your pregnancy at any health facility?”, “Did you receive any antenatal care during 
last pregnancy?”, “Have you used IFA tablets during pregnancy?”, “Did you complete the full course 
of IFA tablets?” and “Were you given an injection during last pregnancy to prevent Tetanus?” The 
response options were ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Other questions like “How many times did you avail health facility 
during ANC?” the response options were ‘1-4 times’, ‘5-8 times’, ‘9-12 times’ and ‘no visit’ and 
“Where did you receive antenatal visit for most of time during pregnancy?” the response options were 
‘Public Facility’ and ‘others’ were also used.

To assess the information on delivery using skilled birth attendants, participants were asked seven 
questions pertaining to their last child delivery. For example, “Where did your last delivery take 
place?”-  the response options were ‘public facility’, ‘private facility’ and ‘home’; “Who conducted the 
delivery?”- the response options were ‘skilled birth attendant’ and ‘unskilled birth attendant’; “Who 
motivated you to go to any Facility for delivery?”- the response options were ‘ANM’ and ‘ASHA’; 
“Where did the motivator advice you to go for delivery?” -the response options were ‘public facility’ 
and ‘private facility’; “What type of transport facility was provided to you for reaching the health 
institution?”-the response options were ‘arranged by family’ and ‘arranged by ASHA workers’; “What 
type of transport facility was provided to you to return from the health institution?” -the response 
options were ‘arranged by family’, ‘arranged by ASHA workers’ and ‘provided by panchayet /other 
government resource’; “Was your health check-up done by health personnel in the institution?” -the 
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response options were ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

 To assess the information on utilization of PNC, participants were asked two questions- (a) “Did 
you have any health check-up within 48 hours of delivery?” and (b) “During the two months after 
your delivery, have any health check-up done by health personnel?” The response options were ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’.

Operational definitions

Skilled attendants: Professionals who have midwifery skills including doctors, ANM and nurses.
ANC: Pregnancy care provided by skilled health professionals (doctor, ANM or nurse) during last 

pregnancy period of the participant. 
Use of skilled birth attendants: Delivery care provided by skilled health providers (doctor, ANM or 

nurse) during last pregnancy period of the participant. 
PNC: Care provided to women within 48 days after delivery.
Woman’s autonomy: An autonomous woman is a woman who can decide on health care spending 

alone or with her husband.

Ethical issue

The present study was approved by Institutional Ethical Committee, University of Calcutta 
(approval number: Table Item No. 02, dated 26.12.2018).

Data analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to calculate the frequency of socio-demographic characteristics 
and utilization of maternal health care services among the participants. Bivariate statistics like a chi 
square test was used to assess the association between different socio-demographic characteristics and 
utilization of maternal health care services (ANC,SBA at delivery and PNC within 48 hours of delivery 
from any sources).A minimum cut off point of p<0.05 was used to determine the significance level.

Binary logistic regression (using enter method) analyses were done to find out the factors that 
significantly associated with utilization of maternal health care services. In these analyses, utilization 
of maternal health care services such as receipt of ANC, place of delivery, use of SBA and receipt of 
PNC were considered dependent variables. All the socio demographic characteristics were entered in 
the analyses as independent variables. The following were the reference categories (in parenthesis) for 
each of the categorical variables: working status (non working), monthly household expenditure in 
INR (above 5000), availability of ASHA (absent), transport availability (no), distance to sub centre 
(near) and women autonomy (yes). The rest of the variables, such as age of the participants at the time 
of interview, years of education, duration of marriage, age at pregnancy, number of pregnancy, parity 
were treated as continuous variables.

A ‘p’ value of ≤0.05 was considered statistically significant and only significant values were 
presented with odds ratio and 95% confidence interval. The software Statistical Package for Social 
Science (SPSS) version 16.0 (SPSS Inc, Chicago) was used for analysis of the entire data.
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Results

Table 1 shows that the mean age of the participants was 24.67 years at the time of interview and 
most of them live in  nuclear family with monthly house hold expenditure less than 5,000 (INR). 
More than half of the participants and of their husbands has not received any formal education and 
majority of them were engaged in the collection of wood from the forest and manual labour. The 
physical quality of the roads and availability of the transports was very poor within all the villages. 
Each of the villages was supported by an appreciable number of ANM and ASHA workers. Most 
participants got married within the last ten year period prior to the time of study, and the mean age at 
pregnancy was well below the statutory age at marriage of India with parity between 2 and 4. 

An overwhelming majority of the participants (88.7%) received at least one ANC during their last 
pregnancy. More than half of the participants regularly availed themselves of a public health facility 
(1-4 times) at the time of pregnancy. The majority of the participants received a tetanus toxoid (TT) 
injection (above 88.0%) and the frequency was twice during pregnancy. Most of the participants 
received iron tablets, but very few of them completed the course of this drug. About 62.7% of the 
participants availed themselves of a  public health facility for their deliveries with the help of skilled 
birth attendants, whereas data shows that home deliveries were done by un-skilled birth attendants. 
Only 32.0% of the participants received PNC services and very few of them received health check-ups 
after two months of discharge from any health institution. ANC related decision was taken by both 
participants and their husbands. They preferred to visit health institution by their own choice (44.0%) 
(Table2).The use of ANC services depended on total number of pregnancy and number of parity of 
the participants (p≤0.05). In addition, there was significant association between use of ANC services 
and availability of transport and ASHA worker in the respective villages and distance of health sub 
centre from those villages (p≤0.05) (Table 3).

Table 4 reveals that socio-demographic variables like age, education and occupation were 
significantly associated with the institutional delivery (p≤0.05).The other variables like ‘total number 
of pregnancy’, ‘parity’ and ‘freedom to avail oneself of a health facility’ was also significantly associated 
with institutional delivery (p≤0.05). Table 5 shows similar trend as described in table 4. Moreover, there 
were significant associations between utilization of  PNC services with participant’s age, education, 
total number of pregnancy and women’s autonomy (freedom to avail oneself of a health facility) 
(p≤0.05) (Table 6).Table 7 shows that year of education, parity, availability of ASHA worker and 
transport facility, and distance to sub centres from respective villages were significant determinants 
of receiving ANC course. More particularly, the chance of receiving of ANC services, institutional 
delivery and use of skilled birth attendants during delivery increased sharply with increased levels 
of education of the participants. The likelihood of receiving ANC course was found to be higher 
among villages that were near to the sub centres. The availability of health care providers (ASHA) and 
transport facility were positively associated with the receiving of ANC course. Parity was found to be 
significant determinant of receiving ANC course among the participants.  

Age was found to be another significant factor associated with place of delivery and receiving PNC 
service. Additionally, women’s autonomy (freedom to avail oneself of a health facility) was positively 
associated with the utilization of maternal healthcare services such as, place of delivery, availing of SBA 
and of PNC services. This table also reveals that the likelihood of using of SBA and receiving of PNC 
service decreased with increased number of pregnancy of the participant.
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Discussion

With the advent of globalization, India’s population including those belonging to scheduled tribes 
(ST) is undergoing demographic, socio-economic and health transformations. The tribal population 
primarily inhabits rural and remote areas and they are the most vulnerable and marginalized section of 
the society. Moreover, they lag behind all other social groups in various social, health and developmental 
indicators (Census 2011). Without addressing the concerns of vulnerable population, India’s socio-
economic transformation will remain incomplete and it will not be possible to achieve the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals for which India is committed itself along with other countries (NITI Aayog 2018). 

The trends of maternal health of our study reveal that although the ANC and institutional delivery 
remains prevalent among the studied Lodha community, yet the trend in availing  themselves of 
PNC by the Lodhas is not appreciable. The trend in this finding contradicts the results of NHSF 
(2015-2016) towards the availing themselves of PNC (IIPS 2017).  However, such finding calls for 
qualitative investigation, which is beyond the scope of our study.

Dahiru and Oche (2015) reveal in their study that older women are more likely to go for institutional 
delivery as well as use PNC services compared to those who are younger; our study corroborated 
this finding. The explanation may be that older women might have experienced some complications 
during their previous delivery and that thrust them to seek additional care of maternal health services. 

In our study, a participant’s education was positively associated with the utilization of maternal 
health care services, corroborating studies conducted in other developing countries (Shariff and Singh 
2002, Gubhaju et al. 2003, Mrisho et al. 2007, Thind et al. 2008). An explanation for this might be 
that educated women are expected to have knowledge and awareness about their pregnancy related 
complications. Moreover, education is likely to improve the general status of women and help them 
build up confidence to make decisions about their own health.

Parity was found to be a significant determinant of receiving ANC course among the participants 
of our study, which corroborates some previous studies (Mekonnen and Mekonnen 2002 and Singh et 
al. 2012).The reason might be that women with lower parity might look for delivery assistance more 
frequently than those with high parity due to their lower experience in child birth that might develop 
fear about the difficulties during labor. This could motivate them to seek maternal health care. The 
other possible explanation for the low utilization of maternal health care services among women with 
higher parity could be resource and time constraints in maintaining household chores. 

Women’s autonomy is a very important factor which significantly influences the utilization of 
maternal health care services. Previous studies showed a significant association between women’s 
autonomy and maternal health (Adhikari 2016, Adjiwanou and Le Grand 2014 and Tiruneh et 
al. 2017).One of the explanations has been given by Sen and Batliwala (2000), that is a woman’s 
autonomy might increase self-confidence and an inner transformation of one’s consciousness, which 
enables the woman to overcome external barriers and access resources or change traditional ideologies. 
Bloom et al. (2001) demonstrated that women with a greater freedom of movement obtained higher 
levels of antenatal care and were more likely to use safe delivery care. The study further concluded 
that the influence of women’s autonomy on the use of health care appears to be as important as other 
known determinants such as education.
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Our study also reveals that apart from individual level factors (such as, age, education, parity, total 
number of pregnancy and women autonomy), supply-side/ contextual level factors [such as availability 
of health care providers (ASHA worker), availability of transport facility and distance to sub centre] 
have a significant bearing on the utilization of such care. For example, the availability of ASHA worker 
in a village, transport facilities and distance from sub centre enhances the odds of utilization of ANC 
services among the study participants. A similar trend has been found in other studies also (Lodhiya et 
al. 2012 and Rashmi et al. 2013). Padda et al. (2013) found in his study that the utilization of ANC 
service during pregnancy and institutional delivery has been increased after the inception of ASHA 
workers in a rural community of North India. 

Agarwal et al. (2019) reported that the service of ASHA workers is significantly associated with 
reduction in home deliveries, and births without a skilled attendant, yet the utilization of maternal 
health care services continues to be the lowest among scheduled tribes, even after accounting for the 
receipt of ASHA services. One has to keep in mind that we could not control the physical quality of 
the roads. It could be the case that the physical conditions of the roads are so poor inside the village 
that pregnant women do not take the chance to travel by road to the health centre for ANC. In such 
cases, the likelihood of utilization of ANC services also diminishes.

We are aware of the limitations of our study. First, cross-sectional data are not suitable for finding out 
cause-effect relationship. Second, participants were asked for events (using structured questionnaire) 
within the last five years, this could have introduced recall bias. Moreover, inclusion of qualitative data 
(using FGDs or case studies on participants) could have enriched the study.

Conclusion

Although an appreciable number of our study participants were noticeably utilizing ANC, availing 
institutional delivery, yet the utilization of PNC services is still very low. Further studies need to be 
addressed to identify whether the demand for the utilization of PNC is lower because of cultural and/
or other motivational factors or the health institutions are not prompt in providing PNC. 

Recommendations

Policy makers and health planners need to recognize the determinants of maternal health care service 
use. More efforts should be given to educate mothers, to improve husbands’ involvement, to strengthen 
community participation, to increase political commitment and to boost accessibility to maternal health 
care services. Emphasis should also be given for capacity building for skilled birth attendants.

The provision of PHC services are a fundamental pillar in the reduction of maternal mortality. 
However, the quality of Health Extension Program (especially maternal health care) services being 
provided at the health posts requires urgent assessment.

Furthermore, future studies will need to explore the existing maternal health care services utilization 
and the current performance on Health Extension Program and its impact on the reduction of maternal 
mortality. In addition, qualitative studies need to be carried out to get women’s perspectives on the 
provision of maternity care services and what interventions would be appropriate.
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Table: 1 Socio-demographic characteristics of the participants
Group Participants (N=150)/ Mean± SD

Mean age of participants at the time of interview (years) 24.67± 5.91
Type of family

Nuclear
Joint

Extended
Members in a family

≤ 5
>5

108 (72.0)
37 (24.7)
5 (3.3)

122 (81.3)
28 (18.7)

Monthly household expenditure (INR)
Below 5,000

Above 10,000
82 (54.7)
68(45.4)

Years of education of 
participants 

0
1-4
5-8
9-10
≥11

Participants(N=150)

87 (58.0)
 31 (20.7)
 26 (17.3)
   5(3.3)
    1(0.7)

Years of education of 
participants’ husband

 0
1-4
5-8
9-10
≥11

Husband (N=150)

99 (66.0)
31 (20.7)
17 (11.3)
3 (2.0)

-

Occupational types of  
participants

Wood collection from forest
Agriculture labour work

Other labour work
Home maker

Participants(N=150)

85 (56.7)
  6 (4.0)
37 (24.7)
22 (14.7)

Occupational types of 
participants’ husband

Wood collection from forest
Agriculture labour work

Other labour work
Driver
Dead

Husband (N=150)

81 (54.0)
5 (3.0)

 54 (36.0)
5 (3.0)
4 (2.7)

Duration of marriage (in years)
1-10
11-20
21-30

Mean age at pregnancy
Parity

1
2-4
≥5

Participants (N=150)/ Mean± SD
108 (72.0)
36 (24.0)
6 (4.0)

17.25± 1.96

55 (36.7)
90 (60.0)
5 (3.3)

Total number of pregnancy
1-2
3-4
>5

92 (61.3)
49 (32.7)
9 (6.0)

Place of residence
Remote village

Forest
Road side

22 (14.7)
85 (56.7)
43 (28.7)

Physical quality of the roads
Good
Poor

43 (28.7)
107 (71.3)

Transport availability
Available

Not available
43 (28.7)
107 (71.3)

Distance of sub centre from residence
Near to residence
Far from residence

48 (32.0)
102 (68.0)

Availability of first ANM in attached Sub Centre
Yes
No

138 (92.0)
12 (8.0)

Availability of second ANM in attached Sub Centre
Yes
No

150 (100.0)
-

Availability of ASHA in attached Sub Centre
Yes
No

124 (82.7)
26 (17.3)

Figures in the parenthesis indicate percentages
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Table: 2 The trend in utilization of maternal health care among the participants
Utilization of maternal health care Participants (N=150)

Registration for antenatal check-ups at any Health Facility
Yes
No

135 (90.0)
15 (10.0)

Women received antenatal check-ups
Yes
No

133 (88.7)
17 (11.3)

Number of visiting at any Health Facility for antenatal check-ups
1-4 times
5-8 times
9-12 times

No visit

104 (69.3)
24 (16.0)
5 (3.3)

17 (11.3)
Place of antenatal check-ups (n=133)

Public facility
Others

133 (100.0)
-

Use of IFA tablet
Yes
No

127 (84.7)
23 (15.3)

Complete course of IFA tablet
Yes
No

37 (24.7)
90 (60.0)

Receive of TT Injection during pregnancy
Yes
No

132 (88.0)
18 (12.0)

Place of delivery
Public facility
Private facility

Home

94 (62.7)
-

56 (37.3)
Delivery was conducted by

Skilled birth attendant
Unskilled birth attendant

94 (62.7)
56 (37.3)

Motivation to go for delivery (n=94)
ANM
ASHA

91 (60.7)
3 (2.0)

Place of delivery where motivator advice participant to go (n=94) 
Public
Private

93 (62.0)
1 (0.7)

Transport provided to reach the Institute
Arranged by family
Arranged by ASHA

76 (50.7)
18 (12.0)

Transport provided to back home from  Institute
Arranged by family
Arranged by ASHA

Arranged by panchayet/other government sources

14 (9.3)
6 (4.0)

74 (49.3)
Health check up done by health personnel in the Institute where delivery was 

done
Yes
No

94 (100.0)
-

Receive of post natal check-up
Yes
No

48 (32.0)
102 (68.0)

Receive of health check-up after two months of discharge from Institute
Yes
No 

13 (8.70)
137 (91.30)

ANC related decision
Participant’s husband

Participant and participant’s husband both
With other members

No discussion

4 (2.7)
59 (39.3)
28 (18.7)
59 (39.3)

Freedom to availed health facility
Alone

With someone
Not all to go

66 (44.0)
37 (24.7)
47 (31.4)

Figures in the parenthesis indicate percentages
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Table: 3 Percentage distributions of the participants who received antenatal care (ANC) by socio-demographic characteristics

Background characteristics
Participants who received ANC

Yes No χ2 p
Age group (in years)

15-22
23-30
>30

58 (100.0)
62 (82.7)
13 (76.5)

-
13 (17.3)
4 (23.5) NA

Family type
Nuclear

Joint
Extended

94 (87.0)
35 (94.6)
4 (80.0)

14 (13.0)
2 (5.40)
1 (20.0)

χ2=1.95,
p =0.37

Education level
Non literate

Up to upper primary
Above upper primary

71 (81.6)
56 (98.2)
6 (100.0)

16 (18.4)
1 (1.8)

- NA

Occupational type
Working

Non working
111 (86.7)
22 (100.0)

17 (13.3)
- NA

Monthly household expenditure
Below 5,000/-

5,000/- and above
73 (86.9)
60 (90.9)

11 (13.1)
6 (9.1)

χ2=0.59
p =0.44

Total no of pregnancy
1-2
3-4

Above 5

88 (95.7)
39 (79.6)
6 (66.7)

4 (4.3)
10 (20.4)
3 (33.3)

χ2=12.81
p =0.002*

Parity
1

2-4
Equal and above 5

54 (98.2)
75 (83.3)
4 (80.0)

1 (1.8)
15 (16.7)
1 (20.0)

χ2=7.87
p =0.01*

Place of residence
Forest/remote village

Road side
90 (84.1)
43 (100.0)

17 (15.9)
- NA

Transport availability
Yes
No

42 (97.67)
91 (85.04)

1 (2.33)
16 (14.95)

χ2=7.70
p =0.005*

Distance from sub centre
Near
Far

47 (97.91)
86 (84.31)

1 (2.08)
16 (15.68)

χ2=9.02
p =0.003*

Availability of ANM
Yes
No

121 (87.7)
12 (100.0)

17 (12.3)
- NA

Availability of ASHA
Yes
No

114 (91.9)
19 (73.1)

10 (8.1)
7 (26.9)

χ2=7.60
p =0.005*

Freedom to availed health facility
Alone

With someone
Not at all

66 (100.0)
32 (86.5)
35 (74.5)

-
5 (13.5)
12 (25.5)

NA

Figures in the parenthesis indicate percentages,*p≤0.05
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Table: 4 Percentage distributions of the participants who went for Institutional delivery by socio-demographic characteristics

Background characteristics
Participants who went for Institutional delivery

Yes No χ2 p

Age group (years)
15-22
23-30
>30

48 (51.1)
40 (42.6)
6 (6.4)

10 (17.9)
35 (62.5)
75 (50.0)

χ2= 18.24
p =0.001*

Family type
Nuclear

Joint
Extended

66 (70.2)
26 (27.7)
2 (2.1)

42 (75.0)
11 (19.6)
3 (5.4)

χ2= 2.12
p =0.34

Education level
Non literate

Up to upper primary
Above upper primary

42 (44.7)
47 (50.0)
5 (5.3)

45 (80.4)
10 (17.9)
1 (1.8)

χ2= 18.33
p =0.001*

Occupational type
Working

Non working
74 (78.7)
20 (21.3)

54 (96.4)
2 (3.6)

χ2= 8.79
p =0.003*

Monthly household expenditure
Below 5,000/-

5,000/- and above
53 (56.4)
41 (43.6)

41 (43.6)
25 (44.6)

χ2= 0.015
p =0.90

Total no of pregnancy
1-2
3-4

Above 5

71 (75.5)
21 (22.3)
2 (2.1)

21 (37.5)
28 (50.0)
7 (12.5)

χ2= 22.78
p =0.001*

Place of residence
Forest/remote village

Road side
63 (67.0)
31 (33.0)

44 (78.6)
12 (21.4)

χ2= 2.28
p =0.13

Transport availability
Yes
No

31 (33.0)
63 (67.0)

12 (21.4)
44 (78.6)

χ2= 2.28
p =0.13

Distance from sub centre
Near
Far

36 (38.3)
58 (61.7)

12 (21.4)
44 (78.6)

χ2= 4.58
p =0.03*

Availability of ANM
Yes
No

86 (91.5)
8 (8.5)

52 (92.9)
4 (7.1)

χ2= 0.08
p =0.76

Availability of ASHA
Yes
No

80 (85.1)
14 (14.9)

44 (78.6)
12 (21.4)

χ2= 1.04
p =0.30

Parity 
1

2-4
Equal and above 5

42 (44.7)
50 (53.2)
2 (2.1)

13 (23.2)
40 (71.4)
3 (5.4)

χ2= 7.45
p =0.02*

Road condition
Good
Poor

31 (33.0)
63 (67.0)

12 (21.4)
44 (78.6)

χ2= 2.28
p =0.13

Freedom to availed health facility
Alone

With someone
Not at all

51 (54.3)
24 (25.5)
19 (20.2)

15 (26.8)
13 (23.2)
28 (50.0)

χ2= 16.03
p =0.001*

Figures in the parenthesis indicate percentages,*p≤0.05
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Table: 5 Percentage distribution of the participants who used skilled birth attendants during delivery by socio-demographic 
characteristics

Background characteristics
Participantswho used skilled birth attendants during delivery

Yes No χ2, p
Age group (years)

15-22
23-30
>30

48 (82.8)
40 (53.3)
6 (35.3)

10 (17.2)
35 (46.7)
11 (64.7)

χ2= 18.24
p =0.001*

Family type
Nuclear

Joint
Extended

66 (61.1)
26 (70.3)
2 (40.0)

42 (38.9)
11 (29.7)
3 (60.0)

χ2=2.12
p =0.34

Education level
Non literate

Up to upper primary
Above upper primary

42 (48.3)
47 (82.5)
5 (83.3)

45 (51.7)
10 (17.5)
1 (16.7)

χ2=18.33
p =0.001*

Occupational type
Working

Non working
74 (57.8)
20 (90.9)

54 (42.2)
2 (9.1)

χ2=8.79
p =0.003*

Monthly household expenditure
Below 5,000/-

5,000/- and above
53 (63.1)
41 (62.1)

31 (36.9)
25 (37.9)

χ2=0.015
p =0.90

Total no of pregnancy
1-2
3-4

Above 5

71 (77.2)
21 (42.9)
2 (22.2)

21 (22.8)
28 (57.1)
7 (77.8)

χ2=22.78
p =0.001*

Place of residence
Forest/remote village

Road side
63 (58.9)
31 (72.1)

44 (41.1)
12 (27.9)

χ2=2.28
p =0.13

Transport availability
Yes
No

31 (72.1)
63 (58.9)

12 (27.9)
44 (41.1)

χ2=2.28
p =0.13

Distance from sub centre
Near
Far

36 (75.0)
58 (56.9)

12 (25.0)
44 (43.1)

χ2=4.58
p =0.03*

Availability of ANM
Yes
No

86 (62.3)
8 (66.7)

52 (37.7)
4 (33.3)

χ2=0.08
p =0.76

Availability of ASHA
Yes
No

80 (64.5)
14 (53.8)

44 (35.5)
12 (46.2)

χ2=1.04
p =0.30

Parity 
1

2-4
Equal and above 5

42 (76.4)
50 (55.6)
2 (40.0)

13 (23.6)
40 (44.4)
3 (60.0)

χ2=7.45
p =0.02*

Road condition
Good
Poor

31 (72.1)
63 (58.9)

12 (27.9)
44 (41.1)

χ2=2.28
p =0.13

Freedom to availed health facility
Alone

With someone
Not at all

51 (77.3)
24 (64.9)
19 (40.4)

15 (22.7)
13 (35.1)
28 (59.6)

χ2=16.03
p =0.001*

Figures in the parenthesis indicate percentages,*p≤0.05
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Table: 6 Percentage distributions of the participants who received post natal check-up by socio-demographic characteristics

Background characteristics
Participants who received post natal check up

Yes No χ2, p
Age group (years)

15-22
23-30
>30

28 (48.3)
17 (22.7)
3 (17.6)

30 (51.7)
58 (77.3)
14 (82.4)

χ2= 11.67
p =0.003*

Family type
Nuclear

Joint
Extended

36 (33.3)
11 (29.7)
1 (20.0)

72 (66.7)
26 (70.3)
4 (80.0)

χ2= 0.50
p =0.77

Education level
Non literate

Up to upper primary
Above upper primary

21 (24.1)
25 (43.9)
2 (33.3)

66 (75.9)
32 (56.1)
4 (66.7)

χ2= 6.16
p =0.04*

Occupational type
Working

Non working

38 (29.7)
10 (45.5)

90 (70.3)
12 (54.5)

χ2= 2.14
p =0.14

Monthly household expenditure
Below 5,000/-

5,000/- and above
34 (40.5)
14 (21.2)

50 (55.5)
52 (78.8)

χ2= 6.30
p =0.01

Total no of pregnancy
1-2
3-4

Above 5

38 (41.3)
10 (20.4)

-

54 (58.7)
39 (79.6)
9 (100.0)

χ2= 10.92
p =0.004*

Place of residence
Forest/remote village

Road side
34 (31.8)
14 (32.6)

73 (68.2)
29 (67.4)

χ2= 0.009
p =0.92

Transport availability
Yes
No

14 (32.6)
34 (31.8)

29 (67.4)
73 (68.2)

χ2= 0.009
p =0.92

Distance from sub centre
Near
Far

19 (39.6)
29 (28.4)

29 (60.4)
73 (71.6)

χ2= 1.86
p =0.17

Availability of ANM
Yes
No

47 (34.1)
1 (8.3)

91 (65.9)
11 (91.7)

χ2= 3.35
p =0.06

Availability of ASHA
Yes
No

41 (33.1)
7 (26.9)

83 (66.9)
19 (73.1)

χ2= 0.37
p =0.54

Parity
1

2-4
Equal and above 5

22 (40.0)
26 (28.9)

-

33 (60.0)
64 (71.1)
5 (100.0)

χ2= 4.37
p =0.11

Road condition
Good
Poor

14 (32.6)
34 (31.8)

29 (67.4)
73 (68.2)

χ2= 0.009
p =0.92

Freedom to availed health facility
Alone

With someone
Not at all

43 (65.2)
19 (51.4)
40 (85.1)

23 (34.8)
18 (48.6)
7 (14.9)

χ2= 11.28
p =0.004*

Figures in the parenthesis indicate percentages,*p≤0.05
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Table: 7 Odds ratio of participant who, received antenatal check-ups (ANC), used skilled birth attendants (SBA), and received 
post natal check-ups (PNC) as well as place of delivery according to participant’s characteristics

Dependant 
variable (s) Independent variables (s)

Likelihood of receiving ANC and 
PNC, using skilled birth attendant 
and Institutional delivery, 95% CI

Odds Ratio 
(Significance) Lower Upper

Receive of ANC

Year of education of participant(continuous) 1.38 1.05 6.15
Availability of ASHA (absent) R 6.34 1.12 35.9

Parity (continuous) 0.55 0.30 0.62
Transport availability (no)R 1.04 1.64 3.28

Distance from Sub Centre (near) R 0.34 0.10 0.90

Place of delivery
Age of the participant (inyears) (continuous) 1.02 1.02 1.25
Year of education of participant (continuous) 0.77 0.60 0.98

Freedom to availed health facility (yes)R 0.24 0.09 0.67

Use of SBA

Year of education of participant(continuous) 1.02 1.01 1.03
Freedom to availed health facility (yes) R 0.34 0.12 0.95
Number of pregnancy of the participant 

(continuous) 0.50 0.25 0.66

Distance from sub centre (near) R 0.56 0.32 0.90

Receive of PNC

Number of pregnancy of the participant 
(continuous) 0.68 0.32 0.98

Age of the participant (inyears) (continuous) 9.85 1.78 20.2
Freedom to availed health facility (yes)R 0.33 0.12 0.99

Only significant values have been presented in the table, p≤0.05
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Introduction

 Every disease has an organic or biological aspect and a psycho-social-cultural aspect. Often the 
psycho-socio-cultural aspect of disease is overlooked (Rozemberg, 2012). From an anthropological 
point of view, it is imperative to note that diseases are interpreted using various cultural stereotypes. 
Disease-related or health-related stigma is indicative of an adverse social judgment based on a sustained 
feature of identity due to a health problem or health-related condition (Mahendra, et al., 2007). 
Health-related social stigma contributes to the burden of sickness and influences the effectiveness of 
finding incidences and treatment, which are major interests of disease control (Weiss & Ramakrishna, 
2004). It is an undeniable fact that the epidemic of HIV/AIDS has caused loss of life in apocalyptic 
proportions. Yet, several cultural stereotypes used to judge this disease have been identified in the 
context of various interventions to arrest and reverse the epidemic. One of such stereotypes is health-
related stigma. The common denominator attached to HIV-AIDS is stigma AIDS has given ample 
possibilities to study the social construction of stigma (Castro & Farmer, 2005). The adult HIV 
prevalence in India is 0.27 percent, as of 2011. While this figure is small relative to other middle-
income countries (UNDP 2013, “Statistics”), the large population of 1.2 billion inhabitants means 
there are still around 2.1 million people living with HIV in India. Overall, India’s HIV epidemic is 
slowing down, with a 57 % decline in new infections between 2000 and 2011, and a 29 % decline 
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in AIDS-related deaths between 2007 and 2011 (NACO Annual Report, 2012-13). With the onset 
of the epidemic of HIV/AIDS women and children were identified as the most vulnerable group 
(Chin, 1990). (Here after in this paper Children affected by HIV/AIDS will be referred to as CLWHA 
-Children living with HIV/AIDS). This can be clearly illustrated by the example of children whose 
parents are made incapable of earning for the family due to HIV/AIDS (Foster & Williamson, 2000). 
Lorey & Sussman (2001) give a picture of the adverse effects of discrimination due to HIV/AIDS 
on children affected by it. They contend that decreased access to and quality of food and nutrition, 
quality of education, quality of healthcare, quality of shelter and increased psychosocial distress are 
among the major concerns when it comes to CLWHA. Studies on children’s experiences of stigma 
and discrimination reveal that children affected and infected by HIV/AIDS go through material and 
psychosocial disadvantage due to AIDS-related stigma. Children whose parents are ill with AIDS or 
who have died of AID report being marginalised and isolated from other children, being teased and 
gossiped about, being presumed to also be HIV-positive, and not receiving care (Strode, 2001).Adult 
research in this area does indicate that stigma would finally result in reduced self-esteem through 
internalisation in AIDS-affected children (Santana &Dancy, 2000). A brief overview of the literature 
produced in the highlights that very few studies detailing the impact of HIV/AIDS related stigma 
on CLHA have been produced. Above all fewer studies have been done in India. A comprehensive 
research design is required to undertake such a study to produce reliable data. 

Method of the study 

The principal objective of this qualitative study was to complement the quantitative data from 
other studies on the effects of stigma on CLWHA to understand how they perceived, experienced, and 
responded to HIV stigma. The study was conducted in the Pune district in the state of Maharashtra, 
India. Maharashtra, along with Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Manipur and Nagaland, 
is considered to be one of the high HIV prevalence states of India (Verma, et al., 2002). According 
to NACO Annual Report 2011-2012 state fact sheet estimates, the no. of PLHA in Maharashtra is 
40,060 and CLHA (Children Living with HIV/AIDS) are believed to be 871 in number. Out of the 
14 talukas the study focused (due to its limited scope) on the four talukas of Bhor, Indapur, Mawal 
(Talegaon) and Haveli (Pune City). Both quantitative and qualitative data collection tools were utilized, 
but this study is characteristic of a qualitative epistemological position that recognizes the importance 
of locating the research within a particular social, cultural, and historical context. Non-probability 
Sampling (Purposive and Snowball Sampling) were used to arrive at a sample size of 77 respondents 
spread out in four different locations in Pune District of Maharashtra State. Questionnaires were used 
to gather relevant data from the study subjects. In case of respondents belonging to age-groups below 
15-18 years the details were filled by their parents/guardians. Case studies relevant to the research were 
produced. Ethical considerations, especially in the context of HIV/AIDS studies, as given by NACO, 
India have been strictly adhered to. The data obtained through qualitative measures was quantified by 
assigning variables and relevant values. This helped to generate statistical data from the information 
obtained. The Data was then statistically analysed through SPSS in order to make it presentable for 
further assessment. 

Results of the study 

Profile of the Respondents 

As the study focused on the CLHA, the age-groups ranged from 6-8 years to 16-18 years. Children 
below the age of six were excluded from the study due to its limited scope. However, it cannot be 
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denied that they too face the risk of being highly vulnerable. The study shows that about 56.1% of 
the sample size belongs to the adolescent group. The gender-wise distributions according to the age-
groups of the subjects indicate that this distinction is important as the vulnerability on account of 
social stigma faced by girls is much pronounced as compared to that involving the boys. The majority 
of the respondents belong to the age-group of 16-18 years. Adolescents altogether formed 61.1% 
of the population size. Out of these children 26 (33.7%) are HIV positive, and the remaining 51 
(66.3%) are HIV negative. When it comes to India, according to UN statistics, it is home to the 
largest number of AIDS orphans in the world. India is expected to become the next epicentre of the 
AIDS orphan crises. In the present study out of the 77 respondents 50 (64.9%) are either maternal 
(2.6%), paternal (48.1%) or double (14.3%) orphans. The literacy level of the children under study 
has been found to be impressive, with only three of the respondents being reported as not attending 
school. Two of them are school dropouts having studied till the primary level and one specially abled 
child is not sent to school. A majority 45.5% of the sample size fall under the economically backward 
category of having monthly household income less than Rs. 2000. 

Experience of Stigma at various levels

 It has been found during the study that the level of stigma the PLWHA and the CLHA face during 
the Healthcare level has reduced remarkably. Out of the 21 who faced discrimination 12 pointed out 
that they were asked to stand in the same queue as the general public at the hospital. Since they were on 
ART they had to sign in the Register at the pharmacy which aroused curiosity among other patients. 
Often the nature of their visit (ART) would be called out loudly from the counter at the pharmacy. 
Another issue was that some of the healthcare providers refused to touch them because the latter were 
HIV infected. In the present study 63 of the 77 respondents said that their family members other than 
the immediate family did not know of their or their children’s HIV status. The same number also said 
that they don’t take or don’t give to their children medical care in the same vicinity of their residence. 
They prefer to go to another locality so that their HIV status is not revealed even by chance to anyone 
in the area of their residence. Many of the questions in the interview guide are related to enacted 
Stigma. But due to non-disclosure many of the PLWHAs do not have direct experiences of being 
stigmatized and discriminated. But when asked of the consequences of disclosure of their HIV status 
either to the family or the community many reported that they were more than certain to directly 
experience enacted stigma. 10 out of the 14 whose status was known to their family and relatives, 
reported that their family members had stopped visiting them and 23 whose status was not disclosed, 
said that they were sure to face similar situation had their HIV status been known. Similarly 48.1% 
and 68.8 % said that their family members refused to touch them and placed restriction on sharing 
of food with others respectively. An interesting point to note here is that 25 respondents out of the 53 
who experienced such discrimination were HIV negative. 

At the community level discrimination was experienced on account of unnecessary inquisitiveness 
about their children, questions about repeated hospitalization of the CLHA, different outreach workers 
visiting their houses etc. Out of the 14 respondents about whom the community knows ten have been 
actually excluded from community events and 25 of the respondents whose status is not known to 
the community feel they will be excluded if their status is revealed. At the educational level, out of the 
14 about whose serostatus the community knows; 11 actually suffered discrimination at educational 
institution and the remaining 27 expected to be discriminated once their status is revealed. Out of the 
11 who faced discrimination three did not respond to the question how they were discriminated but 
8 said that they/their children were not allowed to eat with other children. HIV’s transition from an 
acute, lethal disease to a subacute, chronic disease has great implications for the neurocognitive and 
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psychosocial development of children and families (Brown &Lourie, 2000). 

Many children continue to be adversely impacted by non-HIV factors such as poverty, inadequate 
medical services, and a lack of social support and these factors in turn create great psychological 
duress. The major issues causing anxiety the subjects, a majority of them, were concerned about being 
severely stigmatized at the hands of the society once their HIV status was known to them. It is also 
interesting to note that among the female respondents the greatest concern was about contracting a 
marital alliance. On the other hand, the male respondents were more worried of being stigmatized. 

Conclusion & recommendations

As evidence shows and in accordance with previous studies HIV/AIDS-related stigma and 
discrimination aggravates the negative effects of the pandemic on children. The findings of the present 
study agree with those of the previous studies undertaken in this research area. The basic reason 
for discrimination is that HIV-AIDS is a disease that often attracts judgement and retribution, not 
empathy and compassion (Allen & Heald, 2004). A similar finding emerges out of the present study, 
yet the level of experiences of stigma (Enacted, Felt and Internalized) varies. Before a judgement is 
passed on the findings of the study we need to take cognizance of one pivotal point. Many of the 
PLHWHAs are living in hiding. In other words, their association with a family in which someone 
is HIV/AIDS infected or their own serostatus for that matter is not disclosed to even close kin. The 
reasons are, of course, a deep fear of being discriminated once their serostatus is known. This aspect 
has influenced the present study a great deal. The incidences of enacted stigma will be considerably 
less as a result of non-disclosure of one’s association with HIV/AIDS. But when the CLHAs and their 
parents/guardians were asked about the prospect of being stigmatized had their status been disclosed, 
the results change dramatically. In their own assessment they were sure to be stigmatized because 
they had seen concrete instances other PLWHAs being discriminated whose HIV status was known 
to the community. Apart from these, attention needs to be given to the major issues of anxiety that 
the CLHA themselves or their guardians face. These are challenges not just for the CLHAs but even 
for the policy makers. Many of the CLHAs, who are orphans will need resources for sustenance. The 
study shows that a majority of the study subjects fall into the critical stage of adolescence.   

Bartlett and Finkbeiner (2006) reveal the emotional duress the children living with HIV/AIDS 
undergo by stating that the children are angry, basically over the unfairness of the situation (why me?), 
being handicapped by the disease and social stigma. The present study found presence of such feelings 
of anger in many of the adolescent respondents and the parents/guardians of the children aged between 
6-12 years. Harbouring anger at this age can lead to adverse effects on the psychological health of the 
children. Such effects are hardly assessed by many behaviour surveillance studies by various agencies. 
Interventions to counter social stigma must address such issues in the context of CLWHA. 

Catherine Campbell et al (2005) in their article, “I Have an Evil Child at My House”: Stigma 
and HIV/AIDS Management in a South African Community,” chart out a three-pronged approach 
to counter stigma related to HIV/AIDS. They speak of efforts to be made in the line of educating 
individuals about non-stigmatising facts, mobilise the participation of community members in anti-
stigma efforts and enact anti-discriminatory laws. In the Indian context the first two approaches 
have been underway and are integral part of countering stigma related to HIV/AIDS. However, our 
country still has made no efforts to pass a legislation to protect the HIV/AIDS affected/infected 
against discrimination due to stigma. Responding to an invitation from the Global Commission 
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on HIV & Law a few of the NGOs and other organizations wrote highlighting the need for a Anti-
discrimination Law to protect PLWHAs. For instance, LEPRA society writes that in order to facilitate 
working with the children, families and communities to overcome their isolation, exclusion and 
impoverishment proper framework of law will be very useful (LEPRA, 2011). They further state 
that in the absence of a Law to protect them, women and children are unable to internalize the 
violence against them due to HIV/AIDS stigma, and they think that they are destined to suffer. Some 
organizations have also demanded a Patients’ Rights charter for India in order to protect the PLWHAs 
(Sangram, 2011). In the absence of a comprehensive statute, HIV positive people remain vulnerable 
to rights violations, thus weakening the response to AIDS. While hailing the interventions made so far 
to combat HIV/AIDS related stigma the present study strongly recommends that adequate measures 
be taken to combat violation of rights of people living with and affected by HIV/AIDS, especially the 
CLWHA. This policy formulation should be done with the greater involvement of people living with 
and affected by HIV/AIDS. The basic purpose of such legislation would be to ensure a holistic and 
integrated approach to fight HIV/AIDS related stigma and discrimination and assure social security 
of CLWHAs. 
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Background

The term ‘secular trend’ is often understood as a trend in the increase of body dimensions (such 
as height or weight) or a marked tendency to become progressively larger, taller, and heavier; though 
the concept may imply alternative meanings other than an ‘increasing trend’. Changes in body 
size, fatness, rate of growth, and timing of maturation have been occurring over the past 150 years 
(Dasgupta & Houspie, 2001). This trend in the increase in height, body weight, and other body 
dimensions, generally relates to various factors i.e., biological, social, and environmental.

The changing growth patterns among various populations from different developed countries 
e.g., Germany, England, Poland, Norway, Sweden have been reported in several studies by different 
scholars (Das, 1993) at different times. Similarly, studies on the secular trend have been reported 
from developing countries such as Brazil (Ulijaszek, 2001), Iran (Ayatollahi, Pourahmad, & Shayan, 
2006), Mexico (Malina et al., 2004), and India (Virani, 2005). Most of these studies often attribute 
the increasing pattern in height, weight, and other body dimensions to factors such as improvement 
in nutrition (Hoppa & Garlie, 1998), socio-economic status (Kuh et al., 1991; Padez, 2003), and 
genetics (Zellner et al., 2003). Therefore, studies on the secular trend in respect of height, weight, 

Data on height, sitting height, and body weight of Monpa boys were obtained from two 
cross-sectional studies whose findings were based on data collected during 1977 and 2014 by 
Duarah and the present author respectively. The study shows that though the present Monpa 
population have undergone different transitional stages over the last 3 decades, they show lesser 
values of height and weight in comparison to that of the general Indian children or other 
Himalayan populations. Since this report is a first attempt on secular trend of the Monpas, there 
is a scope for future research in this area and to delve into understanding of the secular trend in 
growth among the Monpas as well as other Northeastern Indian populations. 

Secular trend, 
Anthropometric 
measurements, Socio-
economic factors

Secular Trend in Some Anthropometric Measurements of 
Monpa Boys in Arunachal Pradesh, India: A Comparison of 
over 3 Decades-Gap Findings

Bhaboklang Sohkhlet
assistant professor, Department of Anthropology, Saint Claret College, Ziro, Arunachal Pradesh. e-mail: bhaboklangs@gmail.com

http://www.antrocom.net/upload/sub/antrocom
mailto:bhaboklangs%40gmail.com?subject=


Sohkhlet B. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 175-185176

and/or other body dimensions of a population provide an understanding on the nutritional status, 
health, socio-economic condition, overall living standard, environment, or even genetic status of a 
population. Surprisingly, there is very little (or not at all) information regarding this trend among the 
populations of Northeastern India, and more specifically of Arunachal Pradesh.

This paper is, therefore, an attempt to report the secular trends in height, sitting height, weight, 
and upper-arm circumference of the Monpa boys of Arunachal Pradesh, India. It is also hoped that 
this study will mirror over the overall health, nutritional, socio-economic status of the people of 
Northeastern India in general, and Arunachal Pradesh in particular.

Methods

Study population

Arunachal Pradesh, the land of the dawn-lit mountains (Sharma, 2005), is located in Northeastern 
India between latitude 26° 28' N to 29° 31' N and longitude 91° 30' E to 97° 30' E.  It borders the 
states of Assam and Nagaland to the south, and shares international borders with Bhutan in the west, 
Myanmar in the east, and People’s Republic of China in the north (Figure 1). Geographically, it is 
comprised of mountainous and sub-mountainous portions of the Himalayan system in its extremity. 
The state is the largest among the North-East Indian states commonly known as the Seven Sister 
States, with an area of 83,743 sq km of Indian Territory (Bareh, 2001). Administratively, the state 
comprises 17 districts, viz., Tawang, West Kameng, East Kameng, Papumpare, Lower Subansiri, 
Upper Subansiri, Upper Siang, West Siang, East Siang, Upper Dibang Valley, Lower Dibang Valley, 
Dibang Valley, Lohit, Anjaw, Changlang, Tirap, and Longding districts.

Both studies selected the Monpas of Tawang and West Kameng districts as their subjects. In the 
West Kameng district, the Monpas inhabit mostly in the Dirang and Kalaktang circles. The Monpas of 
Kalaktang, Dirang, and Tawang share a common tradition of having migrated from Tibet and Bhutan 
(Norbu, 2008). They belong to the Tibeto-Mongoloid racial stock (Duarah, 1992) and are Mahayana 
Buddhists by religion with close cultural and religious affinities to Bhutanese and Tibetans (fig. 1).

Sampling

For the 1977survey, the sampling procedure and methods of data collection have been described 
previously (Duarah, 1992). In the present study, the author purposely selected the Tawang circle as 
high altitude area (2947 m above sea level), whereas, the Kalaktang (1113 m above sea level) and 
Dirang (1580 m above sea level) circles were selected as lower altitude areas. At first, the sample 
design was to select about 10% of the total villages in each circle by using random numbers of the 
listed villages (Snedecor & Cochran, 1967). The selected villages from the Tawang circle include 
Lemberdung, Thongleng, Katchanga, Urgeling, Khirmu, and Damgin. Later on, Kongteng, Seru, and 
Kitpi villages were also included because of the difficulty in getting participants. The selected villages 
from the Kalaktang circle are Chingi, Rongthangjurpa, Ankalin, Boha, Khungpazong, and Lungdur. 
For the Dirang circle, five villages, namely, Rama Camp, Sapper Camp, Rungkhung, Kalapahar, 
and Pangma were randomly selected. Anthropometric data on height, sitting height, body weight, 
and upper-arm circumference of Monpa boys (9 to 17 years) were collected at different intervals 
during 2014 following standard techniques (Weiner & Lourie, 1981; Heyward & Wagner, 2004). 
Anthropometric measurements were taken from the total sample of 219 and 138 boys from lower 
altitude and high altitude areas respectively. 
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Data source

For the purpose of comparison, data on height, sitting height, body weight, and upper-arm 
circumference of Monpa boys were obtained from two cross-sectional studies whose findings were 
based on data collected during 1977 (by Duarah) and 2014 (present study). Data published by the 
Indian Academy of Paediatrics (IAP, 2015) were also used to compare the growth pattern of the 
Monpa boys with Indian standards. Tripathy & Gupta’s (2007) reports were used for comparison on 
the sitting height of Monpa boys with Indian-Tibetan boys, whereas, Weitz et al.’s (2000) report was 
used to compare the difference in the upper-arm circumference between the Monpas and the Chinese-
Tibetan boys. 

Statistical analyses

Data were analyzed using SPSS (Version 22.0) for Windows in which the level of significance 
was set at 5%. Pearson’s correlation coefficient (r) was used to test the association between the two 
variables. Linear regression was used to determine the functional relationship between the variables.

Results

Height, body weight, and sitting height

The age-wise distribution of samples for different anthropometric measurements of Monpa boys (9 
to 17 years) belonging to lower and high altitude areas taken during 1977 and 2014 is given in Table 
1. The sample size is the same for all the measurements in each study. The means as well as decadal 
increase in height, body weight, and sitting height for Monpa boys of the lower and high altitude 
areas are given in Table 2. Overall, the boys of the lower altitude areas are taller and heavier than their 
counterparts living at a higher altitude across all the ages in both 1977 and 2014 findings. The mean 
increase (increase per decade) in height over three decades is higher among the lower altitude boys 
than their high altitude counterparts, except for those 10 and 13 years old (Figure 6). The distance 
curves for the height (Figure 2) of Monpa boys in comparison with the Indian Academy of Paediatrics 
(IAP, 2015) growth reference and earlier studies carried out by Duarah in 1977 (Duarah, 1992) shows 
that the Monpa boys of the lower altitude areas are taller than their high altitude counterparts across 
ages. The Monpa boys reported in the present study are taller than those reported by Duarah at both 
lower and high altitudes, though they are far below the 20th percentile of the IAP growth reference. 
Similarly, in respect of body weight (Figure 3), the lower altitude Monpa boys are heavier than their 
high altitude counterparts across all ages in both the earlier and present samples. The body weight of 
Monpa boys (as reported presently) at lower and high altitudes are below the 50th percentile of the IAP 
growth references (2015) across ages. They are however, heavier than those reported by Duarah (1992) 
during 1977 for both lower and high altitudes. The increase in weight per decade appears to be more 
among the high altitude boys (age 10, 11, 13, 14, 17) compared to the lower altitude boys (Figure 7). 

When compared the sitting height of Monpa boys with the high altitude Indian Tibetan boys 
(Tripathy & Gupta, 2007) and those reported by Duarah (Figure 4), the high altitude Monpa boys of 
the present study show lesser sitting height than their high altitude counterparts as well as than that of 
the high altitude Tibetan boys. However, both lower and high altitude boys of the present study have 
greater sitting height than those reported by Duarah (1992). On the other hand, the lower altitude 
Monpa boys of the present study show greater values in sitting height than the high altitude Tibetan 
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boys from around 11 till 16 years of age when the latter surpassed the former. The increase in sitting 
height per decade seems to be higher among the lower altitude boys except in the age 13, 14, and 16, 
where the high altitude boys show higher increase of the sitting height per decade (Figure 8).

Upper-arm circumference

The distance curves (Figure 5) for the upper arm circumference of Monpa boys in comparison with 
the high altitude Chinese Tibetan boys (Weitz et al., 2000) and that of the Monpa boys as reported 
by Duarah show that both the lower and high altitude Monpa boys of the present study have a greater 
upper arm circumference than the Monpa boys of 1977 at all ages; they also show a bigger arm 
circumference than the Chinese Tibetan boys up to about 14 years of age. Thereafter, the high altitude 
Chinese Tibetan boys surpassed the Monpa boys of both lower and high altitudes. 

Discussion & Conclusion

As far as literature is concerned, this is the first report on the secular trends of the Monpas of 
Arunachal Pradesh. In this study, the data sources were managed only from two studies whose 
anthropometric measurements were taken in 1977 and 2014; a span of over three decades with no 
studies undertaken in between. Therefore, the present attempt may carry certain limitations with 
regards to the amount of data as well as sampling variations. 

The present findings indicate that the secular trend is operational in the Monpa population in the 
past 3 decades. In each parameters i.e., height, weight, and sitting height, the present samples show 
an increase trend from 1977 to 2014. Further, the present study suggests that the increase per decade 
in those parameters is higher among the lower altitude boys except in few age groups. Therefore, on 
the basis of the present findings, it is obvious that the Monpa population of Arunachal Pradesh is 
undergoing an increasing trend in body dimensions, the reasons of which may vary.

Earlier studies on secular trends have shown that the increase in height and body weight over 
generations is strongly related to the improved overall standard of living such as improvement in 
nutrition (Hoppa & Garlie, 1998), socio-economic status (Kuh et al., 1991; Padez, 2003), and genetics 
(Zellner et al., 2004; Krawczynski et al., 2003). In the present study, an attempt was made to test the 
association of some socio-economic factors such as household income and education assuming that 
these variables have significant positive relationship to other variables such as nutrition and overall 
standard of living. Using Pearson’s coefficient of correlation (r), it was found that household income 
does not significantly relate to height, body weight, as well as sitting height of the Monpa boys at both 
altitudes; yet, the education of parents (mother and father) is positively correlated and highly significant 
for the increase in height and weight of Monpa boys. Similarly, the results of regression indicate that 
a parent’s education affects the growth patterns of the Monpa boys. Thus, without overlooking on 
the influence of other factors (environment and genetics), the present findings suggest that similar 
to earlier findings, socio-economic factors play an important role in regulating and improving the 
growth of the Monpa boys (Fig 9 and Fig. 10).

When compared with the IAP growth standard for Indian children however, it is seen that despite 
these increases in growth over a three decades gap, the Monpa boys are still below the growth standard 
of Indian children. Similarly, the lower altitude Monpa boys show greater values in sitting height than 
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the high altitude Tibetan boys from around 11 till 16 years of age when the latter surpassed the former. 
Both lower and high altitude Monpa boys (presently reported) have greater upper arm circumference 
than the Monpa boys as reported by Duarah at all ages, they also show bigger arm-circumference than 
the Chinese Tibetan boys up to about 14 years of age. 

A comparison on the differences in height (Figure 9) and sitting height (Figure 10) of Monpa boys 
and other high altitude populations shows that the Monpa boys are similar in height to the Sherpas 
and Indian Tibetans of Ladakh region, but they are about 9 cm shorter than the Andean highlanders 
of Bolivia. They are also taller than the Chines Tibetan, Megu of Nepal, and Nuňoa of Peru. Similarly, 
the Monpa boys show greater sitting height than the Sherpas, but they are by and large similar to the 
Chileans and Andean highlanders of Bolivia. 

Without ignoring the genetic potential on growth, these results therefore, suggest that though the 
present population shows an increasing trend in the last three decades, yet, there is a potentiality for 
the same to achieve further in terms of increase height or weight which may be comparable to the 
general growth pattern of the Indian children or other Himalayan populations. Nevertheless, since 
the present report is a first attempt, and considering limitations such as limited data and sampling 
variations, there is a scope for future research in this area and to delve into the understanding of the 
secular trend in growth among the Monpas as well as other Northeastern populations. 
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Tables
Table 1: Age-wise distribution of samples at lower & high altitudes

Age (in 
years)

Lower Altitude High Altitude
1977 2014 1977 2014 

9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

39
35
36
36
35
37
35
31
33

29
30
21
28
16
31
26
20
18

23
28
18
31
21
20
16
18
15

22
14
10
12
12
15
16
18
19

Total 317 219 195 138

Table 2: Means of height, body weight, and sitting height in 1977 & 2014

Age (in 
years)

Lower Altitude High Altitude
1977 2014 Increase/decade 1977 2014 Increase/decade

Height(cm)

9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

117.89
122.83
127.45
130.03
140.38
141.72
147.92
152.91
156.97

128.48
130.99
133.71
140.59
145.82
150.18
158.35
160.53
164.13

3.53
2.72
2.09
3.52
1.81
2.82
3.48
2.54
2.39

119.52
121.45
125.57
131.53
134.53
144.85
144.90
152.64
156.18

127.84
130.25
131.18
132.78
143.61
145.07
154.73
156.30
161.93

2.77
2.93
1.87
0.42
3.03
0.07
3.28
1.22
1.92

Weight (kg)
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

21.38
24.17
27.04
27.70
34.56
36.57
39.92
43.50
48.53

28.78
28.93
30.71
37.82
38.50
45.48
51.69
53.85
54.17

2.47
1.59
1.22
3.37
1.31
2.97
3.92
3.45
1.88

21.96
23.50
24.44
29.03
30.24
36.30
40.00
42.28
45.43

27.55
30.20
30.33
31.00
37.75
45.40
50.00
51.00
52.78

1.86
2.23
1.96
0.66
2.50
3.03
3.33
2.91
2.45

Sitting height (cm)

9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

64.17
65.82
67.28
69.47
73.37
76.72
78.06
80.68
83.04

68.57
69.51
72.88
76.30
78.87
82.64
85.23
84.97
87.07

1.47
1.23
1.87
2.28
1.83
1.97
2.39
1.43
1.34

65.31
66.44
67.48
69.87
71.30
75.40
77.39
78.21
81.55

66.60
67.70
70.10
71.68
77.38
81.66
82.18
83.53
83.85

0.43
0.42
0.87
0.60
2.03
2.09
1.60
1.77
0.77
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Table 3: Pearson’s correlation (r) for factors affecting height/weight/sitting height on Monpa boys 2014 samples

Variable
Anthropometric measures

Height Weight Sitting height
Household income
Father’s Education
Mother’s education

0.022
0.508**
0.136*

0.058
0.452**
0.136*

0.081
0.418**
0.140*

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level; ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level

Table 4: Factors affecting height/weight/sitting height on Monpa boys 2014 samples 

Variable

Anthropometric measures
Height Weight Sitting height

Regression 
coefficient F ratio Regression 

coefficient F ratio Regression 
coefficient F ratio

Father’s Education
Mother’s education

5.99
1.24

109.32
5.58

4.41
1.02

81.01
5.54

2.86
0.74

66.57
5.94
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Images

Figure 1: Location of the study area

Figure 2: Height of Monpa boys in comparison with IAP reference and earlier studies



Sohkhlet B. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 175-185 184

Figure 3: Weight of Monpa boys in 
comparison with IAP reference and earlier 
studies.

Figure 4: Sitting height of Monpa boys in 
comparison with earlier studies.

Figure 5: Upper-arm circumference of 
Monpa boys in comparison with earlier 
studies.
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Figure 9: Differences in height of Monpa Boys and other 
high altitude populations

Figure 10: Differences in sitting height of Monpa Boys and 
other high altitude populations
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Risk factors of hypertension and physical activity level among 
the adult Wanchos of Arunachal Pradesh

John Basumatary1 and Gulrukh Begum2

Introduction

Blood pressure is created by the force of blood pushing against the walls of blood vessels (arteries) 
as it is pumped by the heart. The higher the pressure the harder the heart has to pump. Hypertension, 
also known as high or raised blood pressure, is a condition in which the blood vessels have persistently 
raised pressure (WHO 2013).

Hypertension is one of the major causes of mortality globally for the last two decades or so.   
Hypertension is responsible for at least 45% of deaths due to heart disease, and 51% of deaths due to 
stroke (WHO 2008). The threat of hypertension is much more pragmatic in low and middle-income 
countries than high-income countries.Not only is hypertension more prevalent in low and middle-
income countries, there are also more people affected because more people live in those countries 
than in high-income countries. Further, because of weak health systems, the numbers of people with 
hypertension who are undiagnosed, untreated and uncontrolled are also higher in low and middle-
income countries compared to high-income countries (WHO 2013).

The increasing prevalence of hypertension is attributed to population growth, ageing and 
behavioural risk factors, such as unhealthy diet, harmful use of alcohol, lack of physical activity, 
excess weight and exposure to persistent stress. Lack of physical activity being one of the important 
behavioral risk factors of hypertension, is also a major cardio-metabolic risk factor in general. The 
World Health Organization (2003) has emphasized on different dimensions of physical activity and 
stretches on the fact that regular moderate physical activity such as walking, cycling or participating 
in sports has significant benefits for health. For instance it can reduce the risk of cardiovascular 
diseases, diabetes, colon and breast cancer, and depression. Moreover, an adequate level of physical 

The objective of this paper is to determine different risk factors of hypertension, and especially 
the effect of physical activity level on blood pressure among the adult Wanchos. Physical activity 
is found to be positively associated with blood pressure among the adult Wanchos at a very lesser 
level (r = 0.003), but significantly associated with BMI and the cardio-metabolic risk factors. 
Even though physical activity is not very strongly related with hypertension, surely it has some 
bearings in developing hypertension as all the other risk factors of hypertension are significantly 
associated with both blood pressure and the physical activity level.

 risk factors, blood pressure, 
physical activity, Wanchos.
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activity will decrease the risk of hip or vertebral fracture and help control weight.

Cross-sectional epidemiologic studies and controlled experimental investigation have demonstrated 
that physically active adults as contrasted with their sedentary counterparts tend to develop and 
maintain higher levels of physical fitness. Epidemiologic research has demonstrated protective effects 
of varying strength between physical activity and risk for several chronic diseases including coronary 
heart disease, hypertension, non-insulin-dependent diabetes mellitus, osteoporosis, colon cancer and 
anxiety and depression (Blair et al. 1995).

This study focuses on the Wancho tribe, one of the indigenous tribes of Arunachal Pradesh, who are 
also currently found in some bordering areas of Assam. There are no studies among the Wanchos. The 
2011 Census of India estimates the population of Wanchos as 56,866. They are very hard working and 
physically active tribe. Being a hill dwelling tribe, their day to day activities are vastly different in terms 
of the intensity of bodily movements than those among people living in the plain. This leads to the 
question of their health status depending on the fact that they are highly active and live in a difficult 
and elevated terrain. An ample number of studies prove the fact that the lack of physical activity is 
one of the risk factors of hypertension and other cardio-metabolic diseases of people living mostly 
in  the plain areas, especially urban dwellers (Dhall 2012, Kim et al. 2010, Hu et al. 2007, 2001), 
but no study looks into the lives of the hill dwelling, highly active people (irrespective of their being 
rural or urban inhabitants). It was hypothesized that, since Wanchos are very hard working people, 
as walking itself can be considered a vigorous activity for them, which involves constant upward and 
downward movements of the whole body muscles, this essentially should have some bearings on their 
body composition and the prevalence of the cardio-metabolic risk factors. The objective of this paper 
is to determine different risk factors of hypertension, and especially the effect of physical activity level 
on blood pressure among adult Wanchos.

Materials and methods

The present study was conducted among the Wanchos of Arunachal Pradesh. The data collection 
was done in the two surrounding localities of Longding town; Niaunu and Zedua, RUSA village of 
the Kanubari block, the Nitong village of the Tirap district, and the greater Kanubari block of the 
Longding district.

The data collection was done with the help of purposive sampling. The sample size was calculated 
with the help of OpenEpi open-source software version 3.01, 2006. The sample size of the present 
study is a proportional representative of the total Wancho population of 56,886 (according to 2011 
Census of India). 318 Wancho adults, belonging to the age range from 20 to 60 years, of the present 
study fall under 90% confidence interval of the total population with anticipated frequency of 50% 
and design effect of 1.0.

A total of 318 adult Wanchos (177 males and 141 females) ranging from 20 to 60 years of age were 
measured for height, weight, BMR, skinfold measurements and blood pressure. The data collection 
on physical activity was done with the help of WHO Step-wise instrument version 3.2, 2004. The 
questionnaire was custom devised as a survey schedule with appropriate activity related modifications. 
The sample was divided into 3 physical activity levels depending on their daily activity routine, 
i.e., vigorously active, moderately active and sedentary. This division was made with the help of the 
directions given by GPAQ (Global Physical Activity Questionnaire) which was specially designed by 
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WHO for developing countries to measure physical activity. Every subject was classified by their daily 
physical activities associated with work, travel, leisure time. Depending on the time invested in each 
of these categories, MET (Metabolic Equivalent) was calculated independently. The sum of the total 
MET value of the three categories was used to classify an individual in a physical activity level. Those 
with a MET score less than 600 in a week, were considered as sedentary or physically inactive. Those 
who are both vigorously and moderately active throughout a week were further assessed on the basis of 
their independent MET for vigorous intensity and moderate intensity physical activity and put in the 
physical activity level according to whichever had a higher MET score. The daily household activities 
involving, cleaning, washing, cooking were considered as moderate intensity activity, whereas fetching 
water from stream, collecting firewood and daily foraging were reckoned as vigorous intensity activity.

Waist-Height ratio was used for assessing cardio-metabolic risk factors.WHO (2008) suggests that, 
waist circumference and central adiposity indices are much more convincing and stronger in getting 
a clear picture of risk factor of cardiovascular diseases (CVD) and mortality caused by obesity, than 
BMI, as these avoid the need for age, sex and ethnic differences. The universally accepted critical value 
which signifies increased risk is 0.5 (Browning et al. 2010).

40 > 0.5 critical value
40 – 50 between 0.5 and 0.6
50 < 0.6 onwards

Blood pressure levels were categorised using JMC 7 report blood pressure classification (U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services 2003). The sample was divided into four categories, 
normotensive, prehypertensive, hypertensive stage 1 and hypertensive stage 2. Those with <120mmHg 
systolic BP and <80mmHg diastolic BP were put in the normotensive category, those with 120-
139mmHg systolic BP and 80-89mmHg diastolic BP were put in prehypertensive category, those 
with 140-159mmHg systolic BP and 90-99mmHg diastolic BP were put in hypertensive stage 1, and 
finally those with ≥160mmHg systolic BP and ≥100mmHg diastolic BP were put in the hypertensive 
stage 2 category. People with prehypertension are at increased risk for progression to hypertension.

All the data analysis was done with the help of MS Excel 2007 and SPSS 16.0 software. Descriptive 
statistics were used to calculate the frequency of basic measurements among the participants. Multiple 
linear regressions were calculated to establish predictability of variability in blood pressure status, by 
physical activity level and other variables. Pearson’s correlation coefficient test was applied to see the 
relationship among physical activity level, blood pressure, Basal Metabolic Rate, Body Fat Percent, 
and Body Mass Index. Chi square test was used to test the significance of variance between male and 
female among the blood pressure categories (normotensive, prehypertensive, and hypertensive). In all 
the statistical analysis p-value at 0.05 level was considered to be statistically significant. 

Results

The anthropometric, physiological and behavioural data of 318 adult Wanchos, ranging from 
20 to 60 years are shown in Table 1. The mean stature of the sample shows that the adult Wancho 
male (161.05) falls in the below medium stature category and adult females (150.01) in the short 
stature category according to Martin’s scale (Das, 1991). The sexwise differences of mean values of 
stature, weight, Basal Metabolic Rate, body fat per cent and systolic blood pressure among the adult 
Wanchos are statistically significant. The mean BMI of the adult females (22.04) is higher than the 
adult males (21.98). The adult (74.01%) Wancho males are found to be more vigorously active than 
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the adult Wancho females (35.46%). However, the females (63.12%) are more moderately active 
than the males (19.21%). Similarly, inactive males (6.78%) are higher than the females (1.42%).  
61.58% males are smokers/tobacco chewers, whereas only 4.26% females are found in the same 
category. Among the male 53.67% are alcohol consumers, in contrast to this 99.29% females are non-
consumers.  Maximum number of adult male (44.07%) and female (41.84%) Wanchos are found to 
be resting less than or equal to 3 hours in most number of days in a week.

Waist-Height ratio shows the highest percentage of at risk of cardio-metabolic risk factor is found 
to be among the adult females, i.e. 31.91%, of which the highest proportion of adult females, i.e. 
68.89% were found to be involved in moderate intensity activity most number of days in a week 
(Table 4). However, 16.95% of adult males were found to be at risk, of which the majority, i.e. 
53.33%, were mostly found to be involved in vigorous intensity activity in most days in a week. 
Contrary to this, adult males are at a higher risk of having hypertension than adult females with 
41.24% and 31.91% respectively, in the prehypertensive stage (Table 2). Similarly, 19.77% males 
and 14.18% females are found to be in the hypertensive category. More males (16.38%) are found 
to be in the hypertensive stage 1 than females (10.64%), whereas, in stage 2 females (3.55%) are 
sightly higher than males (3.39%). The variance among the three blood pressure categories (i.e. 
normotensive, prehypertensive and hypertensive) between adult male and female Wanchos was found 
to be statistically significant(x2=7.0883 and p value 0.028893) at 0.05 level.  

Table 1: Descriptive statistics for anthropometric, physiological and behavioural data

Variables Male (N= 177) Female (N= 141) Total (N= 318)

Stature 161.05 ± 5.61 150.01 ± 5.15** 156.15 ± 7.71
Weight 56.17 ± 7.56 49.58 ± 8.44** 53.69 ± 8.76
Body Mass Index 21.98 ± 2.79 22.04 ± 3.42 22.01 ± 3.08
Basal Metabolic Rate 1325.77 ± 140.49 1120.98 ± 150.79** 1234.97 ± 177.15
Body Fat Percent 18.97 ± 4.51 27.15 ± 3.99** 23.06 ± 4.25
Sum of Skinfold 17.02 ± 4.29 17.78 ± 6.54 17.36 ± 4.68
Systolic Blood Pressure 123.75 ± 14.11 120.38 ± 15.54* 122.25 ± 14.83

Diastolic Blood Pressure 78.5 ± 10.18 77.58 ± 10.74 78.09 ± 10.42

Physical activity level*

Vigorous 132(74.58%) 50(35.46%) 182(57.23%)
Moderate 34 (19.21%) 89(63.12%) 123(38.68%)
Sedentary 11(6.21%) 2(1.42%) 13(4.09%)
Smoking/Tobacco chewing*

Yes 109(61.58%) 6(4.26%) 115 (36.16%)
No 68(38.42%) 135(95.74%) 203 (63.84%)
Alcohol consumer* 95(53.67%) 1(0.71%) 96 (30.19%)
non-consumer 82(46.33%) 140(99.29%) 222 (69.81%)
Resting time
≤ 1 hours 22(12.43%) 23(16.31%) 45 (14.15%)
≤ 3 hours 78(44.07%) 59(41.84%) 137 (43.08%)
> 3 hours 53(29.94%) 48(39.04%) 101 (31.76%)
> 6 hours 24(13.56%) 11(7.8%) 35 (11.01%)
Note. Here, * p<0.05, ** p<0.001 when compared to the mean values of male and female. P values were obtained by independent samples t 
test for anthropometric and physiological variables and chi square test for behavioural data.
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Of the total 19.77% males who were found to be hypertensive, 68.57% are vigorously active, 
which is higher than the females, where 35% of the total 14.18% hypertensive females are vigorously 
active in most days in a week (Table 3). As adult Wancho females were mostly involved in moderate 
intensity activity in a week (63.12% vs 19.21% males; Table 1), the higher proportion of females 
(65%) in the moderate intensity physical level are found to be hypertensive than males (22.86%). 
Similarly, 72.6% males who are at risk of hypertension are vigorously active in most days, whereas, 
the highest propotion of females, i.e. 55.56% who are at risk of hypertension, are moderately active 
in most days in a week.

Table 2: Distribution of adult Wanchos according to blood pressure categories

Sex Normoteive Prehypertensive
Hypertensive 

Stage I Stage II Total

Male (N 177) 69
(38.98%)

73
(41.24%) 29 (16.38%) 6 

(3.39%)
35

(19.77%)

Female (N 141) 76
(53.9%)

45
(31.91%) 15 (10.64%) 5 

(3.55%)
20

(14.18%)

Total (N 318) 145
(45.6%)

118
(37.11%) 44 (13.84%) 11 

(3.46%)
55 

(17.3%)
Note. Blood pressure levels are significant at the level of 5% between the sexes.

Table 3: Distribution of Physical Activity as per Blood pressure of the adult Wanchos

Sex Blood pressure 
categories Vigorous Moderate Sedentary Total

Male (N 177)

Normotensive 55(79.71%) 12(17.39%) 2(2.9%) 69(38.98%)
Prehypertensive 53(72.6%) 14(19.18%) 6(8.22%) 73(41.24%)

Hypertensive
Stage1 20(68.97%) 7(24.14%) 2(6.9%) 29(16.38%)
Stage2 4(66.67%) 1(16.67%) 1(16.67%) 6(3.39%)

Female (N 141)

Normotensive 24(31.58%) 51(67.11%) 1(1.32%) 76(53.9%)
Prehypertensive 19(42.22% 25(55.56%) 1(2.22%) 45(31.9%)

Hypertensive
Stage1 5(33.33%) 10(66.67%) 0 15(10.64%)
Stage2 2(40%) 3(60%) 0 5(3.55%)

Table 4: Distribution of Physical Activity level as per Waist-Height Ratio of the adult Wanchos

WHtR status Sex N
Vigorous Moderate Sedentary Total

N % N % N % N %

Normal

Male 177 115 78.23 25 17.01 7 4.76 147 83.05

Female 141 37 38.54 58 60.42 1 1.04 96 68.09

Total 318 152 47.80 83 34.16 8 3.29 243 76.42

At Risk

Male 177 16 53.33 9 30 5 16.67 30 16.95

Female 141 13 28.89 31 68.89 1 2.22 45 31.91

Total 318 29 38.67 40 53.33 6 8 75 23.58

To see the association of different physiological and behavioural variables with the blood pressure 
levels among the adult Wanchos, Pearson’s correlation coefficient test was applied (Table 5). Blood 
pressure is found to be positively and significantlly associated with BMI, smoking/ chewing tobacco 
and alcohol consumption, of which is smoking/ chewing tobacco is found to be having the strongest 
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association with blood pressure levels. Apart from this, Physical activity level is found to be negatively 
associated with BMI and the cardio-metabolic risk factors defined by WHtR, which clearly suggests 
that those who are more active are less likely to have cardio-metabolic risk factors. Similarly, smoking/ 
chewing tobacco and alcohol consumption also have a negative correlation with the cardio-metabolic 
risk factors defined by WHtR. Basal Metabolic Rate is found to be significantly associated with BMI, 
daily total energy expenditure, cardio-metabolic risk factors defined by WHtR, body fat per cent, sum 
of skinfold, sedentary/resting time, smoking/chewing tobacco and alcohol consumption. 

Taking blood pressure levels as dependent variable, the linear regression test was applied to see 
the predictabilty of physiological and behavioural variables (Table 6). The cumulative effect of all the 
covariates can not be reckoned as strong predictor of the variability in blood pressure levels among 
the adult Wanchos (overall 7.7% chances of association with bood pressure). However, among all the 
covariates only body fat per cent and smoking/chewing tobacco can be taken as statistically significant 
predictors of blood pressure levels.

Table 5: Pearson’s correlation coefficient between the different variables

BMR BMI TEE BP WHtRs PHY BFP SS ST SMK/T ALCH
BMR 1 0.624** -0.246** 0.107 0.250** 0.030 -0.185** 0.274** 0.192** 0.352** 0.401**

BMI 1 -0.044 0.143* 0.686** -0.138* 0.577** 0.416** 0.069 -0.031 0.015
TEE 1 -0.008 -0.082 0.557** 0.196** -0.235** -0.398** -0.057 -0.110*

BP 1 0.098 0.003 0.088 0.001 -0.014 0.164** 0.139*

WHtRs 1 -0.227** 0.571** 0.342** 0.081 -0.176** -0.140*

PHY 1 -0.234** -0.254** -0.255** 0.221** 0.143*

BFP 1 0.281** -0.118* -0.452** -0.453**

SS 1 -0.014 -0.110 -0.125*

ST 1 0.163** 0.197**

SMK/T 1 0.681**

ALCH                     1
Note. **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level, *. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level, BMR= Basal Metabolic Rate, BMI= Body 
Mass Index, TEE= total energy expenditure, BP= blood pressure level, WHtRs= Waist-Height Ratio status, PHY=physical activity levels, BFP= 
Body Fat Per cent, SS= sum of skinfold, ST= sedentary/resting time, SMK/T= smoking/chewing tobacco and ALCH= alcohol consumption.

Table 6: Adjusted linear regression between BP and other variables

Standardized Coefficients Sig. R2

WHtR 0.033 0.683
PHY 0.009 0.894

.077

SS -0.072 0.265
ST -0.075 0.227

SMK/T 0.192 0.014
ALCH 0.101 0.208
BMR 0.130 0.350
BMI -0.104 0.556
TEE -0.069 0.383
BFP 0.313 0.027

Dependent Variable: BP
Note. Here, BMR= Basal Metabolic Rate, BMI= Body Mass Index, TEE= total energy expenditure, BP= blood pressure level, WHtRs= 
Waist-Height Ratio status, PHY=physical activity levels, BFP= Body Fat Per cent, SS= sum of skinfold, ST= sedentary/resting time, SMK/T= 
smoking/chewing tobacco and ALCH= alcohol consumption.
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Discussion

Hypertension is one of the major health issues in the developing countries according to the 
WHO (2008). India, being a developing country, is not a divergent case in this regard. The problem 
of hypertension is not limited to only urban areas but studies have shown a significant amount of 
prevalence in rural areas as well (Simon et al. 2017, Khanam et al. 2015, Chanak and Bose 2019). In 
the present study, the sample not only belongs to a rural remote area but also is sparsely distributed 
in a large hilly terrain, which effortlessly makes their each and every bodily movement much harder 
and labour intensive than those living in the plains. Considering all this, the Wanchos of the present 
study showed an overall 17.3% hypertension prevalence, which can not be just considered a benign 
trend. A study conducted among female Filipino workers (Lu 2008), whose work profile includes 
heavy lifting, prolonged standing, highly repetitive work, also showed a positive relationship between 
physical activity and hypertension. This study showed that excessive work was associated with poorer 
health, dissatisfaction with life, poor recuperation from fatigue, and hypertension. Although in the 
present study there is no strong association between blood pressure and physical activity, it can not be 
denied that 57.23% adults were mostly vigorously active and of them 38.67% were at risk of cardio-
metabolic diseases as detected by Wasit-Height Ratio and of the total 37.11% (total prehypertensive 
proportion), who were specifically at risk of hypertension, 72.6% males and 42.22% females are 
vigorously active in most days in a week.

A study among the rural Bengalee adults (Chanak and Bose 2019) central obesity parameters showed 
a higher female proportion at risk than male (WHtR showed 73.7% vs 44.2%). Similarly, prevalence of 
hypertension was also found to be higher among the females than males (52.5% vs 27.3%). However, 
in the present study although the central obesity parameter has shown a higher prevalence of cardio-
metabolic risk among the females (31.91% vs 16.95%), prevalence of hypertension found to be higher 
among the males (19.77%) than the females (14.18%). Like the prevalence of hypertension, the risk 
of hypertension is also higher among the Wancho males than females (41.24% vs 31.91% in the 
prehypertensive category). Similar to the Filipino study of moderate to vigorous occupational physical 
activity (Lu 2008), where vigorous physical activity was positively correlated with hypertension, it 
could be reckoned that the Wancho adult males are more at the risk of hypertension since they are 
comparatively more vigorously active than the females (74.58% vs 35.46%). Similarly, among the 
males highest number of hypertensive (68.97% at stage 1 and 66.67% at stage 2) and prehypertensive 
(72.6%) adults are found to be vigorously active in most days in a week. Ali et al. (2018) also found 
a higher prevalence of hypertension among males (12.1%) than females (3.4%) among Bangladeshi 
adults. They suggested that this sexual variation between male-female groups may depend on age, food 
habits, physical exercise, dietary salt intake and smoking status. They also found systolic and diastolic 
blood pressure positively associated with smoking. In the present study as well, smoking/chewing 
tobacco and alcohol consumption were found to be positively and significantly associated with blood 
pressure. Since a very low percentage of females were found to be either in the smoking/chewing 
tobacco and alcohol consumption category, an overall less percentage of females were found in the 
hypertensive category, as well as in the prehypertensive category. This proves that smoking/chewing 
tobacco and alcohol consumption are significant risk factors of hypertension among the Wanchos.

BMI is also a very important factor associated with hypertension. Studies have talked about the 
association between blood pressure and BMI which is positive in the general population and in tens 
of thousands of subgroups, suggesting that the trend of increasing BMI will be associated with the 
prevalence of hypertension across nearly all segments of the population (Linderman et al. 2018). 
Hu et al. (2004) addressed both independent and joint association of physical activity and BMI for 
risk of hypertension. Studies in this field of association of physical activity and hypertension are very 
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scant and inconsistent. It’s very difficult to ascribe differences in blood pressure between the most 
and least fit or active, which rarely exceeds after controlling for confounding factors such as age and 
body size. Therefore, longitudinal intervention studies are more appropriate to assess the effect of 
physical exercise on blood pressure (Fagard 1999). In the present study as well, BMI was found to be 
significantly correlated with blood pressure, proving BMI as one of the risk factors of hypertension 
among the Wanchos. Gogoi and Begum (2018) in their study among the Ahoms of Assam also found 
a significant relation between BMI and blood pressure.

Considering physical activity as a risk factor of hypertension, studies have been made specifically 
to look into the different dimensions of physical activity. Studies have proved that only leisure time 
vigorous to moderate physical activity (or intentional exercise) can act as a preventive measure for 
hypertension. Huai et al. (2013) suggested an inverse relationship between levels of recreational 
physical activity and risk of hypertension. However, no evidence of association was found in between 
high or moderate level occupational physical activity and developing hypertension. Contrary to this, 
Ali et al. (2018) and Luke et al. (2004) found a positive and significant association between BMR and 
systolic and diastolic blood pressure, which is completely opposite to the well documented inverse 
relationship between physical activity and blood pressure. In the present study BMR was not found to 
be significantly associated with blood pressure. However, BMR is positively and significantly correlated 
with the overall cardio-metabolic risk factors among the Wanchos. The interesting fact here is that, 
as the daily total energy expenditure increases among the adult Wanchos, their BMR or resting time 
energy expenditure decreases. This perhaps suggests an indirect relationship between blood pressure 
and BMR, i.e. those who are least active (less daily total energy expenditure) have significantly higher 
Basal Metabolic Rate and this in turn is again positively associated with BMI and finally this leads to 
developing hypertension. 

Conclusion

A number of risk factors are found to be having significant association with blood pressure 
among the adult Wanchos. BMI, smoking/chewing tobacco and alcohol consumption are important 
risk factors of hypertension. However, physical activity levels perhaps work as an indirect factor in 
developing hypertension, with BMR and the daily total energy expenditure. Males are not only 
more prevalent in the hypertensive category, but also are at higher risk of hypertension than females. 
However, the central obesity parameter among the adult Wanchos has shown more females at overall 
cardio-metabolic risk. Wanchos being a very hard working population with more than half of them 
involved in vigorous intensity physical activity in most days in a week, have shown sexual differences in 
terms of those who are at cardio-metabolic risk. Most females, who are at risk, are mostly moderately 
active in a week, while most vigorously active males suffer a lower risk of cardio-metabolic diseases. 
However, these vigorously active males are more at risk of hypertension, which again brings about 
different sets of questions and assumptions about the association between physical activity levels and 
the overall health of adult Wanchos.
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 Introduction

 Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus (T2DM) is a chronic condition due to the raised levels of glucose in 
the blood because the body cannot produce insulin or insulin efficacy (IDF Diabetic Atlas, 2019). 
It creates global health problems that affect the life quality of an individual, and in general increases 
economic health burden. The global prevalence of T2DM was estimated at around 366 million in 
2030 by World Health Organization (WHO) and the largest increase of T2DM will be in the Indian 
population by 2030 (Raza et al.,2012). The aetiology of T2DM combines both genetic and lifestyle 
or environmental factors (Sharma et al., 2013)

Alcohol consumption is one of the important risk factors of T2DM in one’s lifestyle. The effects 
of alcohol on diabetes through its contribution to the excess caloric intake and obesity, induction 
of pancreatitis, disturbance of carbohydrate and glucose metabolism, and impairment of liver 
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The risk of T2DM has been proliferated with help of modifiable (smoking, alcohol 
consumption) and non-modifiable (hypertension, family history of hypertension) risk factors. The 
magnitude of risk varied in different populations. The present study was conducted to understand 
the association between T2DM with smoking, alcohol consumption, hypertension and family 
history of hypertension among the Bengalee Hindu caste population. The present study consisted 
of 104 clinically diagnosed Type 2 diabetes mellitus male patients (age range-23-80 years) and 
176 apparently healthy males (age range 18-79 years) denoted as the control group from an 
endogamous linguistic group (Bengalee Hindu caste population). Purposive sampling method 
was used to collect the data. Data on alcohol consumption, smoking habit, hypertension and 
family history of hypertension have been collected by pretested prepared schedule. Statistical 
analysis was performed in appropriate places using (IBM SPSS-25) software. No significant 
differences were observed in alcohol consumption and smoking habits between T2DM patients 
and the control group. However, significant differences (p=0.01) were observed in hypertension 
and family history of hypertension between T2DM patients and the control group. Hypertensive 
individuals ran a 2.583 times greater risk [OR=2.583 (1.570-4.250) associated with T2DM 
than normotensive individuals. Similarly, individuals with a family history of hypertension ran 
a 2.495 times greater risk [OR=2.495 (1.439-4.325) p=0.01], associated with T2DM than 
individuals without a family history of hypertension. These non-modifiable factors might enhance 
an additional risk for T2DM and create a health burden in that population.
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function (Kao et al.,2001). However, inconsistent results have been found in terms of the association 
between alcohol consumption and T2DM. (Djousse et al.,2007). The risk of T2DM increased in high 
consumption of alcohol. On the other hand, moderate consumption of alcohol has certain protective 
effects as well as no effects on T2DM. Furthermore, the effect of alcohol intake might be modified by 
sex (Dam, 2018). For example, the association between T2DM and alcohol consumption was only 
confined in males. In the case of females, no association has been reported (Carlsson et al.,2005). 

 Smoking is another habit-related risk factor for the development of T2DM. Tobacco smoke and 
tobacco products (cigars, pipes, and smokeless tobacco) contain many harmful and potentially harmful 
constituents (HPHC). These harmful constituents affect different organ systems and physiological 
processes in a tissue-specific manner. The association between smoking and T2DM was observed in 
past and current smokers irrespective of educational level, physical activity, alcohol consumption, and 
diet (Keith et al., 2016). In addition, T2DM risk increased with the number of cigarettes smoked 
(Chang, 2012). For example, heavy smokers (around 20 cigarettes daily) have a comparatively higher 
risk of T2DM followed by normal smokers (less than 20 cigarettes daily) and former smokers (Xie 
et al.,2009). β cells of pancreatic islets have neuronal nicotinic acetylcholine receptors(nAChRs). 
nAChRs play an important role in controlling the hormone release by β cells. For that reason, acute 
(60min) and chronic (48h) exposure to nicotine must decrease β cells insulin secretion.

The insulin resistance index was significantly increased among smokers after an hour of smoking. 
Smoking also reduced insulin-mediated glucose uptake by 10-40% among men smokers compared 
to non-smokers. Nicotine (HPHC) is more sensitive to impaired insulin action for reducing blood 
glucose levels through triggering free radical process among T2DM patients (Xie et al.,2009; 
Sliwinska-Mosson and Milnerowicz,2017). This process interferes with vascular homeostasis, which 
disturbs the proper functioning of the vascular endothelium and increases inflammation or oxidative 
stress for damaging β-cell function (Sliwinska-Mosson and Milnerowicz,2017), loss of β-cell mass and 
increased β-cell apoptosis. This apoptosis may lead to the development of postnatal dysglycemia and 
obesity. Therefore, hyperglycemia and dyslipidemia including low HDL cholesterol and postprandial 
lipid intolerance were higher among smokers due to disorders of glucose and lipid metabolism (Xie et 
al.,2009). Smokers have a lower BMI and higher abdominal fat accumulation due to a higher energy 
expenditure and lower appetite. However, abdominal obesity is associated with insulin resistance and 
progression of T2DM. Smokers with presence of abdominal obesity might also have an additive risk 
of T2DM (Diabetes care, 2014). Smokers with T2DM have higher insulin and C-peptide responses 
against oral glucose load (Chang, 2012). Higher glycated hemoglobin (HbA1c) levels and severe 
hypoglycaemia were observed in smokers with T2DM (Nagrebetsky et al., 2014). Furthermore, the 
exposure pattern of smoking among T2DM patients differed as regards race/ethnicity due to smoking 
trends (Keith et al., 2016). The risk of cardiovascular events and deaths increased the risk of death 
by 48%, coronary heart disease, by 54%, stroke, by 44% and myocardial infarction, by 52% among 
smokers with T2DM (Nagrebetsky et al., 2014). 

Hypertensive patients with diabetes also had four-fold greater risk of cardiovascular disease 
compared to non-diabetic normotensive controls (Lastra et al.,2014; Kim et al.,2015). Hypertension 
and diabetes simultaneously co-occurred and found to share a common risk factor (Kim et al.,2015). 
Hypertension is associated with an elevated risk of developing T2DM (Yamamoto-Honda et al., 2017). 
Moreover, a family history of hypertension is also associated with insulin resistance. (Yamamoto-
Honda et al., 2017).

The discrepancy of results has been obtained in terms of association between T2DM with lifestyle 
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related risk (smoking and alcohol consumption), hypertension and family history of hypertension. On 
this background, the present study is to understand the association between T2DM with smoking, 
alcohol consumption, hypertension and family history of hypertension among the Bengalee Hindu 
caste population. 

Materials and Methods

The Present study consisted of 104 clinically diagnosed Type 2 diabetes mellitus male patients and 
176 apparently healthy males denoted as the control group from Bengalee Hindu caste population of 
West Bengal, India, an endogamous linguistic group. The age ranging from 23-80 years for T2DM 
patients and 18-79 years for the control group respectively. Purposive sampling method was used 
to collect the data. Data on alcohol consumption, smoking habit, hypertension and family history 
of hypertension have been collected by pretested prepared schedule. The study was approved by the 
institutional Ethical Committee (Ref No. 009/17-18/1682 dated-30/11/2017). Statistical analysis was 
performed using (IBM SPSS-25) software. Chi square was performed to understand the association 
of smoking and alcohol consumption, hypertension and family history of hypertension with T2DM. 
Simultaneously, odds ratio was obtained from subsequent analysis.   

Results
Table-1 Distribution of alcohol consumption among the control group and T2DM patients

Variables Status Control Group
(n=176)

T2DM patients
(n=104)

OR (95% CI)

Alcohol Consumption Yes 15 (8.5) 11 (10.6) 1.270 (0.560-2.879) 
p=0.56No 161 (91.5) 93 (89.4)

No significant differences were observed in alcohol consumption between T2DM patients and the 
control group (Table-1).

Table -2 Distribution of smoking habits among the control group and T2DM patients 

Variables Status Control Group
(n=176)

T2DM patients
(n=104)

OR (95% CI)

Smoking
habits

Yes 39 (22.2) 19 (18.3) 0.785 (0.426-1.447) p=0.43
No 137 (77.8) 85 (81.7)

 No significant differences were observed in smoking habit between T2DM patients and the 
control group (Table-2).

Table-3 Distribution of hypertension status and family history of hypertension among the control group and T2DM patients.

Variables Status Control Group (n=176) T2DM patients (n=104) OR (95% CI)

Hypertension Yes 64 (36.4) 62 (59.6) 2.583 (1.570-4.250) 
p=0.01No 112 (63.6) 42 (40.4)

Family History of 
hypertension

Yes 33 (18.8) 38 (36.5) 2.495 (1.439-4.325) 
p=0.01No 143 (81.2) 66 (63.5)

  In Table-3, significant differences (p=0.01) were observed in hypertension and family history 
of hypertension between T2DM patients and the control group.  Hypertensive individuals showed 
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a 2.583 times greater risk [OR=2.583 (1.570-4.250) associated with T2DM than normotensive 
individuals. Similarly, individuals with a family history of hypertension ran a 2.495 times greater risk 
[OR=2.495 (1.439-4.325) p=0.01] associated with T2DM than individuals without a family history 
of hypertension.

Discussion

Alcohol consumption and smoking are modifiable risk factors of T2DM. Lifestyle modifications 
reduce the risk of T2DM due to these modifiable risk factors. In the present study, there was no 
evidence of T2DM risk associated with alcohol consumption. The present study corroborates earlier 
works among US adults, where moderate alcohol consumption did not increase the risk of T2DM 
(Kao et al.,2001). Similar findings have been obtained among people in Auckland in terms of no 
association between alcohol consumption and T2DM (Metcalf et al.,2014). Contrary to previous 
findings, high alcohol consumption increased the risk of T2DM among Finnish women (Carlsson 
et al., 2005) and Korean men (Lee et al.,2017). Light and moderate alcohol consumption were 
also associated with T2DM among US elderly adults (Djousse et al., 2007). Therefore, US male 
physicians and Korean men have a decreased risk of T2DM associated with light to moderate alcohol 
consumption (Ajani et al.,2000; Lee et al.,2017). Similarly, the risk of T2DM was inversely associated 
with alcohol consumption in Chinese men (Shi et al.,2013).

Moreover, the present study showed no association between smoking and T2DM, contrary to the 
present study, where smoking is associated with T2DM among Chinese men and people of Trondheim, 
Norway (Carlsson et al.,2005; Lee et al.,2017).

 High Blood pressure/ hypertension is another risk factor for T2DM. The risk of T2DM was 
significantly higher among hypertensive individuals compared to normotensive individuals of the 
Bengalee Hindu Caste group.  Similarly, hypertensive Korean individuals run a greater risk of T2DM 
compared to normotensive Korean individuals (Kim et al.,2015). 

A family history of hypertension also increased the risk of T2DM among the Bengalee Hindu 
caste group. Individuals with a family history of hypertension ran a 2.5 times greater risk compared 
to those without a family history of T2DM.   The present study corroborates earlier work in Japanese, 
where a family history of hypertension is the accelerated onset of diabetes at younger age (Yamamoto-
Honda et al., 2017). Moreover, a family history of hypertension is significantly higher in diabetic 
nephropathy patients of China compared with controls (Ma et al., 2019).

The etiology of T2DM is associated with various risk factors. Lifestyle-related risk (smoking and 
alcohol consumption) was not any independent effect on T2DM. However, hypertension and a family 
history of hypertension have a certain impact on T2DM progression.  Those unalterable factors might 
enhance an additional risk for T2DM and create a health burden in that population.
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Introduction

Anaemia, one of the most common and widespread nutritional deficiency disorders in the 
world has major consequences on human health, economic and social development (WHO, 2011; 
Chaparro & Suchdev, 2019). The World Health Organization (WHO, 2014) defines anaemia as “a 
condition in which the number and size of red blood cells, or the haemoglobin concentration, fall 
below an established cut-off value, consequently impairing the capacity of the blood to transport 
oxygen around the body”. Women in the reproductive age group, especially pregnant women, are 
more vulnerable to anaemia because they have a dual iron requirement for their own growth and the 
growth of the foetus, therefore, proper intake is necessary for a healthy pregnancy (WHO, 2014; 
Bulliyya 2004, Lee et al., 2006). The most common cause of anaemia worldwide is iron deficiency, 
resulting from a prolonged negative iron balance, caused by an inadequate dietary iron intake or 
absorption, increased needs for iron during pregnancy or growth periods, and increased iron losses 
as a result of menstruation and helminth (intestinal worms) infestation. Other important causes of 
anaemia include infections, nutritional deficiencies and genetic disorders including sickle cell and 
thalassemia (Stevens et al., 2013; WHO, 2014). Anaemia causes adverse consequences on maternal 
and child health outcomes such as low birth weight, neonatal and maternal morbidity (Agarwal et al., 
2006; Balarajan et al., 2011; Goli & Arokiasamy, 2014; Singh et al., 2014). It has also been reported 
that iron deficiency anaemia during pregnancy results in an increased risk of premature delivery, still 
births, spontaneous abortions, perinatal and neonatal mortality and many other health problems 
(Kaiser & Allen, 2008, Nair et al., 2016).  Anaemia reduces the individual’s well being, cause fatigue 
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Anaemia is the most common and widespread nutritional deficiency disorder in the world, 
especially among women in developing countries. In the present study an attempt has been 
made to assess the prevalence of anaemia among the Pnar women of Jowai town and the socio-
demographic factors associated with it. The data were collected from 719 married women 
of the reproductive age group (15-49 years) from Jowai town by following internationally 
accepted standards. Anaemia was present in 46.59% women, of which 36.86%, 8.90% 
and 0.83% were mild, moderate and severe, respectively. The findings of the present study 
further reveal that the prevalence of anaemia was higher among younger women, women 
with a higher number of live births, pregnant women, a lower number of ANC visits, a low 
educational level and those belonging to a low income group. Logistic regression analyses shows 
that socio-demographic factors like number of live births, pregnancy status, number of ANC 
visits, self reported morbidity, education of both mother and father, and household income, are 
significantly (p<0.05) associated with the prevalence of anaemia in the present population.
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and lethargy, and impairs physical capacity and work performance and the overall quality of life. India 
is among one of the countries with the highest prevalence of anaemia and accounts for 50% of global 
maternal deaths due to anaemia (Kumar, 2014).

Despite the rigorous efforts by the government to reduce the prevalence of anaemia in terms of 
free distribution of Iron Folic Acid (IFA) tablets and free advice on the nutritional requirements 
during pregnancy and lactation, the prevalence of anaemia in India as reported from National Family 
Health Survey-IV (NFHS-IV, 2015-16) is 53%, while that of Meghalaya is 52%, which is regarded 
the major public health problem (IIPS & ICF, 2017). Though India has been the first country to 
start National Nutritional Anaemia Prophylaxis Programme (NNAPP) since 1970 to control anaemia 
among pregnant women, a high prevalence of anaemia among pregnant women still persists, despite 
the availability of this effective, low cost intervention for prevention and treatment (Agarwal et al., 
1988). The prevalence of anaemia varies considerably according to population characteristics like age 
and socio-economic status, and bio-demographic factors like pregnancy and lactation (Bentley and 
Griffiths, 2003; Sharma et al., 2008; NFHS-IV, 2017). Several studies have reported that anaemia 
is significantly associated with the educational level and economic status (Soh et al., 2015; Kundap 
et al., 2016, Gogoi et al., 2016). Women from a lower socio-economic status were usually found to 
have a high prevalence of anaemia, as it is known to be associated with a number of factors, such 
high number of live birth, short birth interval, poor diet both in quality and quantity, lack of health 
and nutrition awareness. The data from the National Family Health Survey-IV (NFHS-IV, 2015-
16) has reported that anaemia is widely prevalent in all age groups, and particularly high among the 
vulnerable group of pregnant women aged 15-49 years, which was estimated to be around 50.3%. 
It also reported that anaemia was more common among women with no education and those who 
belong to a low economic status (IIPS & ICF, 2017). Therefore, the determination of factors that 
influence the occurrence of anaemia in a population is fundamental for the implementation of control 
measures. In view of this, the present study was undertaken to assess the prevalence of anaemia among 
the married Pnar women of reproductive age from Jowai town, and also to find out the various socio-
demographic factors associated with it.

Materials and methods

The present study was conducted among the Pnar women of Jowai town, West Jaintia Hills District, 
Meghalaya, India. The Pnar are one of the three indigenous tribal groups of Meghalaya, which follow a 
strong matrilineal kinship system and are also known to have one of the strongest matrilineal systems 
in the world. They occupy the Jaintia Hills which lie on the eastern part of the state of Meghalaya. 
Descent is through the female line; succession is also through the female line. Individuals trace their 
kinship identity to a particular lineage and clan. The Pnar are generally endogamous within the tribe 
but exogamous as far as the clans are concerned. The visiting husband system is practiced by the non-
Christian Pnar. However, it is gradually changing over time. The maternal uncle plays an important 
role in both the social and religious matters. Jowai is the Headquarter of West Jaintia Hills District 
and is situated at a distance of 64 KM (approx) from Shillong, which is the capital of Meghalaya. The 
data for the present study was collected from 719 married Pnar women belonging to the reproductive 
age groups (15-49 years) using a structured interview schedule. Information on socio-demographic 
factors such as age, age at marriage, number of live births, pregnancy status, education and household 
income were collected by filling up the schedule. Estimation on haemoglobin (Hb) content was done 
from 719 women by finger pricking methods using sterilized lancets and analyzed immediately using 
a portable haemoglobin testing system. The subjects were classified as mildly, moderately or severely 
anaemic based upon their haemoglobin level, following the international reference recommended by 
the WHO (2011). Anaemia was defined as haemoglobin content of <12g/dl among the non-pregnant 
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women and <11 g/dl among pregnant/ lactating women. Mild anaemia was defined as haemoglobin 
content of 10 –11.9 g/dl in non-pregnant women and 10-10.9 g/dl in pregnant women; moderate 
anaemia was defined as haemoglobin content of 7-9.9 g/dl and severe anaemia as haemoglobin content 
of <7 g/dl in both pregnant and non-pregnant women. The quantitative data were entered, sorted and 
analysis by using Excel and SPSS (statistical package for social sciences). First descriptive analyzes were 
carried out for each of the variables. In order to examine the factors associated with the prevalence of 
anaemia, a binary regression analysis has been carried out with anaemia as the dependent variables and 
set of independent variables have been employed.

Results

The Socio-demographic characteristics of the Pnar women of Jowai town are shown in the Table 
1. The majority (40.33%) of these women belong to the age group of 24-33 years, followed by 34-
43 years (37.41%) and the least is ≤ 24 years (6.82%). 42.48% of the women have 2-3 live births, 
30.80% have only one live birth and 26.72% have more than 3 live births. Out of 719 married 
women in the age group 15 to 49 years, around 5.01% were found pregnant and the rest (94.99%) 
were non-pregnant. Among them, 20.86% women reported to have health problems while 79.14% 
did not have health problems. Most women (37.97%) and their spouses (37.22%) studied up to the 
secondary level. Table 1 also shows that 49.24% of the women belong to the low income groups, 
followed by the middle income group (26.56%) and the high income level (24.20%).

Table 1: Socio-demographic characteristics

Particulars Number of women Percentage
Age groups (Years)
≤ 23
24-33
34-43
≥44

49
290
269
111

6.82
40.33
37.41
15.44

No. of  Live births
1
2-3
>3

219
302
190

30.80
42.48
26.72

Pregnancy status
Pregnant
Non-pregnant 

36
683

5.01
94.99

Self reported morbidity
Reported
Non-reported

150
569

20.86
79.14

Maternal Education
Primary
Secondary
Higher Secondary
Graduate & above

67
273
143
236

9.32
37.97
19.89
32.82

Paternal Education
Primary
Secondary
Higher Secondary
Graduate & above

77
214
105
179

13.39
37.22
18.26
31.13

Income groups
LIG
MIG
HIG

354
191
174

49.24
26.56
24.20
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Table 2 shows the prevalence of anaemia among the married women of Jowai town. It is found 
that out of 683 non-pregnant women, 54.47% are non-anaemic and 45.53% are anaemic; of which 
36.75% are mild anaemic, 8.05% are moderate anaemic and 0.73% are severe anaemic. It is also 
found that out of 36 pregnant women, 33.33% are non-anaemic and 66.67% are anaemic; of which 
38.89% are mild anaemic, 25.00% are moderate anaemic and 2.78% are severe anaemic. The table 
further reveals that the overall prevalence of anaemia among the study population is 46.59%, out of 
which 36.86% are mild anaemic, 8.90% are moderate anaemic and 0.83% are severe anaemic. Fig 1 
depicts the prevalence of anaemia among the married women of Jowai town and Fig 2 the severity of 
anaemia among the Pnar women.

Table 2: Prevalence of anaemia

Variables Non-pregnant women 
(N=683)

Pregnant women
(N=36)

Total
(N=719)

N % N % N %
Non-Anaemic (≥12 g/dl) 372 54.47 12 33.33 384 53.41
Mild Anaemia (10.0-11.9 g/dl) 251 36.75 14 38.89 265 36.86
Moderate Anaemia (7.0-9.9 g/dl) 55 8.05 9 25.00 64 8.90
Severe Anaemia (<7.0 g/dl) 5 0.73 1 2.78 6 0.83

*For pregnant women: mild anaemia 10.0-10.9 g/dl and non-anaemic ≥11 g/dl

Fig 1: Prevalence of anaemia among Pnar women

Fig 2: Severity of anaemia among Pnar women
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The Logistic regression analysis and Odd ratio (OR) of the socio-demographic factors associated 
with the prevalence of anaemia are given in Table 3. The odds ratio reveals that socio-demographic 
factors like number of live births, pregnancy status, number of ANC visits, self-reported morbidity, 
education of both mother and father, and household income are statistically significant (p<0.05) 
factors associated with the prevalence of anaemia among the married women of Jowai town. Findings 
from the analysis show that the women belonging to the age group ≤ 23 years are more proner to 
anaemia. Women with more than three children are more likely to be anaemic than women with one 
child or two to three children with the odds ratio at 2.04 (C.I. 1.37-3.02). The findings of the present 
study show that pregnant women are more likely to be anaemic as compared to non-pregnant women 
with an odd ratio at 2.39 (C.I. 1.18-4.86). Women with more than four ANC visits are less likely to 
be anaemic compared to those with less than or four ANC visits with odds ratio at 0.62 (0.45-0.86). 
Women with a reported morbidity are more likely to be anaemic as compared to women with non-
reported morbidity with an odd ratio at 2.74 (C.I. 1.88-3.99). Table 3 also shows that women who 
are graduate and above are less likely to be anaemic compared to the rest of the educational levels 
with odds ratios at 0.17 (C.I. 0.10-0.31). Women whose husbands have completed higher secondary, 
graduate and above are also less likely to be anaemic compared to the other educational levels. Women 
belonging to the high income group are less likely to become anaemic than the middle and low 
income group with odds ratios of 0.16 (C.I. 0.11-0.25). 

Table 3: Logistic regression analysis of socio-demographic factors associated with the prevalence of anaemia 

Variables Anaemic N Non-anaemic N Odd ratio (C.I. 95%) P value

Age (Years)
≤ 23 26 (53.06) 23 Reference

0.786
24-33 134 (46.21) 156 0.76 (0.41-1.39)
34-43 124 (46.10) 145 0.73 (0.40-1.35)
≥44 52 (46.85) 59 0.81 (0.41-1.59)
Number of live births
1 86 133 Reference

0.0012-3 136 166 1.23 (0.87-1.76)
>3 106 84 2.04 (1.37-3.02)
Pregnancy status
Non-pregnant 311 372 Reference

0.016
Pregnant 24 12 2.39 (1.18-4.86)
Number of ANC visits
≤ 4 109 87 Reference

0.005
> 4 224 297 0.62 (0.45-0.86)
Self-reported morbidity
Non-reported 235 334 Reference

0.000
Reported 100 50 2.74 (1.88-3.99)
Education of the mother
Primary 48 18 Reference

0.000
Secondary 161 112 0.63 (0.35-1.12)
Higher Secondary 57 86 0.28 (0.15-0.53)
Graduate & above 69 167 0.17 (0.10-0.31)
Education of the father
Primary 43 34 Reference

0.000
Secondary 124 90 1.01 (0.60-1.72)
Higher Secondary 35 70 0.38 (0.20-0.69)
Graduate & above 60 119 0.37 (0.21-0.64)
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Income groups
LIG 208 146 Reference

0.000MIG 93 98 0.68 (0.48-0.97)
HIG 34 140 0.16 (0.11-0.25)

Discussion

The findings of the present study reveals that the overall prevalence of anaemia among the married 
women in Jowai town is 46.59%, which is lesser than that of Meghalaya as well as India in general, 
as reported by the National Family Health Survey-IV (NFHS-IV, 2015-2016), which were estimated 
at 56.2% and 53%, respectively (IIPS & ICF, 2017). The prevalence rate of mild, moderate and 
severe anaemia in the present study is 36.86%, 8.90% and 0.83% respectively, which is much lower 
than the state statistics as reported by the NFHS-IV (2015-2016), which were estimated at 38.7%, 
16.1% and 1.4%, respectively. Prevalence rate of anaemia is much higher among the younger women. 
Women who have more live births are at higher risk of anaemia. Similar findings were reported by Dey 
et al., (2010) among women in Meghalaya, where the prevalence of anaemia was found the highest 
among the age groups of 20-24 years and those with an increasing number of children ever born. It 
is also observed that women with reported health problems are more likely to be anaemic than those 
with non-reported health problems. Women with more than four ANC visits are less anaemic than 
those with less than or equal to four ANC visits. A similar finding was reported by Namoijam et al., 
(2020) among women of Manipur, which indicates that women with more than five ANC visits are 
less anaemic. Findings of the present study show that pregnant women are more likely to be anaemic 
than non-pregnant women, which is in conformity with the earlier studies reported by the NFHS-
IV (2015-16), Dey et al., 2010 and Haloi & Limbu, 2013. Among Pnar women the proportion 
of anaemia was higher among the low educational level and the low economic status. The present 
findings are in conformity with the findings of the NFHS-IV (2015-16), which reported that anaemia 
was more common among the women with no education and those who belong to the lower socio-
economic status. The prevalence rate of anaemia declines steadily with an increased educational level 
and household income (IIPS & ICF, 2017). The logistic regression reveals that socio-demographic 
factors like number of live births, pregnancy status, number of ANC visits, self reported morbidity, 
educational status of mother and father and household income are significantly associated with the 
prevalence of anaemia. The present finding substantiates the results of other studies which document 
that the educational level and socio-economic status of the family are significantly associated with 
the mother’s anaemic status (Kansal et al., 2018; Gogoi et al., 2016; Dey et al., 2010; Haloi & 
Limbu, 2013, Namoijam et al., 2020). It may be concluded that women from a better socio-economic 
background have a better health status. 

Conclusion

In the present study the prevalence rate of anaemia among women in the reproductive age group 
(15-49 years) is 46.59%, and the majority has mild anaemia (36.86%). The highest rate of anaemia is 
found among the women of the age groups of ≤ 23 years and those with more than three live births. 
In the present study, it was also observed that the prevalence of anaemia was higher among women 
with a lower level of education and those belonging to a low economic status. From the findings of 
the present study it may be concluded that women belonging to a high socio-economic status are less 
anaemic. Overall, based on the findings of the present study, we emphasize on the importance of the 
varying effects of the socio-demographic factors in predicting anaemia levels of the women of Jowai 
town. Particularly, in a country where the fertility rate is still reasonably high, socio-demographic 
factors play a major role in influencing the prevalence of anaemia as well, which can be addressed 
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during antenatal and postnatal care in general through iron and folic acid consumption and dietary 
intake in particular. This study would like to bring to the attention of policy makers and regional 
administrators that they should make efforts to prevent and control anaemia through an effective 
campaign to motivate women and provide information about the importance of a mother’s good 
health and the impact it has on the family and society. 
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Introduction

Anaemia is a serious global public health problem that particularly affects young children and 
women. India continues to be affected by this serious health problem (Pal et al. 2014). As per the 
National Family Health Survey-4 (2015-2016) anaemia is widespread in India--58.6% of children, 
53.2% of non-pregnant women and 50.4% of pregnant women were found to be anaemic. According 
to the survey, about 40% of women are mildly anaemic, 12% are moderately anaemic, and 1% are 
severely anaemic. Hence, Sharma et al. (2018) noted “When over half of the women in the country 
suffer due to anaemia, the idea of ‘Health for All’ seems to be an illusion”.

According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2011), anaemia is a condition in which 
the number of red blood cells or the haemoglobin concentration within them is lower than normal. 
Sharma et al. (2018) noted ‘Various intermixed factors cause anemia but poor intake of nutrients 
and iron content in diet seem to be the ultimate reason behind it. Anemia is known to have 
disastrous implications on the health of particular groups like children, adolescent girls and women 
of reproductive age group’.

India is home to more than 243 million adolescents. Unfortunately, it is estimated that about 
56% of the adolescent girls are prone to aneamia (Dambal & Pannerselvam 2018). Adolescent girls 
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are particularly at high risk of malnutrition because of gender discrimination in distribution of, and 
access to, food within the family (Bhattacharya & Barua, 2013). Very often, in India, girls get married 
and pregnant even before the growth period is over, thus doubling the risk for anaemia (Upadhye et 
al. 2017). Besides, poor eating habits are a major public health concern among college and university 
students (Kannan and Ivan 2017, Singh et al., 2018). Similarly, Hanafi et al. (2013) noted ‘Faulty 
feeding habits could be attributed to the occurrence of iron deficiency anemia among young adults. 
The most prevalent habits accustomed in this age group include changing the main meals for snacks, 
skipping breakfast, reducing the intake of fruits and vegetables, and the increasing consumption of 
sodas and high calorie foods. These habits can result in iron deficiency and increase the risk of obesity’.

In this scenario, there is serious need to raise awareness of anaemia and anaemia-related health 
problems among adolescent girls. Since the large majority of adolescent girls are school and college 
goers, reaching them at an early impressionable age can lay a foundation for a better and healthy lifestyle. 
According to Sharma (2018:1) observed ‘The prevalence of anaemia decreases with schooling from 
56% among women with no schooling to 49% among women with 12 or more years of schooling’. 
Kakkar et al. (2011: 38) wrote ‘Improving the target population’s knowledge and awareness may 
increase compliance’. Hence, necessary interventional measures such as health education to adolescent, 
about various personal and environmental hygiene practices and maintaining a good balanced diet 
could significantly alter the health status of the adolescent and the society in total (Kumar et al. 2019).

Unfortunately, no attempts have been done to understand the prevalence of anaemia among 
adolescent girls in Arunachal Pradesh. According to the National Family Health Survey-4 (2016), 
anaemia is a major health problem in Arunachal Pradesh, especially among women and children. The 
survey noted “Forty percent of women in Arunachal Pradesh have anaemia, including 32 percent 
with mild anaemia, 8 percent with moderate anaemia, and 1 percent with severe anaemia. Anaemia is 
particularly high for women who are breastfeeding, but anaemia exceeds 35 percent for every group 
of women except those who are pregnant and those belonging to “other” religions. The proportion 
of women having anaemia is particularly high among other backward classes and those who do not 
belong to scheduled castes, scheduled tribes, or other backward classes” (NFHS, 2016: 21). This 
raises an alarming question, how the state fails to contain anaemia in the state. This question however 
demands a further investigation. In the present study an attempt has been made to get a clear idea 
of the different degree of anaemia among college students of the Dera Natung Government College, 
district Papumpare, Itanagar - Arunachal Pradesh and to draw out its correlation with their height and 
haemoglobin, weight and haemoglobin and height and weight.

Arunachal (the Land of Dawn) is located in the extreme north-eastern corner of India. It is 
bordered by Bhutan on the west, China (Tibet) on the north and north-east, Myanmar on the east 
and south-east and the States of Assam and Nagaland to its south. The State has a territory of 83,743 
square kilometer. It is the homeland for a large number of tribes that exhibit cultural heterogeneity in 
spite of having some common cultural and linguistic elements (Chaudhuri & Tayeng, 2015). Of the 
many communities, the more prominent ones (due to their numerical strength) are the Nyishi, Adi, 
Galo, Apatani, Mishmi, Tagin, Khampti, Khamiyang, Singpho, Tangsa, Nocte, Wangcho, Monpa, 
Sherdukpen, Aka, Bugun, Bangro, Yobin, Memba, Nah, Puroik, Meyor, Sartang and Miji.

Materials and Methods

The survey was conducted among 57 adolescent girls of the college. The study was conducted on 
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21st September 2019 as part of the  Poshan Abhiyaan 1 of Government of India at the Dera Natung 
Government College Itanagar, Arunachal Pradesh. The students under study were between the age 
group of 17-21 years. They came from different socio-economic, cultural background and geographical 
regions of the Arunachal Pradesh. The data were recorded in the proforma and privacy of data was 
strictly maintained to protect the  physical, mental and social integrity of participants. Age, height, 
weight and haemoglobin were recorded. The blood sample was taken from them with sterile needles 
and blood haemoglobin level estimated as per Dacie and Lewis (1975). All subjects were assessed for 
the  presence of anaemia using WHO criteria. Anaemia is established if the haemoglobin is below the 
cut off points as recommended by WHO (for adult males-13.0 gm/dl and for adult non-pregnant 
females-12.0 gm/dl). The observations were interpreted as per WHO criteria cut off directed by 
WHO which is given as below. Each student was directed for the measurement of height and weight 
to evaluate their nutritional status with the help of BMI according to cut off directed by WHO which 
is given below:

a) Measuring the prevalence rate of anaemia among college students using haemoglobin percentage 
as cut off value.

b) Comparing the nutritional status (Body Mass Index) with the prevalence of anaemia in college 
students.

C) finding the correlation between height and haemoglobin, weight and haemoglobin, and height 
and weight.
Table 1: Table showing the grade of BMI according to WHO

Nutritional Status BMI kg/m2

Severely  Underweight Less than 17.0
Underweight 17.0-18..5

Normal 18.5-24.9
Overweight 25.0-29.9

Table 2: Table showing the cutoff of anemia according to WHO

Symptoms Severity Haemoglobin Value (gm/dl)

Severe Anaemic <8.0
Moderate Anaemic 8.0-10.9

Mild Anaemic 11.0-11.9
Normal 12-14

Results
Table 3: Distribution of anaemia among college students (as per WHO criteria)

Symptoms severity No. of students Percentage

Severely anaemic 1 1.75%
Moderate anaemic 31 54.38%

Mild anaemic 14 24.56%
Normal 11 19.29%

1  Poshan Abhiyaan is India’s flagship programme to improve nutritional outcomes for children, adolescents, 
pregnant women and lactating mothers by leveraging technology, a targeted approach and convergence. It was 
launched by Prime Minister Narendra Modi in March 2018.
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In the present study, anaemia was observed in 46 (80.70%) students out of total 57 students. 
Anaemia was absent in the remaining 11(19.29%) students. Mild anaemia was observed among 14 
(24.56%) students, moderate anaemia in 31 (54.38%) and severe anaemia in only 1 (1.75%) student.

Table 4: Distribution of BMI among college students (as per WHO criteria)

BMI No. of students Percentage (%)
Severely Underweight 2 3.51%

Underweight 6 10.53%
Normal 44 77.19%

Overweight 5 8.77%
Total 57 100%

According to the  WHO standard of BMI, students are classified as severely underweight (BMI 
below 17.0), underweight (BMI 17.0- 18.5), normal (BMI18.5-24.99), and overweight (BMI greater 
than 25). The prevalence of underweight among 57 students was 6 (10.53%), while 44 (77.19%) had 
normal BMI, 2 (3.51%) had severely underweight and 5 (8.77%) were overweight (Table V).

Table 5: Prevalence of anaemia among students belonging to different nutritional level

Anaemia Underweight Severely 
underweight Normal Overweight Total

Present 5 (8.77%) 2 (3.50%) 33(57.89%) 5 (8.77%) 46(80.70%)
Absent 1 (1.75%) 0 (0.00%) 10(17.54%) 0 (0.00%) 11(19.29%)
Total 6 (10.52%) 2 (3.50%) 44(77.19%) 5 (8.77%) 57 (100%)

Cfr. Fig 1 (Correlation graph between haemoglobin and weight among students: r=0.04), Fig 2 
(Correlation graph between haemoglobin and height among students: r=0.01) and Fig 3 (Correlation 
graph between weight and height among students: r=0.41)

After the analysis it was found that anaemia was more prevalent in student with normal weight. 
The prevalence of anaemia among underweight student was 8.77% and in student with normal BMI 
was 57.89% and overweight has prevalence of 8.77% and severely underweight has prevalence of 
3.50%. As it is shown from the above calculation part that no correlation (r=0.04) is found between 
haemoglobin and weight of the students. When compared with height with haemoglobin there is no 
correlation is observed and the value of correlation is r=0.01. As it is shown in the table that there is 
correlation is (0.41) found between height and weight of the students.

Discussion

The present study shows that the prevalence of anemia was 80.70%. The present study revealed that 
anaemia is one of the biggest health problems among teenagers going to college. In the present study 
among the college students, there were moderate anaemia among 54.38% student followed by mild 
anaemia among 24.56% students but there was only 1.75% students having severe anaemia. Similar 
to our study, Sharma et al. (2018) who analyzed the data of NFHS-4 revealed that in India, “mild 
anemia was significantly high among women of age 15-24 along with moderate anemia in the same 
age group. Similarly, a study conducted by Shedole et al. (2017) on the prevalence of anaemia among 
urban and rural adolescent high school girls of Davangere, Karnataka found that the prevalence of 
mild, moderate and severe anaemia is 53.69%, 17.54% and 13.23%. A study carried out by Panyang 
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et al. (2018) on the prevalence of anemia among the women of the tea garden community of Assam 
also revealed a similar prevalence of severe anemia of 8.4% while moderate anemia accounts for 
91.6%. A study by Goyal et al. (2015) on the prevalence of anaemia among school adolescent girls in 
Haldwani, Nainital, found that 48.18% of adolescent girls were found to have a prevalence of mild, 
followed by moderate and severe anaemia among the study population. Again, a similar study, carried 
out among 371 adolescent girls in schools of Haldwani, Uttarakhand by Goyal and Rawat (2018), 
concluded that nearly half of the schools going adolescent girls are still suffering from mild, moderate 
to severe anaemia. A recent study by Kumar et al. (2019) on the prevalence of anaemia among tribal 
school going children found that the presence of anaemia was 11.21%. Among the identified cases of 
anaemia all of them were of the moderate type and no cases of severe anaemia were noted.

Apart from these studies, a number of studies were undertaken in many parts of India, for example, 
a study carried out among the tea tribe adolescent girls living in the Dibrugarh district of Assam in 
2013 by Mahanta et al. (2015) discovered that anaemia soared up to 96.3% among adolescent girls. 
Joshi and Kushawaha’s (2018) study on the prevalence & correlates of nutritional anaemia among the 
adolescent girls of Uttarakhand revealed that 83.18 % of them were anaemic. Kakkar et al. (2011), who 
carried out  their survey among the adolescent school girls of Bhopal, revealed a prevalence of anemia 
of 58.4% among the study participants. A study carried out among 300 adolescent girls in Nagpur in 
2017 by Upadhye et al. (2017) discovered a high prevalence of anaemic girls up to 90%. Deshpande et 
al.’s (2013) study on the prevalence of anemia in adolescent girls found that 60 percent were anaemic, 
18.4 percent mild, 41.3 percent moderate, and 0.4 percent suffered from severe anaemia. A study 
carried out by Melwani et al. (2018) on the prevalence of anaemia amongst adolescent girls residing 
in a selected slum of Bhopal city found that the overall prevalence of anaemia among adolescent 
girls was 57.65%. However, in contrast to our study, a study conducted by Vibhute et al. (2019) on 
the prevalence and awareness of nutritional anemia among 300 female medical students in Karad, 
Maharashtra found that only 28.6% were suffering from anaemia. Similarly, a study conducted by 
Patel et al. (2017) on the nutritional anemia status in adolescent girls in rural schools of Raipur, India 
revealed that 36.4% were found to be anemic. A study carried out by Atram et al. (2019) among 150 
medical students on the prevalence of anaemia, discovered that majority of students had a mild grade 
of anaemia.

In the neighboring country of Nepal, a study carried out by Gautam et al. (2019) on the prevalence 
of anemia in women of reproductive age reveals that 41% of women aged 15–49 years were anemic. 
In Bangladesh, a study carried out by Mistry et al. (2017) on anemia among adolescent girls in 
Bangladesh revealed that as many as 51.6% of adolescent girls were suffering from a form of anemia. 
In Pakistan, a study carried out by Jamali et al. (2016) on the prevalence of Iron Deficiency Anaemia 
in school and college students of the District Shaheed Benazirabad, Sindh Province, Pakistan found 
that 43.1% of the students were anaemic. More recently, a study conducted by Hassan et al. (2017) 
on the prevalence of iron deficiency anemia in adolescent girls from low income communities in 
Lahore revealed that anaemia was present in 68.8% of adolescent girls. A study carried out in Bhutan 
by Campbell et al. (2018) on the epidemiology of anaemia in children, adolescent girls, and women 
of reproductive age revealed that in all groups, anaemia prevalence was high. A study carried out 
by Hettiarachchi et al. (2006) on the prevalence and severity of micronutrient deficiency among 
adolescents in Sri Lanka revealed that the prevalence of iron deficiency anemia (IDA) was 24.6 % in 
males and 40.0 % in females (overall 33.9% for the age group). As far as Myanmar is concerned, a 
study conducted by Htet et al. (2013) on the influence of vitamin A status on iron-deficiency anaemia 
in anaemic adolescent schoolgirls in Myanmar found out that 30% of anaemia cases were due to iron 
deficiency.
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In the present study, it was found that anaemia is more prevalent among the students who have 
normal BMI. The prevalence of anaemia among underweight (BMI less than or equal to 18.5) was 
8.77% and normal (BMI18.85-24.99) of 57.89% and over weight (BMI more than or 25) have 
prevalence of 8.77%. A similar trend was observed in a study carried out by Agarwal et al. (2017) 
in their study of 344 medical and para medical students of the Rohilkhand Medical College and 
Hospital, Bareilly found the prevalence of anaemia among normal weight (31.92%) followed by 
underweight (27.02%), then in preobese (25.86%) while the least was among the obese (20.83%). A 
study conducted by Khan et al. (2018) on the undergraduate students of a medical college of Haryana 
also revealed that anaemia prevalence was significantly higher among underweight students (88.9%) 
compared to normal (54.2%) and overweight/obese (46%) students. Pandey and Singh’s (2013) study 
among medical students in a medical college, at Bilaspur, Chattisgarh, found that the prevalence of 
anemia among underweight (BMI below 18.5) was 60%, and normal (BMI 18.5 – 24.99) of 27.5% 
and overweight (BMI >25) have prevalence of 12.5%. A similar trend was reported by Pal et al. (2014) 
in their study of the prevalence of anaemia in relation to BMI among adult rural population of West 
Bengal, where the prevalence of anaemia was the lowest in the overweight and significantly higher 
prevalence was noted in normal groups and underweight group. This suggests that anemia prevalence 
decreases as the nutritional status of subject increases.

When we compared haemoglobin and weight of the students, we observed no correlation (r=0.04) 
between them. When compared height with haemoglobin, there is no correlation observed and the 
value of correlation is r=0.01. As it is shown in the fig. 3 that there is a correlation (0.41) found 
between height and weight of the students. Similar results were found in a study done by Chinchole 
and Najan (2017) as they found that there is no significant difference in the prevalence of anemia 
in different BMI groups. Saratha et al.’s (2010) study on the prevalence of Anaemia among young 
adult female students in a medical teaching institution in Pondicherry found that there was also no 
significant association between anaemia with height, weight and BMI. Joshi and Kushwaha’s (2018) 
study on the prevalence & correlates of nutritional anaemia among adolescent girls of Uttarakhand 
revealed no significant association between BMI and anaemia. Similarly a study conducted by 
Hanafi et al. (2013) on hemoglobin levels and body mass index among the preparatory year female 
students at Taibah University, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia found that there is no significant association 
between hemoglobin status (anemia) and BMI status among the studied population. Kannan and 
Achuthan (2017) noted that when grades of Body mass index were correlated with hemoglobin status, 
undernutrition showed a positive correlation and an inverse relationship in overweight and obese 
adolescent girls when age was controlled both in boys and girls, however none of the correlation 
showed significance to the levels of <0.05.

Conclusion

In the present study, the prevalence of anemia was found to be 80.70%. 24.56% subjects being 
mildly anaemic and 54.38% moderately anaemic while 1.75% suffered from severe anaemia. Most 
students had a mild grade of anaemia. BMI shows ahigher prevalence of anaemia among the normal 
weight people, followed by over-weight and under-weight. There is no significant difference in the 
prevalence of anemia in different groups of BMI. However, there is a correlation (0.41) found between 
height and weight of the students. However, further studies with a large sample size are needed to 
draw out the exact proportion of prevalence of anaemia, so that appropriate remedial measures can 
be taken.

Thus, this study highlights that adolescent college students are a vulnerable population and there 
is an urgent need for interventional programs at colleges. Most importantly, to reduce the level of 
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anaemia, frequent screening of the students for the presence of anemia and regular health checkups is 
mandatory in all the school and college students.

Recommendations

The general health of adolescent girls in Arunachal Pradesh still needs to be improved. The 
awareness regarding healthy eating habits and regular exercise has to be improved by conducting 
health education classes and awareness programs in colleges.

Acknowledgements
The authors are deeply indebted to all the students of Dera Natung Government College, Itanagar who participated 

in the study.
Funding
This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.
Informed Consent
Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants included in the study.
Conflict Of Interest
The Authors declares that there is no conflict of interest.



Prasanta Nanda et al. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 211-221 218

References
Agarwal A.K., Katiyar G.D., Mahmood S.E., Khan S., Sharma M. (2017). A cross sectional study of association of 

anaemia with BMI in medical and paramedical students. International Journal of Community Medicine and Public 
Health, 4: 4697-701.

Atram P.G., Atram G.G. (2019). Prevalence of anaemia, obesity and its effects on academic performance among medical 
students. Indian Journal of Applied Research, 9 (10): 40-42.

Bhattacharyya H, Barua A. (2013). Nutritional Status and Factors Affecting Nutrition among Adolescent Girls in Urban 
Slums of Dibrugarh, Assam. National Journal of Community Medicine, 4(1): 35-9.

Campbell R.K., Aguayo V.M., Kang Y. (2018). Epidemiology of anaemia in children, adolescent girls, and women of 
reproductive age in Bhutan. Maternal & Child Nutrition, 14(S4): 1-9.

Chinchole S.B., Najan A.B. (2017). Prevalence of anemia among medical students at medical college, Ambikapur, 
Chattisgarh. International Journal of Medical Science and Public Health, 6(9): 1442-1444.

Dacie J.V. and Lewis S.M. (1975). Practical Haematology. Edinburgh, New York: Churchill Livingston
Dambal S., Panneerselvam S. (2018). Anemia in Adolescent Girls. Asian Pacific Journal of Nursing, 5(1): 7-8.
Deshpande N.S., Karva D., Agarkhedkar S., Deshpande S. (2013). Prevalence of anemia in adolescent girls and its co-

relation with demographic factors. International Journal of Medicine and Public Health, 3: 235-9.
Gautam S, Min H, Kim H, Jeong H-S. (2019). Determining factors for the prevalence of anemia in women of reproductive 

age in Nepal: Evidence from recent national survey data. PLoS ONE, 14(6): 1-17.
Goyal N., Rawat C.M.S., Jha S.K. (2015). Prevalence of anaemia among school adolescent girls. Indian Journal of 

Community Health, 27(3): 398-401.
Goyal N., Rawat C.M.S. (2018). A study of anaemia and its correlates among adolescent girls in schools of Haldwani, 

India. International Journal of Research in Medical Sciences, 6: 3320-6.
Hanafi M.I., Abdallah A.R., Zaky A. (2013). Study of hemoglobin level and body mass index among preparatory year 

female students at Taibah University, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Journal of Taibah University Medical Sciences, 8(3): 
160–166.

Hassan F., Salim S., Humayun A. (2017). Prevalence and Determinants of Iron Deficiency Anemia in Adolescents Girls 
of Low Income Communities in Lahore, Annals of King Edward Medical University Lahore Pakistan, 23(2):116-125.

Hettiarachchi M., Liyanage C., Wickremasinghe R., Hilmers D.C., Abrams S.A. (2006). Prevalence and severity of 
micronutrient deficiency: a cross-sectional study among adolescents in Sri Lanka. Asia Pacific Clinical Nutrition, 
15(1): 56-63.

Htet M.K., Fahmida U., Dillon D., Akib A., Utomo B.,  Thurnham D.I. (2013). The influence of vitamin A status on 
iron-deficiency anaemia in anaemic adolescent schoolgirls in Myanmar. Public Health Nutrition, 17(10): 2325–2332.

World Health Organization. (2001). Iron Deficiency Anaemia Assessment, Prevention and Control, A guide for programme 
managers. From <https://www.who.int/nutrition/publications/en/ida_assessment_prevention_control.pdf>

Jamali, N.H., Mahesar, H. and Bhutto, M.A. (2016). Prevalence of Iron Deficiency Anaemia in School and College Going 
Students of District Shaheed Benazirabad Sindh Province, Pakistan. Open Journal of Blood Diseases, 6: 67-78.

Joshi D., Kushwaha A. (2018). Prevalence & correlates of Nutritional Anaemia among Adolescent girls of Distt. U. S. 
Nagar, Uttarakhand. European Journal of Nutrition and Food Safety, 8(4):348-360.

Kakkar R., Kakkar M., Kandpal S.D., Jethani S. (2011). Study of anaemia in adolescent school girls of Bhopal. Indian 
Journal of Community Health, 23(1): 38-40.

Kannan U., Achuthan A. (2017). Correlation of Hemoglobin concentration with Body Mass Index among medical 
students. Indian Journal of Clinical Anatomy and Physiology, 4(2):227-230.

Kannan B., Ivan E.A. (2017). Prevalence of anemia among female medical students and its correlation with menstrual 
abnormalities and nutritional habits. International Journal of Reproduction, Contraception, Obstetrics and 
Gynecology, 6: 2241-5.

Khan Z.A., Khan T., Bhardwaj A., Aziz S.J., Sharma S. (2018). Underweight as a Risk Factor for Nutritional Anaemia –A 
Crosssectional Study among Undergraduate Students of a Medical College of Haryana. Indian Journal of Community 
Health, 30(1): 63-69.

Kumar S.V., Ramalingam K. (2019). Intestinal parasitic infections and prevalence of anaemia among tribal school going 
children-a one year study. International Journal of Contemporary Pediatrics, 6:1893-7.

Mahanta T.G., Mahanta B.N., Gogoi P., Dixit P., Joshi V., Ghosh S. (2015). Prevalence and determinants of anaemia 
and effect of different interventions amongst tea tribe adolescent girls living in Dibrugarh district of Assam, Clinical 
Epidemiology and Global Health, 3: 85-93.

Melwani V., Dubey M., Khan A., Toppo M., Choudhary Y., Priya A. (2018). A study to assess the prevalence of anaemia 
amongst adolescent girls residing in selected slum of Bhopal city. International Journal of Community Medicine and 

https://www.who.int/nutrition/publications/en/ida_assessment_prevention_control.pdf


Prasanta Nanda et al. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 211-221 219

Public Health, 5: 1096-9.
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Government of India. (2017). India National Family Health Survey (NFHS4) 

2015–16. Mumbai: International Institute for Population Sciences
Mistry S.K., Jhohura F.T., Khanam F., Akter F., Khan S., Yunus F.M., Hossain M.B., Afsana K., Haque M.R., Rahman 

M. (2017). An outline of anemia among adolescent girls in Bangladesh: findings from a crosssectional study. BMC 
Hematology, 17 (13): 1-8.

National Family Health Survey (NFHS-4), India, 2015-16: Arunachal Pradesh. (2018). International Institute for 
Population Sciences (IIPS) and ICF. 2018. Mumbai: International Institute for Population Sciences

National Family Health Survey (NFHS-4), 2015-16: India. (2017). International Institute for Population Sciences (IIPS) 
and ICF. Mumbai: International Institute for Population Sciences

Pal A., De S., Sengupta P., Maity P., Dhara P.C. (2014). An investigation on prevalence of Anaemia in relation to BMI and 
nutrient intake among adult rural population of West Bengal, India Epidemiology Biostatistics and Public Health, 
11(2): 2-10.

Pandey S., Singh A. (2013). A cross sectional study of nutritional anemia among medical students in a medical college, at 
Bilaspur, Chhattisgarh, National Journal of Medical Research, 3(2): 143-146.

Panyang R., Teli A.B., Saikia S.P. (2018). Prevalence of anemia among the women of childbearing age belonging to the 
tea garden community of Assam, India: A community-based study. Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care, 7: 
734-8.

Patel S., Dhuppar P., Bhattar A. (2017). Nutritional Anemia Status in Adolescent Girls in Rural Schools of Raipur, India. 
Medical Chemistry, 7: 853-856.

Rai R.K., Fawzi W.W., Barik A., Chowdhury A. (2018). The burden of iron-defiiency anaemia among women in India: 
how have iron and folic acid interventions fared? WHO South-East Asia Journal of Public Health, 7(1):18–23.

Saratha A., Singh Z., Datta S.S., Boratne A.V., Senthilvel V.,  Joice S. (2010). Prevalence of Anaemia among Young Adult 
Female Students in a Medical Teaching Institution in Pondicherry, Indian Journal of Maternal and Child Health, 12 
(4): 1-8.

Sharma H., Singh S.K., Srivastava S. (2018). Major Correlates of Anemia among Women (Age 15-49) in India and Spatial 
Variation, Evidence from National Family Health Survey-4. Journal of Women’s Health Care, 7: 440.

Sharma, N.C. (2018). “Prevalence of anaemia sees little change over 10 years, shows survey”, livemint, 13 January, p-1.
Shedole D.T., Vidya G.S., Suryakantha A.H., Vijaykumar B. (2017). A comparative study on prevalence of anaemia 

among urban and rural adolescent high school girls of Davangere, Karnataka. International Journal of Community 
Medicine and Public Health, 4: 4638-43.

Singh V., Pandey P.T., Kislay, Devesh, Haider J. (2018). Study of Gender Correlation with Weight, Height, and BMI on 
Hemoglobin. International Journal of Physiology, 6(3): 143-147.

Upadhye J.V., Upadhye J.J. (2017). Assessment of anaemia in adolescent girls. International Journal of Reproduction, 
Contraception, Obstetrics and Gynecology, 6: 3113-7.

Vibhute N.A., Shah U., Belgaumi U., Kadashetti V., Bommanavar S., Kamate W.. (2019). Prevalence and awareness of 
nutritional anemia among female medical students in Karad, Maharashtra, India: A cross-sectional study. Journal of 
Family Medicine and Primary Care, 8: 2369-72.

WHO. (2015). The global prevalence of anaemia in 2011. Geneva: World Health Organization.
Yadavar, Swagata. (2019). “Improve Women’s Education, Health Services To Reduce India’s Anaemia Burden, World’s 

Highest”, IndiaSpend, 16 February, p.1.



Prasanta Nanda et al. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 211-221 220

Images

Fig 1: Correlation graph between haemoglobin and weight among students: r=0.04

Fig 2: Correlation graph between haemoglobin and height among students: r=0.01

in gm/dl

in gm/dl



Prasanta Nanda et al. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 211-221 221
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Introduction

Medicinal plants are those plants that are commonly used in treating and preventing specific 
ailments and diseases. According to Foster and Anderson (1978), “ethnomedicine denotes the totality 
of health knowledge, values, beliefs, skills, and practices of indigenous people, including all the 
clinical and non-clinical activities that relate to their health needs”. According to Sonowal and Barua 
(2011), “The practice of ethnomedicine by different ethnic groups to cure diseases and ailments bear a 
testimony to indigenous knowledge system”. Hughes (1968) preferred to understand ethnomedicine 
as the product of cultural development which is detached from the modern medicinal knowledge. 
Since traditional knowledge on the ethnomedicinal plant is transmitted across generations orally, such 
knowledge has gradually eroded due to a lack of records. The practice of medicine making has seen 
vast changes in areas, which were brought under large-scale agricultural activities that led to the loss 
of plant diversity. Moreover, anthropogenic activities like timber trades, developmental operations 
and large-scale collection of minor forest produce from the surrounding ecology have stimulated the 
shrinking of certain species of plants bearing curative properties. The elaborate traditional healthcare 
system has been reduced to treating common ailments as the herbal practitioners were forced to 
depend on the few species of plants that they cultivate at their backyard. 

Traditional medicine bears the potential to promote the development within modern pharmaceuticals 
(Raj et al., 2018). The age-old knowledge of plant-based remedies can be essential in the future and 
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With the current pace of globalisation and increased anthropogenic activities, forest resources 
are rapidly deteriorating. Consequently, the primary challenge to the forest fringe communities 
is the reduction of biodiversity and the gradual change in climatic conditions. Such societies 
are naturally dependent on the forest resources for their livelihoods and the use of medicinal 
plants remains crucial to their traditional healthcare practices. Keeping this in perspective, 
it has become essential to explore and identify the traditional ethnomedicinal knowledge and 
document the enriched, localised herbal remedies for the preservation of such information for 
the greater interest of human society. The present study reports the health consciousness of the 
Tai Khamti of Namsai district of Arunachal Pradesh and highlights their ethnomedicinal 
system. Data was collected through extensive fieldwork among herbal practitioners assisted by 
concrete case studies of patients and the author’s first-hand observation. The study stresses that 
perceptions of health and illness were closely associated with deities and evil spirits and hence 
involved magico-religious beliefs and spiritual practices. It was also found that the traditional 
knowledge of ethnomedicine has strengthened their hygiene practices and also promoted the 
health consciousness among the tribe.  
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more particularly in the developing nations where such information can be incorporated into the local 
healthcare system to achieve better curative success (Raj et al., 2018). Thus promoting research on 
these plants is crucial to safeguard such information for future societies for sustainable use and their 
conservation. The North-Eastern states of India comprise the country’s one-fourth of the green cover 
and the rich biodiversity enriches the tribal populations with formalised knowledge based on plant 
resources. Even in the age of modernisation, the resident tribes adhere to their traditional healthcare 
systems which significantly rely on the medicinal plant components for the treatment of diseases. 
Various scholars have attempted to document the indigenous healthcare practices of various tribes 
across the North-Eastern states (Sonowal and Barua, 2011; Das and Tag, 2005). This study follows 
from the existing research to add knowledge to the information base. This study aims to address the 
ethnomedical system of the Tai Khamti tribe who are immigrants of Arunachal Pradesh and belong 
to the great Tai race. The Tai stock was regarded to possess prosperous and formalised knowledge of 
herbal remedies which were prepared from both plants and animal parts. The traditional practices of 
the indigenous healers among the Tai Khamti were highly regarded not only within the community 
but also by other non-tribal communities from the neighbouring state of Assam. Considering the 
beneficial aspects of the age-old tradition in the prevention and cure of both minor and major ailments, 
the author has attempted to highlight the underlying practices and beliefs associated with the system. 
This study aimed to help future research in the same field at clinical level. 

Methods of the study

This study was conducted in four Tai Khamti villages namely, Chowkham, Kherem, Nalung and 
Momong under the Chowkham circle of the Namsai district in Arunachal Pradesh. The Khamti, 
belong to the great Tai race and were one of the oldest immigrants of North East India (1750-1850 
A.D.). According to Gogoi (1971), the Tai Khamti, had ther origin in Bar Khamti Long in Burma 
and the Yunnan province in China. The migration of the Tai Khamti to Burma took place around the 
13th century where they successfully established their kingdom at Bor Khamti or Putao in Myanmar. 
The Khamti villages in the Lohit frontier were the first batches of immigrants settled (Neog, 1971). 
They occupied the lowlands of the Lohit districts (now Namsai) comprising of river networks and 
dense forest. When we consider the Tai Khamti of North East India, they can be broadly divided 
into two main groups depending on their earliest locality, i.e. the Arunachal Khamti and the Assam 
Khamti. The latter group was a relocated population numbering around 1106 individuals residing in 
the Bihpuriya and Narayanpur regions of the Lakhimpur district of Assam. According to the 2011 
census, the total Tai Khamti population of Arunachal Pradesh was made of 24398, with males ranging 
to 12311 and females around 12087.

The study proceeded through a snowball sampling to identify the herbal practitioners across the 
settlements. This sampling procedure also helped to identify the users of herbal medicine. Extensive 
fieldwork was conducted for four months and elaborate case studies were recorded through interview 
methods. Pre-tested interview schedules were used to collect information about ethnomedicine, the 
types of plants used, their vernacular names, and dosage. Data on preparation methods, the season 
of availability and curative properties were recorded through interviews and in-depth discussions. 
Participant observation was handy while taking part in extracting medicinal plants and attending 
healing practices along with the traditional practitioners. The respondents were divided into two 
broad categories. The first category comprised members above thirty years of age, while the second 
category consisted of individuals between twenty to thirty years. This categorisation was helpful to 
analyse the differences in perception, as the age of a person played a significant role in their knowledge 
about traditional habits and modern alternatives. A total of two hundred and fifty respondents were 
selected randomly that included fifty-five traditional medical practitioners. 
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Objectives

This study aimed to understand the indigenous knowledge system pertaining to healthcare and 
herbal medicinal usage among the Tai Khamti. 

Results 

Perception of health

Individual differences existed within the community with regard to perceptions of health and 
illness. Such awareness was affected by differences in age, gender, and literacy. Among the Tai Khamti, 
illness or disease was customarily associated with the supernatural forces and their powers to inflict 
diseases. The most common consciousness regarding good health was determined by the frequency of 
certain activities that included taking sufficient rest, access to nutritious food, involvement in physical 
activities and maintaining clean surroundings across the household and ensuring community hygiene. 
The Tai Khamti believed that association with spiritual activities and performing charity can ensure 
their good health. Popular belief necessitates that each member follows the societal taboos and evading 
such restrictions would inflict illness on the concerned person or their family. 

The perception regarding the cause of diseases was not readily noticeable among the tribe since 
such ideas were intertwined with their traditional knowledge and were strictly guarded. However, 
in the course of the study, respondents narrated about the concept of the hot and cold condition of 
the human body as an indicator of illness, because such ailments and diseases were accredited to the 
fluctuations in the body temperature. Causes of illness were also attributed to the act of consuming 
something not suitable to the body of an individual, which may lead to indigestion, vomiting, allergy 
or stomach swelling. Another factor associated with health problems was the impurity in the blood. 
Such symptoms related to diseases caused by prolonged bad habits like excessive drinking, poor 
food habits, and unsocial sexual contacts. The entire process of treatment involved administering 
a medicine that bears opposite properties from that of the disease. For example, in case of excessive 
body temperature, medicinal preparations that induced cold were given. Their traditional knowledge 
system attributed different kinds of diseases like body ache, cold, stomach ache, dysentery, fatigue, 
indigestion, etc to the prevailing weather conditions. As such, these ailments were treated by either 
avoiding or switching to certain food that acted as a relief for seasonal ailments. The use of sirota and 
thekera mixed with drinking water was a common practice among the members to avoid different 
kinds of stomach related ailments. During the winter season, the villagers switched to using black 
pepper to maintain the internal body temperature. Among the Tai Khamti, they naturally tend to 
believe that disease and illness were caused by a supernatural being. The god invokes the disease as 
a reminder to the humans to perform their religious duties with utmost devotion and forces them 
to please and placates them to stay healthy. The evil spirits were also a reason behind the disease and 
illness and these sprits could also be used against a human being by others with the help of magico-
religious practices. Hence they avoided spaces that were believed to be the abode of evil spirits. They 
also believed that the transmission of disease might occur due to the consumption of non-seasonal 
fruits and changes in seasonal weather that lead to communicable diseases and other illnesses. 

Diseases and supernatural causes

As discussed above, the Tai Khamti strongly believed in the existence of malevolent spirits and 
supernatural agencies that can inflict diseases and illness on any individual or the community as a 
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whole. Diseases caused by such spirits might resemble common ailments, but in specific cases, the 
symptoms might vary and the complications could be more acute. Respondents narrated how patients 
possessed by evil spirits suffered from continuous fever for longer periods, developed unusual skin 
diseases and experienced psychological disorders. The Tai Khamti believed that such diseases could 
hardly be cured at the urban health centres and they granted authority to traditional practitioners, 
who they believed were knowledgeable to identify the symptoms and treat them accordingly. In case 
of diseases caused by evil spirits, the treatment may include providing basic plant-based medicine 
and in specific cases, such medicine could be assisted with magico-religious ceremonies, which were 
conducted in isolation and outsiders were refrained from participating. The traditional practitioners 
narrated about the use of mantras and verses derived from their Tai language and also from the 
Pali texts while performing the treatment. The experts might also recommend certain measures or 
prescribed duties to the patients that they needed to abide by during the treatment, which they 
believed would appease the spirits that were believed to have caused the disease. The common ailments 
caused by supernatural and evil spirits can be categorised under four major types:

Possessed by evil spirits: As the Tai Khamti beliefs go, the malevolent spirits resided on trees, 
deserted lakes, ponds, bamboos, paddy fields and even at crossroads. These abodes were regarded as 
sacred spaces and the villagers follow definite rules as they believe that the spirits can be raged and 
inflict disease at the slightest pretext. The Tai Khamti usually refrain from visiting the bamboo, paddy 
fields and ponds during noon time as they considered that the spirits were more active during such 
periods. The villagers were forbidden from urinating below big trees and violating such rules would 
attract diseases like miscarriage, paralysis, and mental disorder. In the case of ailments or possessions, 
the traditional practitioner was called upon, who identified the nature of the spirits through divination. 
Once the cause was ascertained, the expert administers the magico-religious performances and provided 
appropriate medicine. There existed the practice of providing sacred threads and amulets made out of 
leaves, animal parts that were to be tied to the patient body. During discussions, it was observed that 
many traditional practitioners considered that such practices of providing amulets were not customary 
to the Tai Khamti ethnomedicinal system and were rather influenced by the Assamese culture. 

Concept of evil eye: The Tai Khamti believed that every person had an evil power within her/
himself, and if any individual, coveted something possessed by others or passed negative comments 
with evil motives, the other individual might be hit by misfortune and gradual illness. The major types 
of ailments caused by the evil eye included diarrhea, weakness, lack of sleep, headache and continuous 
fever. Usually, children were regarded as the main victims of such evil powers and thus among the Tai 
Khamti, to protect the newborn from such persons, the umbilical cord was removed with the help 
of a sharp piece of split bamboo and was dug into the soil at the entrance of the house. In the case of 
adults, the traditional practitioners prepared holy water by chanting mantras which were then given 
to the patients to swallow and even sprinkled around the house and particularly at the main entrance.

Black magic: Like most other tribal communities of North East India, the Tai Khamti strongly 
believed in the practice of black magic. Various factors like remote localities, lack of development 
and awareness had been at the core for the prevalence of such a belief system. According to them, the 
disease caused by black magic could inflict intolerable pain on the patient and might lead to mental 
disorders or even deaths. There were two major ways by which black magic could be inflicted on any 
individual. In the first one, the targeted person was induced to eat with something polluted with black 
magic, which they believed cannot be digested and could cause a long-duration ailment if not treated. 
In the second one, the sorcerer gets hold of certain personal items of the concerned person like hair, 
clothes, etc, and then performs the black magic onto it. As a consequence, the owner of the items 
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suffers from various incurable diseases. In every of the two cases, villagers refrained from consulting 
modern medical practitioners and approached the traditional medicine man. Respondents narrated 
that only counter magico-religious treatments could heal such sufferings, otherwise it might turn 
fatal. Once the traditional practitioner was called upon, he identified the cause through divination 
and recited holy verses and sprinkled holy water on the patient. Depending on the nature of the black 
magic, the traditional practitioner would prepare a counter-treated food that was made to swallow 
by the patient. This makes the magically-treated food inflicting pain come out of the patient through 
vomiting. In certain cases, the magically-treated items could be placed and hidden in and around 
the compound of the targeted person. Even in such situations, the practitioner through divination 
identified the location and destroyed the treated items. The experts were also believed to bear powers 
to inflict pain on the person who had been targeting concerned patients through counter-magico-
religious rituals. 

Disease following curse or sin: The most common belief associated with the diseases caused by 
supernatural powers involved ailments like smallpox, chickenpox, eye disease, skin allergy. According 
to Tai Khamti’s belief, these diseases were caused due to the wrath of the almighty for the sins or faults 
committed by the individual or their family members. Usually, such kinds of diseases or ailments were 
short-termed and were treated by the traditional practitioners by performing rituals at the infected 
person’s compound or the community level. In other cases, the expert might guide the infected person 
to follow certain duties and perform charity to appease the Gods for quick recovery. In common the 
village priest was called upon and a feast was provided to him along with donations made to the village 
temple. At the community level, the feast was organised at the monastery to seek a blessing from the 
monks or Vante.

Ethnomedicinal practices

The long coherence with the forest ecology had helped the Tai Khamti to acquire sufficient 
knowledge regarding the medicinal value of a variety of forest resources. The tribe had customarily 
depended on the forest to meet the demand for herbal medicines in the absence of modern health 
care services for a long time. The tradition of medicine making had been passed onto subsequent 
generation by virtue of their Tai literature. The village priest or Vaante plays a significant role in 
any healing activity. Such art was still preserved at the monastery or Choong and any Tai Khamti 
individual was allowed to acquire such knowledge depending on his/her interest. The practitioners 
were introduced to the medicinal properties of both plants and animal and as such, they were involved 
in preparing the medicine from plant and animal extracts. Most of the common ailments were treated 
by the household members themselves; however, in the case of the unfamiliar disease, the medicine 
man was approached. The practice of healings was regarded sacred by the villagers and hence when a 
person approached the medicine man he or she had to offer betel nuts and betel leaves along with a 
sum of money based on their capacity. The medicine man never demanded any specific amount for 
his services. Medicine making involved magico-religious beliefs and it was exhibited in the process 
of healing wherein the patient was treated with the herbal medicine followed by the chanting of 
religious quotes and performing ritualistic activities. Even during the extraction of the medicinal 
plants’ specific procedures were strictly followed. Parts of the plants were collected from the eastern 
side during the early hours as they believe that the early sunlight enhanced their potentiality. Some 
plants were collected only during the winter season as their disease curing constituents developed after 
contact with dewdrops. A few of the common diseases treated through Tai Khamti herbal medicines 
are addressed in the following paragraphs. 
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Vomiting: After grinding the seeds of mikiakuiang (Abrus precatorius Linn.) the powder was mixed 
with cold water and served to the patient two to three times.

Urine sensation: The roots and bark of mei mei (Abroma Augusta Linn.) were ground into a fine 
powder and mixed with hot water. This mixture was consumed twice a day. 

Snakebite: Powder was prepared from a pinch of mikiakuiang (Abrus precatorius Linn.) seeds along 
with the seeds of Andrographis paniculata and the mixture was taken with lemon juice.

Malaria: The patients were given a mixture of sirota (Andrographis paniculata) leaves along with a 
half glass of milk that was to be taken twice daily for two consecutive days. 

Anemia: The laijabori (Arenaria orbiculata) plant was crushed and mixed with Euphorbia hirta to 
make a fine paste which was then dried and turned into pills. The patient was required to consume 
two pills daily.

Body ache: The raw leaves of yahanka (Asplenium nidus Linn.) plant was boiled and consumed for 
relief. 

Appetite loss: The leaves of ya sompi (Oxalis corniculata Linn.) plant was either chewed raw or 
eaten with food to enhance metabolism and enhance appetite. 

Dehydration: A mixture was prepared from the dried leaves and stem of jaluk bon (Mollugo 
pentaphylla Linn.) which was then mixed with clean water and consumed till the body revives. 

Knee pain: The leaf of balasen (Mentha piperita Linn.) was made into a fine paste and applied 
directly to the wound. For more severe pain the wound was covered with the steamed leaves of Ricinus 
cumunis. This process was repeated after every dressing of the wound. 

Sinusitis: The extract from dulon bon (Leucas aspera Spreng.) leaves was a common cure for sinus. 
The patient was advised to put two to three drops of the extract in the nostrils. A similar extract was 
used to cure earache.

Allergy: A thick paste was prepared out of the leaves of the ngakei (Mosla dianthera Maxim) plant 
and applied directly to the allergic parts of the body until it was cured. 

Worm: The mixture of haka (Pennisetum macrostachyum Throm) leaves and stem was taken orally 
along with water.

Tuberculosis: The bark and roots of mukongpon (Ficus hispida Linn. F.) plant was made into 
powder and further mixed with Bonnaya bracheata leaves to form a unified mixture. This was then 
consumed until the disease was healed. 

Plant species like padribha was extensively used to cure multiple ailments. The juice extracted from 



Heerock Jyoti Baruah / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 223-234 229

its leaves was mixed with Ficus villosa Blume to heal burn injuries. The same plant was used to cure 
knee pain by tying the crushed leaves to the affected area. Fresh juice extracted from the leaves also 
served as antiseptic and was used to heal cut wounds.  Homen was another common plant variety used 
for its medicinal properties. Its paste was used to cure snake and scorpion bites. A mixture prepared 
from dried homen (Ipomea aquatic Forsk) and the seed of Andrographis paniculata was used to treat 
snake bites. The fresh leaves of kunkau were heated over the flame and placed on the body to relieve 
the patient from internal body pain. The seeds from the same plant functioned as a cure for a swollen 
foot. Injured muscle tissues were treated with the juice extracted from the tender stem of the sangruk 
plant which was applied three to four times a day over the affected part to enhance internal healing. 
The leaves of the makampi plant were used to cure microbial infection, and also functioned as a relief 
for muscular pain. Honey was a common product that was used in every Tai Khamti households 
considering its medicinal properties. It was popular for treating the common cold and was consumed 
with ginger to cure a sore throat. Traditionally the tribe practiced collecting honey from the forest, 
but with the decrease of forest areas adjacent to their settlements, villagers have started practicing bee-
keeping within the household. Considering its medicinal value and high price villagers had involved 
extensively in honey collection, which had also substituted their income avenues. 

The respondents also narrated the use of traditional knowledge towards healing mental illness. 
Such therapists used oils extracted from varieties of plants that were massaged for a prolonged time 
to heal such ailments. However, with the gradual extension of agricultural activities, forests had 
started shrinking and in this process, the customary medicine-making practice has been significantly 
hampered. The disappearance of medicinal plant varieties had led to the spread of diseases which were 
earlier treated at the local level. Despite such emerging constraints the villagers still favoured herbal 
medicines. Even for livestock diseases, the tribe relied on customary healing practices. They preferred 
such medicines considering the low cost, ready availability and they believed it was unnecessary 
to spend on problems they had local level cheap solutions for. The close and friendly contact with 
herbal practitioners also stimulated the villagers to favour local medicine against modern health 
care. Respondents narrated how they felt more comfortable to discuss their health issues with their 
community members rather than a specialist at the nearest health care centre. 

Table 1: Medicinal plants and herbs used by Tai Khamti

Sl. No Scientific name Local 
name

Parts 
used

Usage

1 Adhatoda va-
sica Ness.

Bogaba-
hog

Leaves, 
Bark, 
Root

Anaemia, 
Gastric, 
Fever

2 Alpinia galan-
gal Willd.

Khing 
Pang

Rhizome Insect bite 
and infec-
tion

3 Ampelocissus 
barbata (Wal-
lich)

Songra 
murich;

Leaves Swellings, 
Pain

4 Argyreia ner-
vosa Burm.

Mo-
taimon

Leaves,

White 
fluid

Body ache

5 Asparagus rac-
emosa Willd.

Sottish 
Sora

Tubers Impotency
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6 Blechnum ori-
entale Linn.

Kala-
sona

Leaves Skin al-
lergy

7 Blumea bal-
samifera DC.

Yanang Leaves Diabetes, 

8 Bonnaya bra-
cheata Limk

Yakio Leaves, 
Roots

Urine sen-
sation, Tu-
berculosis

9 Calamus tenuis 
Roxburgh

Moon 
khum

Stem, 
Root

Fractured 
bone

10 Cassia hirsuta 
Linn.

Kungu Bark Chronic 
gastric

11 Cissampelos 
pareira Linn.

Tonabi Tender 
leaves, 
Stem

Unwanted 
pregnancy

12 Citrus limon 
Burm. F.

Hatta Fruit Paralysis

13 Coleus for-
skohlii Briq.

Moy-
amuksii

Leaves, 
Stem

Knee pain

14 Croton tiglium 
Linn

Saklang Leaves, 
Flowers

Malaria

15 Cyperus fla-
beliformis 
Rottboel

Yahukom Roots Bone frac-
ture

16 Datura innoxia 
Mill.

Pukumii Leaves Rabies

17 Ipomea aquati-
ca Forsk

Humen Leaves Asthma

18 Oxalis cornic-
ulata Linn

Yasompi Leaves Headache

19 Eranthemum 
palatiferum 
Ness

Murmu-
chi patta

Leaves Stomach 
ache

Sl. No Scientific 
name

Local 
name

Parts 
used

Usage

20 Euphorbia lig-
ularia Roxb.

Sepak Leaves, 
Stem

Difficulty 
in delivery

21 Ficus hispida 
Linn. F.

Mukon-
pong

Bark, 
Roots

Tubercu-
losis

22 Hauttuynia 
cordata Thunb

Punkyo Leaves Dysentery, 
Indigestion

23 Kaempferia 
galanga Linn.

Ban hom Rhizome Flatulence

24 Lasia spinosa 
Linn.Thwaites

Siben 
jeng;

Leaves Pain

25 Mentha piperi-
ta Linn.

Balasen Leaves Knee pain, 
Cough

26 Millingtonia 
hortensis, 
Linn. F.

Meteka Leaves, 
Flowers

Jaundice
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27 Mollugo pen-
taphylla Linn.

Jaluk 
boon

Leaves, 
Stem

Dehydra-
tion

28 Mosla dian-
thera Maxim.

Ngakai Leaves Allergy

29 Pennis-
etum mac-
rostachyum 
Throm.

Hakka Leaves, 
Root

Anal worm

30 Pilea trineria 
Wall.

Rambo-
dusak

Leaves, 
Bark

Muscular 
strain

31 Piper mullesus 
Buch.- Ham

Pipli Leaves, 
Seeds

Malaria, 
Cough

32 Plumbago in-
dica Linn.

Kensumi Whole 
plant

Bone pain

33 Solanum surat-
tense Burm. F.

Mopu Fruits, 
Seeds

Rabies, 
Stomach 
pain

34 Zanthoxylum 
acanthopodium 
DC.

Mekat Leaves, 
Bark

Stomach 
pain

Source: Fieldwork

Discussion 

The preceding discussions highlighted the rich ethnomedicinal knowledge of the Tai Khamti. 
Considering their rich heritage and tradition of medicine-making Tai Khamti medical practitioners 
were highly respected and consulted from everywhere in North East India. Despite the development 
of modern medical services and clinics, the Tai Khamti of Namsai district show high regard towards 
their traditional healing practices. Among the tribe, it was the elderly members who were the principal 
practitioners and held the knowledge about plant-based remedies. Such knowledge was transmitted 
across generations and could also be acquired at the monastery. By tradition, the elderly members of 
any family were required to pass on the knowledge to the younger members; however, any Tai Khamti 
individual was free to approach such practitioners and could acquire the knowledge based on their 
interests. As medicine-making and healing practices largely consisted of knowledge regarding plant 
species, the new learners were required to follow a spiritual life, which they believed would provide 
them with devotion towards their art and thus gain expertise. 

Among the Tai Khamti, plant-based medicine practicing also involved the use of animal parts. They 
used fox meat to treat asthma, while puthi mas (Puntius saphore) was used to treat malaria. Among the 
plant’s parts, fresh leaves and bark were most commonly used for medicine making apart from roots, 
and fruits. The medicine was prepared out of a single plant or a mixture was made by combining 
different plant species. These medicines were mostly prepared by grinding the ingredients and thereby 
made into a paste or the juice was extracted. The Tai Khamti followed certain prescribed norms while 
extracting the plants. Usually, the medicinal plants were collected during early morning hours when 
the sun is bright as they considered such periods as auspicious to improved the curative properties of 
the plant. Further, the practitioners avoided plucking plants on Saturday as they considered it as the 
day of evil spirits. The tribe offered a prayer to the spirits of the Manabhum Hills or Dangoria before 
collecting medicinal plants from the forest as the spirit was regarded as the custodian of the forest. 
The herbal medicines varied in form and their intake proportions differed with the age of the patients. 
These medicines were most commonly administered in the form of raw juice or paste and also as 
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tablets, ointments and sometimes tied to the infected body part. 

Diagnosis of any disease by the traditional practitioners involved analysis of the symptoms described 
by the patients and in-depth analysis through observation based on their personal experiences. A 
specific symptom could be associated with various diseases and in such cases, the practitioner 
tried to yield information on the food habits and daily activities of the patients that helped them 
to determine the syndrome. Though most of the household members were accustomed to treating 
everyday injuries and illness, yet in specific cases like bone fracture, delivery issues, anemia, etc the 
traditional practitioners were consulted. Since the knowledge of medicine making was acquired from 
older generations and such transmission has led to the shrinkage of information, hence a few Tai 
Khamti traditional practitioners had started recoding the procedures in their Tai language. These 
experts had self-prepared certain measuring vessels to keep the proportions of ingredients accurate 
across generations. Apart from their practices of administering herbal medicine for numerous illnesses 
and diseases, the Tai Khamti also adhered to magico-religious and spiritual practices as a curative 
measure. Such practices were conducted at both individual and community level and inflicted a deep 
impact on the psychology of the members. The belief in malevolent spirits and the effects of their 
wrath kept the community members away from disobeying the society norms and took precautions 
to abide by the rules set to avoid the influence of the evil spirits. Though such practices could hardly 
be proved scientifically yet the members believed that adhering to such spirituality and performing 
such religious ceremonies in the prescribed manner could reduce the occurrence of disease and illness. 
Even during periods of ailments, if the infected person followed the beliefs and spiritual practices in a 
proper manner they were believed to recover without suffering. 

According to Gogoi (1971), the Tai Khamti could be considered as polytheists who had been 
worshiping different Gods, Evil spirits (phra), Demons (phi), and spirits of their ancestors (phi-nam). 
Cooper (1873) quoted, “In religion, they (Tai Khamti) appear to be strict followers of Burmese 
Buddhism, but excepting the priests, their religion is little more than polytheism, under a thin veil of 
Buddhist pantheism, the beauty of Gautama’s teachings being utterly unknown amongst them while 
many of their customs are altogether opposed to Buddhism” (Gogoi, 1971). Parallel to their devotion 
towards Buddhist principles, the Tai Khamti simultaneously practiced certain forms of pre-Buddhist 
norms and practices to appease the spirits and supernatural powers. Some of the rituals included: 

Phat Lik Chao Oi San: The main aim behind organising this ceremony was to protect the village 
from the evil spirits and secure well-being. At this ceremony, the villagers offered one thousand lotus 
flowers to the deity. A pot filled with water and sand was taken with some flowers on the top. This pot 
was then tied with a cotton thread, while the villagers chanted Sutta. At the end of the ceremony, the 
water and sand were sprinkled around the village and the white thread was attached at the entrance of 
the village forbidding the evil spirits to enter. 

Phi Pha: This was a household level ceremony which was celebrated to please the spirit of ‘welfare 
and happiness’. On this day household members put food and eatables near a hut-like structure 
constructed near to the main building. The ceremony aimed to invite the spirit of welfare home. 

Phat Lik Mung: This ceremony was usually organised, when the village faced calamities or 
epidemics. The performance aimed to evoke the blessings of Lord Buddha to counter the prevailing 
calamities. This was a community level ceremony however the Vante (village priest) abstained from 
participation and usually, the traditional priest (Chow Seli) presided over the performance.
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Hong Khwon Ceremony: In Tai Khamti language, Hong means ‘to bring back’ and Khwon meant 
‘spirit or soul’, thus this was a spirit calling ceremony. In this ceremony, prayer was offered to Lengdon, 
the Lord of Heaven. According to Tai Khamti’s belief, every human body was governed by the Khawon 
and as such when the Khawons departed from some one’s body, that individual would be affected by 
the disease and ill health. Thus the main aim of this ritual was to bring back the Khawon to the person’s 
body. This ceremony was organised at both the community and individual levels. 

The use of modern healthcare services was largely restricted to the villages located nearby the urban 
centres. In the study villages, the members believed that modern medicine could hardly provide a 
permanent cure to the diseases and would rather deteriorate the body. However, a significant change 
of perception regarding herbal medicine could be observed among the younger generations. These 
groups were found to use both the medicine simultaneously depending on the ease of availability. In 
most cases, the villagers preferred treatment from the traditional practitioners as they could discuss 
their diseases more freely to the local healers rather than the specialists at the urban health centres. 
Group discussions revealed that there had been a gradual decline in the traditional medicine practices 
and factors like lack of written records, deaths of experts or knowledgeable practitioners, lack of 
interest among new generations, shrinking of plant species, changing lifestyles were central to the 
changing scenario of the Tai Khamti healthcare system. 

Conclusion

It can be concluded that health perceptions among the Tai Khamti were largely guided by the 
established cultural practices and their beliefs. Though a gradual change in such perceptions could 
be observed among the educated folk yet most of the elderly members’ were still found to associate 
illness and diseases to the spirits and other supernatural hosts. Healing practices in such cases often 
necessitated the magico-religious performances and in few cases, the village priest or Vante performed 
the act. Though the elders believed that the younger generations should acquire the age-old knowledge 
of medicine making that would provide them identity as well as enable them to help their community, 
yet the youngsters seemed more inclined towards modern healthcare services. Despite such anomalies, 
the study found that an extensive and highly formalised healthcare system existed among the Tai 
Khamti. This system was assisted by their knowledge about their surrounding ecology, their beliefs on 
benevolent and evil spirits and more specifically their customary perceptions of health and practice of 
herbal remedies. This ethno-medicinal system dominated their health consciousness and stimulated 
their hygiene practices to a large extent. The Manabhum Reserve Forest, Namsai Reserve Forest, and 
its fringe areas provided the Tai Khamti with an extensive variety of ethno-medicinal plants. The 
study could identify fifty-five plant species that were customarily used by the tribe for medicinal 
purposes (Table 1). It was seen that few species were more commonly used and served multiple healing 
functions. As depicted by the study, the remedy for fifty-eight human diseases and illness were derived 
from their extensive knowledge of plant-based medicine, which signified the importance of the 
region in preserving and documenting traditional health care system. The Tai Khamti herbal remedies 
were readily available for all sections of people irrespective of their social position. The practitioners 
considered the diagnosis and healing practices as an art that required skills and patience to acquire 
and attain expertise. These practitioners exhibited extensive knowledge about the locality and season 
of availability of the medicinal plants.

With the growing urbanisation and deforestation, it is necessary to undertake appropriate measures 
towards documenting the healthcare system of the Tai Khamti. As an effort, the community can be 
encouraged to improve the cultivation of commercially important medicinal plants and professional 
assistance could be provided through training, skill development, capacity building and providing 



Heerock Jyoti Baruah / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 223-234 234

extensive access to the viable market. Such efforts would help preserve traditional knowledge as well 
as generate income opportunities for the forest fringe tribe. This study has made an effort to pave the 
way for further research for new species, which would be of immense value for modern healthcare 
services and the benefit of humankind. 
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Introduction

 Before embarking on a discussion of village administration among the Tiwa of North East India, 
it is necessary to give a brief introduction of the tribe under study. The Tiwa is one of the many tribal 
groups as well as one of the early settlers in North East India. Ancient scriptures mentioned the 
earliest inhabitants of Assam as the kirata. In the Puranas, the kirata are dubbed foresters, barbarians, 
or mountaineers (Baruah 1969:5). The Mahabharata mentioned these early inhabitants of Assam as 
mlechhas. According to K L. Baruah(1966:34-35), the kirata and mlechhas of ancient Kamarupa are 
Mongolians belonging to the Tibeto-Burman family of the Indo-Chinese group and their present day 
representatives are the Kacharis, Koches Rabhas, Lalungs (Tiwa), Garos.  Settled in the Morigaon, 
Nagaon, Kamrup and Karbi Anglong districts of Assam and parts of Eastern Meghalaya, they have 
long been referred to as ‘Lalung’ by other neighbouring groups (Khasi-Jaintia, Karbi) and in colonial 
records. The people in question, however, refer to themselves as Tiwa. They are divided into two 
cultural and social divisions: those settled in the plains speak Assamese, follow a patrilineal descent 
system and bear Assamese patronyms, and those residing in the hills speak a Tibeto-Burmese language 
of the Bodo-Garo group, are primarily matrilineal and divided into clearly identified clans from 
which they trace their descent. Thus the Tiwa follow a bilinear descent system or more specifically an 
ambilinear descent. This system recognizes that a person descends from both parents, but allows for 
a choice in determining which descent group to be more affiliated to and is therefore characterized 
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by bilocal residence, in which choice is available between living near or with the family of the bride 
or the groom’s.  In most cases, the husband goes to live in his wife’s family settlement (matrilocality), 
and their children are included in their mother’s clan. However, when the woman goes to live with her 
husband (patrilocality), the children take the name of their father. B.C. Allan(1906:62) recorded that 
the rule of inheritance among this tribe is peculiar. He found that a Lalung woman may either enter 
her husband’s clan or the husband may enter the wife’s clan, but the right of property and lineage goes 
to the clan which was adopted at the time of marriage. While the ‘Hill Tiwa’ profess their ‘traditional’ 
religion, the ‘Plains Tiwa’ are, by and large, Hindu. The Tiwa religion is based on the worship of 
natural forces. However, since the 1950s there has been a growing number of converts to Christianity. 
Despite the differences between the hill and plains Tiwa cited above, both groups claim a common 
ancestry. They both claim a close association with the principality of Gobha which is mentioned in 
the ‘Buranjis’ (the Assamese chronicles of 17th century) since the early 17th century, as an important 
market centre of trade between the Ahom and the Jaintia kingdoms (Bhuyan: 2001). They further 
claim that the Gobha raja belonged to a Tiwa clan and that his territory covers more or less the Tiwa 
dominated areas. The attachment of the Tiwa to the legendary Gobha raja depicted as a sacred figure 
is significant and continues to exert significant socio-religious influence among them.  

The Tiwa village

The Tiwa village is among the most closely-knit village set-ups that one can find among the tribes 
of Northeast India (Karotemprel 1981: 8). A Tiwa village is a centre of socio-religious and economic 
activities. It closely controls, monitors and determines every act of the individuals. In a traditional 
Tiwa village, the village elders or the pisai play a very important role. Their support and consent 
are necessary to undertake anything other than what is laid down by the Tiwa customs, laws and 
tradition. Without the consent of the pisai, practically nothing can be done in a village.

A traditional Tiwa village consists of several individual clans called khul. Every clan has their 
clan deity called khule mindai for whom they perform sacrifices on various occasions. According to 
a legend current among the Hill Tiwa, in the olden days, the Tiwa people consisted of twelve clans 
who lived together for several centuries at Nukurikhunji, a village of one hundred and eighty families. 
They say that it was located on a hill near Bormarjong village around 40 kilometers from Jagiroad 
in the Amri development block of the West Karbi Anglong district of Assam. Each clan had their 
priests (loro) under whom they would offer different sacrifices at different seasons of the year.  Here 
they often fought among themselves over the right to choose their chiefs and to dominate village 
administration. Over time, such internecine feuds caused the split of the clans into different groups. 
Subsequently, these groups moved out of Nukurikhunji and settled at various places. In this process, 
twelve villages came into existence. These villages were Amsai, Marjong, Amni, Rogkhoi, Makro, 
Lumphui, Mayong, Amkha, Amri, Sagra, Ligra and  Amjong. It is important to note that, when 
the Tiwa meet their fellow tribesmen, they generally identify themselves by the root village to which 
they belong. Even in case they form a new village away from their root village, they would identify 
themselves by their original village.  They use the suffix wali to denote their place of descent such as the 
Amsai-wali, Marjong-wali, Rongkhoi-wali etc. signifying the particular root village. The Tiwa called 
these twelve villages krai binnung or the root/original village. Out of the twelve root villages, Amri 
and Ligra are no more in existence. The reason for their disappearance is shrouded in mystery. Many 
people believe that due to short-distance migrations propelled by epidemics and jhum or shifting 
cultivation might be some of the reasons. During our fieldwork, we traced a village named Boramri in 
the Kapili valley near Chapormukh under the Raha revenue circle in Nagaon district. According to an 
oral tradition mentioned by Phunasing Somsal, a resident of Boramri, the ancestors of their village had 
come down to the present area from the hills of West Karbi Anglong due to sickness and death caused 



Raktim Patar / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 235-239 237

by malevolent spirits. From the description, we can assume that the present Boramri is an offshoot of 
the now-extinct Amri village. Presently the Assam government has created a development block by the 
name Amri in West Karbi Anglong after the lost village of Amri.  As far as Ligra is concerned we could 
not find any village by this name. However, we could trace an oral tradition shared by the Tiwa people 
of Bherakuchi, Nibera, Bahtola and Bamfor in the Demoria area of the present Kamrup district that 
indicates that they are the descendants of the ligrawali people. 

Presently four root villages, namely Mayong, Amjong, Makro and Lumphui, are located in the 
Ri-Bhoi district of Meghalaya under the Khyrim chieftainship. Every year the representatives of these 
villages offer their annual tribute in the form of a he-goat to the Khyrim chief on the occasion of the 
Nongkrem festival held in November.  

The present Tiwa villages in the hills of the Karbi Anglong district of Assam, as well as the villages 
in the plains of Nagaon, Morigaon and Kamrup and Meghalaya, are the branches of the twelve 
root villages mentioned above. The Tiwa call the branches of the root villages phams. The phams 
traditionally owe allegiance to the root village and identify themselves as a part of it. The Pham 
must participate in all the important festivals of the root village and contribute both physically and 
financially. The following are the root villages and its offshoots enumerated in the course of fieldwork:

Table: showing root village and its offshoots

Root Village(KraiBinnung) State/ District Branch Village(Phams)
Amsai Assam/West 

Karbi Anglong
 Moro, Amsai Pisa, Chukuri Amsai, Mawlen 
and Punduri Makha

Bormarjong Do Sukuri Marjong, Khawra Krai, Silangkhunji, 
Natral, Hadaw, Umbormon, Uthangkhunji, 
Murji Khunji, Deosal, Dabarghat, 
Pumakhunji, Khaplangkhunji, Bhulaguri, 
Sanisor, Amdoba, Mugaguri, Bhongraguri, 
Mobai, Singum, Kyabat, 

Amkha Do Amdoba, Maslaikhunji, Amkhalam, and 
Kothiyatoli

Amri Do Boramri
Borrongkhoi Do Balikhunji, Tharakhunji, Rongkhoisa, 

Gomnasal, Gorkhunji, Andari Krai, 
Amsikhunji and Ashukhunji 

Amni Do Amnisa
Ligra Assam/Kamrup Bherakusi, Nibera, Bahtola and Bamfor
Magro Meghalaya/Ri-

Bhoi
Phatmagro, Ulukhunji, Tiwa 
Jungthung,Silaguri, Khromkhunji,Khumrai 
Khora and Orlongshadali, 

Amjong Do Amdubighat, Markongduba, Panbari and 
Tiami-Amjong

Lumphui Do Phitrisal, Dapsal, Krombaro and Tiami, 
Sagra Do Amphreng
Mayong Do No branch identified 
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The loro along with eleven members of the council of elders in a village are collectively known as 
the pisai. Other than the loro, the members of the pisai are selected from among the senior members 
of the village. Once selected the members of the pisai to continue to hold office till they die or 
get too old to do any work. If any member of the pisai dies, his place is not filled until the next 
Khelchawa  festival, that takes place once every five or six years. The Khelchawa festival marks the 
demolition of the old youth dormitory and inauguration of a new one. It is the time when the youth 
body or the panthai khel gets its new leaders to manage the Shamadi or the youth dormitory of the 
Tiwa. Being the head of the pisai, the loro is also known as the pisai mul. The following are the twelve 
members of the pisai: loro, toloi, phador, shangot, maji, hadari, barika baro, barika pisa, phayak mul kra, 
phayak mul majowa, and two phayak mul jokha. According to the tradition, each of the positions in 
the Pisai system is distributed equally among the clans of a village. 

Apart from discharging secular responsibilities such as the settlement of disputes and conferring 
punishments to offenders, the pisai also takes actively part in all the religious functions of the village. 
They decide the dates of ceremonies and carry forward the process of celebration. During the religious 
ceremonies, the toloi oversees the preparation of the place of sacrifice. The  phador oversees the 
preparation of the place of sacrifice along with the toloi. The sangot is an important member of the 
pisai who prepares the materials required for various religious ceremonies. On the other hand, the 
maji is responsible along with the sangot to take care of the animals required for a religious ceremony. 
The hadari is the personal assistant of the loro. He assists the loro in various religious ceremonies. He 
has to stay near the loro and provide manual help to the loro during religious ceremonies. Among the 
pisais, there are four positions of phayak muls. They are appointed by the loro to act as helpers during 
the religious ceremonies. According to the tradition, anyone who is offered rice beer in a bronze bowl 
in the loro’s house is thereby appointed to the post of phayak mul and has to accept the responsibility 
(Josh 2004:418). They are responsible for cleaning, cooking and serving at religious ceremonies. The 
pisai also includes two barikas or messengers. They are responsible for conveying messages and the 
collection of donations/contributions from the village. It is noted that the members of the pisai are 
well versed in their given responsibilities and perform them according to time-honoured tradition.

Besides the pisai, another important official in a Tiwa village is the sarkari gangbura or government-
appointed village headman. He is not a part of the pisai but holds a significant position as he is 
appointed by the Government. In the hills of Karbi Anglong, he acts as an agent of the Karbi 
Anglong Autonomous Council. Though he is not allowed to take an active part in any of the religious 
ceremonies, nevertheless his status is considered to be higher than that of a common villager. The main 
functions of a sarkari gangbura are to assist visiting government officials during the general census, 
election purposes, implementation of government schemes etc.

In a branch village or pham  the  pisai is composed of a gangbura, one tewri, one barika and 
one randhuni. There cannot be a loro, toloi or sangot in a pham as it is exclusively reserved for the root 
village. It is mandatory to inform the loro of the root village when someone is appointed as a pisai of 
the phams. 

The main function of the pisai of the root villages is to conduct religious ceremonies. They also 
act as the overall in-charge of village administration. They not only look after the religious needs of 
the people but also act as an institution to maintain social harmony and peace. Under the leadership 
of the loro,  the pisai disposes a majority of disputes according to the customs of the Tiwa society. 
Punishments for different types of offences are imposed by the pisai according to customary law. Fines 
are imposed in cases of breaking of village social customs and rule. In many occasions, the pisai acts as 
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a jury to resolve petty criminal cases and disputes associated with land and property. The pisai is the 
custodian of Tiwa customary law. While pronouncing judgments on different cases, the pisai may ask 
the advice of the sarkari gnagbura. 

A society is incomplete without the involvement of the youths. Among the Tiwa the youth group 
or the panthai khel is a moving force behind the governance of a village. They work hand in hand along 
with the pisai to accomplish various socio-religious functions. The  loro,  the piasai and the panthai 
khel cannot act independently as it is necessary to get the full cooperation from each of the bodies 
to accomplish the big religious events such as the Sogra,  Yangli,  Khelchawa  ,  Wanchuwa etc. In a 
traditional Tiwa village the pisai is the highest secular body. The members of the Pisai and the three 
main leaders of the panthai khel, namely the shang doloi, who is the overall in-charge of the shamadi, 
and his deputy  shang maji  and huruma, have a higher social status as they regulate the social and 
religious rules of the Tiwa society. 

The colonial officers were kin to record village administrative arrangements among the tribals in 
North-East India. In 1882, the Sub-Divisional Officer of Jowai, A.E. Heath (1882: 22) recorded that at 
Umsawai (Amsai) village there was one ‘dolloi’, one ‘langdoh’, one ‘hatari’, one ‘pator’, one ‘sangot’, two 
‘dahulias’ one ‘maji’ and two ‘barakas’ or ‘chutiyas’. According to his information these village officials 
were subordinate to the dolloi of Nurtiang (Nartiang) who appoints the dolloi and pators of Umsawai. 
In his report, he did not mention about the loro as a village chief. He must have considered him as 
the village priest not as the village chief. In his list, the ‘langdoh’ appears to be a village priest in a Tiwa 
village. However, during our field study, we did not found any ‘langdoh’ among the Tiwa. The langdoh 
must have been misinterpreted as a village elder in the report. Moreover, the statement regarding the 
appointment of the dolloi of Umsawai by the Nurtiang dolloi seems to be incorrect, because among 
the Tiwa, the dolloi or toloi is a hereditary post. He is selected from among the designated clan of the 
village, but not appointed by any external authority.

Like any part of the world, modernity and globalization have also influenced the Tiwa tradition 
and culture. Christian Influence intruded among the Tiwa during the 1950s, and it has largely affected 
the Tiwa traditional system. In the Christian village, the pisai has been replaced by the church leaders. 
Nevertheless, the position of the loro and the pisai in a traditional Tiwa root village is still the same 
as it was earlier. The traditional leaders, i.e.the loro, toloi, maji, phador, sangot and barika continue 
to exercise the temporal powers and controls the society in its observation of social rules of kinship, 
marriage, property inheritance etc. They still guide people while performing religious rituals. 

References

Allen, B.C. (1906). Assam District Gazatteers, Vol X: The Khasi Jayantia Hills, the Garo and the Lushai Hills. Allahabad. 
Pioneer Press.

Barua B.K.(1969). A Culture History of Assam (Early Period. Guwahati :Layers Book Stall.
Baruah,  K. L. (1966). Early History of Kamrupa. Guwahati: Layers Book Stall.
Bhuyan S.K. (ed.) (2001). Deodhai Asom Buranji. Guwhati: DHAS.
Heath, A.E. (1882). Tour Dairy of the Sub-divisional officer of Jowai for the month of November and December 1882. 

Guwahati: Assam State Archives.
Josh U.V.(2014). Tiwa-English Dictionary. Shillong.: Don Bosco Centre for Indigenous Culture.
Karotemprel, S. (1981).  A Brief History of the Catholic Church Among the Tiwa. Shillong: Vendrame Institute.



Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology vol. 16. n. 1 (2020) 241-258 – ISSN 1973 – 2880

Antrocom Journal of Anthropology
journal homepage: http://www.antrocom.net

keywords abstract

ANTROCOM

Please cite this article as: Monsang, Sh. F. and Kumar R., An Ethnographic Profile of the Monsang Tribe . Antrocom J. of Anthropology 
16-1 (2020) pp. 241-258.

Introduction 

Manipur, one of the north-eastern states of India, is a home to various ethnic communities 
speaking different languages, having different cultures and traditions that distinguished their identity 
from another ethnic communities. The Monsang belong to one of these ethnic communities with 
a distinct tradition, culture and language which are preserved in their folksongs, folktales, etc. The 
main objective of this paper is to make a systematic ethnographic compilation of Monsang society 
and culture. We attempt to provide their origin, society, culture and tradition, religious beliefs, etc. 
So that it is handed down to the younger generation a better knowledge of their history, culture and 
tradition in written form. The Monsang do not have much of written accounts of their history, but 
they have rich oral traditions in the form of folksongs and folklores which serves as a rich source for 
understanding their history and culture.    

Methodology 

The paper is an ethnographic in nature with a descriptive approach. The data were collected using 
an ethnographic technique, viz., observation, informal interviews and in-depth interviews with select 
elders of Monsang Pantha village who have better knowledge of Monsang history, traditions and culture 
as key informants for the study. The reason for the choice was because they are knowledgeable, and 
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because they were also convenient for the first author to regularly meet them. In addition to this, the first 
author’s identity as a Monsang and his lived experience in the community gave us a better opportunity 
in the collection of data as well as in making the study more objective. The data were collected in two 
field trips conducted in June, 2018 and December-January, 2018-2019. Additional data were collected 
from Souvenirs, booklets on the Monsang which circulated locally, and other relevant books. 

The people 

The Monsangs bear Mongoloid features, and probably, they are of Mongolian origin. Physically, they 
are medium in height, generally with a fair, yellowish complexion, straight black hairs, and dark brown 
eyes. Men are strong, active, hill climbers and hard working. Women have a fair complexion of a yellowish 
colour and they are beautiful and charming. The Monsang are simple, friendly and hospitable in nature.

The legend of origin 

The history of the Monsang is shrouded in mystery. However, the oral tradition handed down 
by their forefathers from generations to the present day say that, in the hoary past, the ancestors 
believed in the existence of two worlds. One is the present world and the other is the underworld, 
known to them as Turiih. The legend goes on saying that the ancestors lived for many generations 
in the underworld, believed to be ruled be a fierce and powerful Ogre, a shift-shaper of great super 
natural powers. Due to his repressive, inhuman and savage rule, the ancestors wanted to escape from 
his powerful clutch. The ancestors also believed that these two worlds were linked by a narrow zig-zag 
path leading to a Cave. As they moved in search of a better place where they would live a better life, 
they found this narrow zig-zag path leading to a Cave (Research on Monsang (Sirti) tribe development 
in partnership with Sirti Upa Ruh (Monsang Tribe Union) 1).  

The ancestors came out from a Cave (khor 1 in Monsang) from a southern direction. Hence, they 
called themselves Sirti meaning ‘southerners’. The Cave was sealed with a huge stone, therefore they 
tried to move aside the huge stone in order to make passage to go out of the Cave, but a ferocious tiger 
(rhimpuw in Monsang) started lurking for the human prey that came out of the cave mouth and ate 
them. A Monsang folksong describes this confrontation with the tiger as follows:   

Asen ne asen ne
Rhimpuwpa no asen ne
Asen na oum maa go
Mingkhiing bourna asen ne.

(Free English Rendering) The tiger sharpened his teeth with the intention to devour human beings and 
animals. The enraged tiger struck his nails into the soil, at the foot of the ushoi tree (Khartu & Singh, 2011: 14).   

The legend also says that one day a courageous man named Thumpungpa worked out a plan to 
untackle the situation. The ancestors also believed that the Supreme Being, Thangnhang 2 had pity on 
them and came to their rescue by sending a large number of hornbills (puwraang in Monsang) followed 

1  Khor is a Monsang word for hole. Here, it stands for cave. 

2  Thangnhang is a Monsang word for God. The forefathers of the Monsangs had a belief in the existence of One 
Supreme Being, whom they considered to be the Creator of the Universe and Source of all life. Today, after converting to 
Christianity, the concept of this Being is attributed to the Christian God, and they call Him with the same name, Thangnhang.
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by a huge number of warblers (beriih in Monsang) (Research on Monsang (Sirti) tribe development in 
partnership with Sirti Upa Ruh (Monsang Tribe Union), 1). Thumpungpa called upon the warblers to 
beat the drum around the Cave. The hornbills were called upon to stage a dance in the tempo of the 
drum-beating of the warblers (Khartu & Singh, 2011:14). This superb performance of the warblers 
enchanted the tiger and his attention was diverted towards the dance of the hornbills and the warblers 
(Souvenir Golden Jubilee cum Ekam Celebration, Monsang Pantha village 1952-2003, May 13th – 
14th 2003, 26). Taking this advantage, Thumpungpa and his men gathered strength and charged at 
the tiger with arrows and spears and killed the beast. This episode is also narrated in their folksong 
which runs as:  

Ruwngmin thiipa no,
Tounlham akhaam eh,
Akhiu lhamtha ettha oh,
Tunoung lhamlha ettha eh,
Jopa thiisam oh thiironge thiisaronge.

(Free English Rendering) The crooked tiger who obstructed our way was slain by our benevolent 
forefathers.

Hence, the ancestors believed that after living many generations in the underworld, they began to 
settle in this present world. It is not possible to figure out the geographical location of their mythical 
origin. However, some elders say that the Cave might be located somewhere in the southern part of 
China. 3 This suggests that they might have migrated from the southern part of China towards south-
eastern part of Manipur through Burma (now Myanmar).  

Another legend says that after their emergence from the Cave, many dispersed in different directions 
and but the ancestors moved eastward from Heikaching (Centre of dispersal of different tribes, probably 
Anal, Lamkang, Monsang, Moyon, Tarao, etc.). However, in the course of the journey, the ancestors 
might have move westward to the south-eastern part of Manipur through Myanmar. It is said that 
while they entered Manipur, they passed through Ttashuwng bung (which in Manipuri is known as 
Houbi ching), which is believed to be one of the hill ranges somewhere in the Churachandpur district 
of Manipur.      

Early places of settlements of the Monsangs 

Today, the elders narrate that the ancestors camped in different areas in their long journey that 
took them years and years. However, they made their first settlement at a place which they called 
Tungphejur (tung ‘arrive’, phe ‘plain’ and jur ‘bottom, last’, which can be roughly translated as at 
last we have arrived at a fertile land for settlement). Tungphejur is the first Monsang settlement after 
they entered Manipur. Any settlement prior to this settlement at Tungphejur is not known. Monsang 
folksong mentions the settlement at Tungphejur.     

Eh aa eh kelinbung naba,
Tungphejur indang eh,
Chechin aa,
Tungphejur chechin eh.

3  Ng. Benou. (2019, January 9). Personal Interview. 
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(Free English Rendering)  A peep from kelinbung catches the sight of the abandoned settlement of Tungphejur 
(A song sung by a person who happened to be a resident of Kelinbung) (Khartu & Singh, 2011: 16). 

After this, they settled in Ttattejur, Kelinbung, Rungpuwtung, Tanglin and Sampun, Linbelang, 
Penthalin, Samnungthar, Thechangkung, Thiirkung, Tangva and Runong, Kursuw and Hmotte, 
Terengkung and Chiivasuw and Pentha-Khuwpuw (Souvenir Golden Jubilee Cum Ekam Celebrations, 
Monsang Pantha village 1952-2003, May 13th – 14th 2003, 30-32). Some elders say that probably 
Tungphejur, Ttattejur and Kelinbung were located somewhere in the Churachandpur district while 
the rest of the settlements are in the Chandel district in Manipur. 4     

Today, the Monsangs are found in six villages close to each other, viz; Monsang Pantha (Pentha 
Khuwpuw), Japhou, Liwa Sarei, Liwa Khullen, Changnhe and Liwachangning in Chandel district of 
Manipur, India. Monsang Pantha (Pentha Khuwpuw) and Japhou are close to the Chandel district 
headquarter, while Liwa Sarei, Liwa Khullen, Changnhe and Liwachangning are settled along the 
sides of the Chandel-Pallel (towards Imphal) road.  

The etymology of ‘Sirti’   

The Monsangs call themselves Sirti. According to their legends, after the emergence from the cave 
and the dispersal at Heikaching, Thumpungpa led his people in search of a suitable place for settlement 
where they would also find abundance of water. After travelling for days and nights and still could not 
find water sufficient for settlement, they believed that through the guidance of the Supreme Being, 
Thangnhang, they saw a bird called Jiingraang perched on a huge rock. The bird began to ‘chirp’ at 
them. Later, the bird flew down re-sounding ‘chirp-chirp’. When they followed the bird, they reached 
a place where they found plenty of water flowing down from the hill top and they settled around the 
area. This settlement would probably refer to their first settlement at Tungphejur. 5  

They believed that the word chii ‘water’ (in Monsang) was derived from the ‘chirp’ of the bird. 
The chirping of the bird ‘chirp, chirp’, apart from the bird natural way of producing sound, could be 
interpreted as the bird’s communication to the ancestor that there was water. Hence, when the ancestor 
followed the bird, they found abundance of water available to them. Since, then they understood that 
the bird was actually signaling them that there was water. 

The ancestor always recalled that they had come from ati ‘south’. This means they are southerners. 
Now that they had abundance of water to survive in a beautiful location, they might have expressed 
their joy and contentment, with the word chiiti, which is formed by the combination of two words 
i.e., chii ‘water’ and ati ‘south’ (Research on Monsang (Sirti) tribe development in partnership with 
Sirti Upa Ruh (Monsang Tribe Union), 2). This chiiti could be interpreted as ‘the southerner’s water’ 
or ‘southerners have water’. In course of time, the word chiiti might have been pronounced as sirti. 
Thus, the people led by Thumpungpa called themselves as Sirti.   

The origin of the term ‘Monsang’

The Monsangs call themselves Sirti. The genesis of the present name is that once upon a time when 

4  Ng. Benou. (2019, January 9). Personal Interview. 

5  Ng. Benou. (2019, January 9). Personal Interview. 
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they were settled at Rungpuwtung (which was the 4th Monsang settlement), there was a popular leader 
of the community named Mosang. He was also the Khulaa, the head of the village at that time. He 
and his people had regular contact with people in the surrounding areas. Eventually, Rungpuwtung 
village was referred to as Mosang’s village. Later, the word Mosang was distorted to Monsang (Khartu 
& Singh, 2011:13). In this way, the Sirti came to be known as Monsang by others. 

Monsang as a tribe 

The Monsangs identified themselves as one of the Naga tribes in Manipur. The Monsang are 
also one of the thirty-three recognized Schedule Tribes 6 in Manipur; they were recognized as a 
Schedule tribe by Government of India in 1956, vide order no. 18/1956 Ministry of Home Affairs, 
Government of India Notification No. SRO.2477, dated 29th October, 1956 (Oliver, 2010). Despite 
few in population, the Monsang were recognized very early as a Schedule tribe, through their hard 
work to keep their culture, tradition, language and identity unique to themselves.   

Demographic profile

As mentioned earlier, the Monsang are found in six villages close to each other, viz; Monsang 
Pantha, Japhou, Liwa Sarei, Liwa Khullen, Changnhe and Liwachangning in the Chandel district 
of Manipur, India. Hence, Monsang is spoken in the Chandel district of Manipur. According to the 
Census of India, 2011, Monsang speakers were only 2,427 only. The male population is recorded as 
1179, while female population is 1248.   

Society

The structure of Monsang society is patriarchal and patrilineal in nature, marked by the husband 
(father) as the head of the family and the wife (mother) and children dependent on him. Children take 
their father’s title (Sungkhor in Monsang) and the inheritance is through the youngest son in the family. 

Clan system 

The Monsang, from the time they came out of the Cave, had two moieties or clans: the Simpuwti 
and the Rinheti. Both the Simpuwti and Rinheti moieties have seven sub-clans (Sungkhor) each, 
named after their forefathers. The sub-clans of the Simpuwti moiety are - i. Ngoruw (~ Ngiirii), ii. 
Thumhli, iii. Kiirii and iv. Chalha, v. Rhanglum, vi. Eenlha Bungjeer and vii. Sherbum, whereas the 
sub-clans of the Rinheti moiety are - i. Rohin, ii. Wanglar, iii. Tthesong, iv. Hongam, v. Shongsir, vi. 
Khartu and vii. Bingpi (now extinct)  (Khartu & Singh, 2011: 36; The Regulation of the Monsang 
Tribe Customs and Usages, 2013:2).       

Marriage system 

In olden days, marriage was confined only within their community. Marriage was also exogamous, 
i.e., between two intermarrying groups, namely, the Simpuwti and the Rinheti moieties. Hence, 
marriage among the different sub-clans of the same moiety,   be it Simpuwti or Rinheti moiety were 

6  Cf: Department of Tribal Affairs and Hills, Government of Manipur. Retrieved from <http://tahmanipur.gov.
in/Pages/schedule%20tribes.aspx> (Last accessed on 22-01-2019).

http://tahmanipur.gov.in/Pages/schedule%20tribes.aspx
http://tahmanipur.gov.in/Pages/schedule%20tribes.aspx
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never permitted. 7    

The traditional Monsang marriage was through the Imah-itu (marriage by service). The Imah-
itu was a service rendered to the father-in-law for marrying his daughter. According to Monsang 
traditional customary practice, after the Juhtii (engagement), the boy would go and stay at the girl’s 
house and start living with her and render his service to his father-in-law for three years, till the final 
feast of marriage was performed (The Regulation of the Monsang Tribe Customs and Usages, 2013:4). 
During his residence at his father-in-law’s house, the boy’s parents had to pay the bride price by offering 
meat and rice beer (home brewed wine) in three installments: Chalha, Thungphan and Min-itu. The 
first two installments would consist of two jars of rice beer, one pig and a quantity of sticky rice, and 
on the top of the hip of sticky rice an egg would be placed. Then, during the Min-itu, which is the 
final installment, the offering consisted of metal gong 8, one pig of five wais 9 or one cow, an unprepared 
but boiled hen and a basket of boiled sticky rice. On the eve of the Min-itu, prior to taking anything, 
the metal gong, rice beer pot and meat would be placed in the middle of the house. The boy’s family 
and relatives would be seated on the right side and the girl’s family and relatives on the left side and 
the couple would be seated somewhere in the middle. They would sing the Riikhii lha (marriage song) 
and consumed the items set before them. The following morning, the boiled sticky rice which would 
be wrapped in palm leaves and would be kept just above the fire place on the previous night, would 
be taken down and consumed by girls belonging to the girl’s Sungkhor, as they enjoy the song of the 
Min (Khartu & Singh, 2011: 38-39). After the Min, there would be a customary send-off programme 
wherein the couple with their children if they have some, together with the parents and dear ones, 
leave the girl’s house and go to the husband’s house. Thus, this marked the completion of the boy’s 
customary obligation of three years of Min-Itu. 10

In the recent past, the Monsang Tribe Union (MTU) on mutual agreement had passed a resolution 
and amended the marriage rule, thereby, allowing marriage between different Sungkhors within the 
same moiety (Khartu & Singh, 2011: 42; The Regulation of the Monsang Tribe Customs and Usages, 
2013:2-3). Furthermore, having embraced Christianity, the Monsangs have abandoned the age-old 
traditional customary way of entering into marriage. Nowadays, once the boy and the girl’s families 
agreed upon the marriage, they fixed a day for a customary Juhtii feast. According to the Custom, the 
boy’s family has to throw a customary Juhtii feast to confirm the engagement to the society. Buffalos 
and pigs are butchered for this feast. In this feast, some portion of the meat will go the girl’s Sungkhor, 
while the remaining parts of the meat are distributed to all who are present for the feast. This is a 
purely customary engagement feast of the Monsang society (The Regulation of the Monsang Tribe 
Customs and Usages, 2013:6). With this Juhtii feast, the boy and the girl are finally engaged and 
accepted by the Monsang society. It is a final stage in the Monsang Customary process of marriage 
and the boy and girl can start living a conjugal life. However, being all Christians now, the Monsangs 
prefer to get married in the Church to receive a Holy Marriage. In such case, it is flexible; some people 
performed the Juhtii feast a few days ahead of the Holy Marriage day, while some people combined 
the Juhtii feast and the Holy Marriage on the same day. The religious ceremony of the Holy Marriage 
is usually performed in the Church or other favourable place where people could gather together. The 
boy and the girl would exchange their marriage vows in the name of God and in the presence of a 
Priest or Reverend or Pastor and before the community.  

7  Ng. Benou. (2018, June 28). Personal Interview.  

8  It is round and flat in shape with big protrusion in the center. It is used for musical instrument on festivals and also for 
announcing death. It was considered an item of great wealth. In Monsang it is called Daar (also called Minjandaar or Daarkung)..   

9  It is a common local measurement which is equivalent to the length covered by two fists when held together. 

10  Kh. Loveson. (2018, June 10). Personal Interview. 
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In case of elopement, the boy’s family must immediately inform the girl’s family and seek for the 
girl’s parents’ consent. This is called Aminthang (post elopement marriage proposal) in Monsang. 
There have been cases, when the girl’s family refused in the beginning, but later they consented to it. 
In such cases too, the boy’s family must perform a traditional Customary Juhtii. 11   

Culture and tradition

Many of the cultural and traditional practices of the Monsang are deeply rooted with their daily life 
and centre on agricultural activities. Some of the cultural and traditional practices of the Monsangs 
are discussed below in brief:     

Birth ceremony

The birth of a child is a blessing and the child is received with much joy and happiness by the family 
and dear ones. When a pregnant woman starts her labour, all necessary arrangements for delivery are 
made to ensure the safety of the child and the mother. Delivery is usually performed in a close room 
with the help of a midwife and few elderly women who assist her in giving birth to a child. In olden 
days, if the labour pain goes on and the woman has a difficult delivery, then, there is a ritual of untying 
of all knots, opening of doors, loosening of garments for speedy and safe delivery. Soon after the birth 
of a child, the umbilical cord is usually cut by one of the attendants with a bamboo blade known as 
Menaang in Monsang, and the placenta is packed and buried in the compound by the father of the 
child, or by any of the elders in the family. The mother would drop few drops of her breast milk on 
the navel of the child, so that it dries up quickly. 12  

The Name-giving ceremony   

The name of the new born child is given either on the day the child is born or on any day after the 
child is born. However, on the seventh day of the birth of a new baby in a family, the name-giving 
ceremony (romhing ephuw in Monsang) is performed. Monsangs have the tradition of naming their 
children after their parents or grandparents. Either full name or part of the syllables of their parent’s or 
grandparent’s name would be added to the name given to the child. This is one way of remembering 
their origin or ancestors. 13 Pigs or chickens are slaughter for a great feast. There is no ritual associated 
with this ceremony. However, the Monsang being all Christians, a Priest or Reverent or Pastor are also 
called to pray for the good health of the child, the mother and the family. 

The Ear piercing ceremony  

The ear piercing ceremony (Ina iviih in Monsnag) of a child is another important occasion of 
celebration. There is no fix day or month or year for ear piercing. The parents of the child decide the 
opportune time for the ear piercing. The child’s ear is usually pierced by the child’s maternal uncle 
(mother’s father or mother’s brothers). Pigs or chickens would be killed for the feast. Home brewed 
wine is also served to some elders attending. 14      

11  Ng. Benou. (2018, June 28). Personal Interview. 

12  Kh. Tonithar. (2018, June 25). Personal Interview.  

13  Ng. Benou. (2018, June 25). Personal Interview.  

14  Ng. Benou. (2018, June 25). Personal Interview.  
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The death and burial ceremony

The Monsang recognized two kinds of death, namely, unnatural death and natural death. In olden 
days, the burying of the dead body depended on the nature of the death.    

 a) Unnatural death 

Death caused by accidents, drowning, stabbing, or any unnatural death is categorized as Saar in 
Monsang. In the olden days, when such unnatural death occurred outside the person’s house, the 
dead bodies were not brought to the house, and were not buried in the common burial ground. 
Instead, they were buried where the death occurred. In case such death occurred within the village, 
the dead bodies were buried at some distance from the common burial ground. The burial ceremonies 
were performed by the brothers-in-law of the deceased. After returning from the burial, the Ethiim 
(traditional priest) would offer prayers for god’s blessing upon the departed soul at the deceased house. 
Then, the following day, the villagers would observe a genna (taboo, Bor ethaang in Monsang), on 
which outsiders were not allowed to enter the village and villagers were not allowed to go out of the 
village (Khartu & Singh, 2011:46). However, this practice has been abandoned now. 

b) Natural death 

When a person dies of sickness or old age, it was considered a natural death. In case of natural 
death, the Monsangs bury the corpse in a village burial ground. Earlier, the Monsangs had a burial 
ground for every lineage. But now, after converting to Christianity, they have a common cemetery for 
the village. The dead body is given a final bath, dressed and covered with traditional costumes. The 
dead body is also kept for a night so that the family and relatives from far and near may come and 
have a last glance and pay homage to the departed soul. The village observed that day as genna and 
villagers take a day off from their normal work as a mark of respect for the deceased person till the 
funeral is over. 

The Monsangs are all Christians now. Nowadays, the burial is conducted according to Christian 
norms. The Reverend or Pastor or Priest leads the people for the funeral service. The near and dear 
ones and the villagers would assemble at the deceased house and the Reverend or Pastor or Priest 
would lead them in prayers for the departed soul and they would proceed to the village cemetery and 
bury the dead. The Catholics take the coffin to the Church for a funeral Mass or a funeral service 
without Mass, before they proceed to the cemetery. 

Attires   

Monsang has rich traditional attires. The traditional shawls which are worn by both men and 
women are called piin in Monsang. There are two traditional piin: Rangam piin (see Figure 1) and 
Ruwngsin piin (see Figure 2). They are rectangular in shape, around 2.5 meters long and 1.05 meter 
wide, and woven with different colours which reflect their unique history and culture. The Raangam 
piin has alternating narrow blue and black stripes throughout its length. Across the breadth at both 
the ends there are three spear-type linings white in colour, which in Monsang are known as Moka, also 
bordered by two dotted white linings. The Ruwngsin piin also has the same size and pattern. but it has 
alternating narrow red and black stripes throughout its length. Both the Rangam piin and Ruwngsin 
piin sometimes also sporting white dotted stars on the body of the shawl. They are designed and 
woven by women.  
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a) Men’s attires 

Men’s traditional attire includes the luwkhum (headwear with a traditional man’s scarf which is tied 
with a knot above the forehead), the piinlheh (a half of the unstitched shawl worn from the waist down 
to the knee by tying on the waist), another smaller piinlheh (worn across the body from right shoulder 
down to the left hip) and the half sleeve white shirt 15 (see Figure 3 and Figure 4 for men’s attire).   

b) Women’s attires  

Women’s traditional wrapper is called Enhiih and there are different types, such as, the echang 
enhiih (used in traditional dance), the eduung enhiih (used in marriage), the savang enhiih (used in 
all occasions, except death), the ethii enhiih (used during death), etc. (see Figures 5 to 9 for some 
Monsang traditional women’s wrappers). 

While performing a traditional dance, women are more decorated with traditional attires, which 
include the followings: an Echang enhiih (traditional wrapper), an Enhiihta (green and white lining 
smaller wrapper with red linings at the border worn underneath the Echang enhiih, see Figure 
10), a Luwkhum (orange-coloured scarf, which is worn as a headwear during the Ekam festival), a 
Luwkhumpaar (a headwear made of bamboo sticks decorated with feathers of hornbill, peacocks, 
fowls, etc. worn during a traditional dance), a half sleeve white shirt, the Naarhuw (earings), the 
ruwthii (necklace), a Lusen (a red bead necklace worn along with Ruwthii), a Roka (a long white bead 
necklace worn across the body, from right shoulder down to the left hip, at the end of which it hangs 
a big sea shell known as Kebuwr), a Pentha (bangle, worn on the wrist), a haar and a kolencho (a haar 
is a silver coated arm ring and a kolencho is a gold coated arm ring, both worn on both arms) 16 (for the 
women’s dance dress, see Figure 10 and also refer Figure 3 and 4).  

Traditional dance   

The Monsang have various traditional dances pertaining to various events and festivals. Traditional 
dances are performed with traditional attires. Traditional dances are accompanied by folksongs sung 
generally in chorus, relative to the festivals or occasions. The Monsang traditional dances are given 
below in brief:      

i.  Ekam laam (Ekam dance) – Ekam laam includes the following dances performed during 
the Ekam festival. They are –  
a. Eniisuw laam (sunrise dance) – is the first dance performed on the second day of the 
Ekam. The dance is staged around the Shiling (a horn shaped wooden pillar), erected in 
front attached to the Khuwngkung 17 echu (Khuwngkung pillar, see Figure 11) to which a 
Mithun to be sacrificed is tied with a rope, after a loud cry of victory over the killing of 
a ferocious tiger during the emergence from the cave led by Thumpungpa, the legendary 
hero, is sounded (Souvenir Ekam Madeen Cultural Festival of Monsang, Monsang Pantha, 
28th-30th April, 2011:3). When this dance is performed, a traditional song known as Eni-
isuw shiling verna lha (song sung at sunrise around the Shiling) is sung, and people seated 
round the Khuwngkung witness the great event.   
b. Khuwngkung laam (dance around the Khuwngkung) – is a dance performed around 
the erected Khuwngkung to express jubilation over the Ekam festival on the second day of 

15  Kh. Tonithar. (2018, December 23). Personal Interview. 

16  Kh. Tonithar. (2018, December 23). Personal Interview. 

17  Khuwngkung is a raised wooden stage on which singers and musicians stand and performed the Ekam songs.  
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the Ekam celebration. When this dance is performed a Khuwngkung verna lha (song sung 
around the Khuwngkung) is sung.    

ii. Rhimpuw laam (tiger dance) – is a Monsang traditional dance enacting the killing of a fero-
cious tiger during emergence from the cave.  

iii. Jaakha laam (Jaakha dance) – is a merry-making dance performed on a feast thrown by a 
rich person to express gratitude for the bountiful gift of wealth and happiness. 

iv. Een verna laam (dance around the house) – is a ritual dance performed during a house 
dedication. This dance is also performed during the Ekam festival (Souvenir Ekam Madeen 
Cultural Festival of Monsang, Monsang Pantha, 28th-30th April, 2011:3-4). 

Folksongs   

Monsang folksongs are a rich source to understand Monsang history and culture. Every festival 
is celebrated with different folksongs and traditional dances. The context in which a song is sung is 
important. Some of the folksongs of the Monsang are mentioned below, with the different occasions 
in which they are sung:   

i. Eniisuw Shiling vernal lha – sung at sunrise around the Shiling at Ekam festival. 
ii. Een verna lha –  sung during the inauguration of a new house.
iii. Serii lha  – sung around the Shiling just before the Mithun is killed at the Ekam festival.
iv. Khuwngkhung verna lha – sung while a dance is performed around the Khuwngkhung at the 

Ekam festival.    
v. Eniitaa lha –  sung at sunset at the Ekam festival. It is a symbolic expression of happiness 

over the celebration of the Ekam festival. 
vi. Jaakha lha – sung at the Jaakha festival. It means merry-making. the Jaakha festival is usually 

offered by a rich individual to thank God for the gift of his wealth and rich harvest.    
vii. Kolee lha – sung when guests are made to dance to entertain the host at Ekam festival.
viii. Ema lha – sung when the male-in-laws of the host are made to dance at a marriage.  

(Souvenir Ekam Madeen Cultural Festival of Monsang, Monsang Pantha, 28th-30th April, 2011:3-4).

Folktales 

The Monsangs have rich folktales which in the past were handed down from the elders to the 
present generation. It is one of the ways by which traditional, cultural, social and religious ideas and 
values are imparted to the young generation. The Monsang folktales tell us about some men and 
women of wisdom, courage as well as humour. The folktales are not just tales but a source of creative 
inspiration, moral uprightness, courage, honesty, wisdom, practices and beliefs, etc. It also has a lesson 
against wickedness, dishonesty, etc. It is also a source of entertainment with their imaginary characters 
and with their either happy or sad ending. Some of the Monsang folktales are – Tonglangching (story 
of an orphan boy who tried to marry a princess), Jurapa and Juranuw (story of a hard working couple 
who constantly engaged in chasing monkeys for destroying their crops. The story narrates how they 
tried to lock the monkeys in their hut at field and hit them mercilessly. From this story, it is believed 
that monkeys’ buttocks are reddened because Jurapa hit them), Buling (story of an orphan boy and 
how he became a rich and wealthy man), Hemon and Hesing (about two brothers: the elder was clever 
but wicked and the younger simple, but foolish), Juung themhin (Monkey story: about how monkeys 
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evolved from humans). 18 

Musical instruments 

Music is an important component while folk songs and folk dances are performed on various 
occasions. The dances are accompanied by traditional musical instruments, such as, the khuwng 
(leather drum), the pengkum (trumpet), the ruwseem (a wind instrument), the siirtah riikii (mithun 
horn), and the daar (metal gong), the tamphuw (bamboo flute), the sananta (traditional violin), etc.

Festivals  

Monsang festivals are generally related to agricultural activities like seed sowing and harvesting. 
They are the Sachii nsi (the seed sowing festival), the Buwrhin esa (the harvesting feast), the Waang 
ncheh (the closing of the harvesting season) and the Ekam (a feast of merit). Through these festivals, 
they express their distinctness and beauty of their dress and dance. They are described below in brief:   

a) the Sachii nsi (the seed sowing festival) 

In the olden days the, Monsangs were practically jhum field cultivators. Jhum cultivation, also 
known as the slash and burn agriculture, usually starts in the month of February. After the selected 
sites for jhum cultivation were cleared off by cutting down trees and shrubs, setting the fallen branches 
afire and making the ground ready for sowing , people gathered for the Sachii nsi in the field. Prior 
to this, villagers would contribute a jar of home brewed wine to the Khurpu. The Khurpu is a village 
elder cum priest. Agriculture-related ceremonies are carried out by him. On the day of the Sachii 
nsi, all the villagers would gather in the field and the Khurpu would first sow some seeds, after which 
all the villagers would start sowing in their fields with shouts of joy. On behalf of the people, the 
Khurpu would pray God for good crops at the season’s end, and for the well-being of the people. After 
the sowing, the villagers would assemble at the house of the Khurpu and enjoy food and drinks. 19 
However, this festive event is not celebrated any longer as in the olden days.  

b) the Buwrhin esa (the harvesting feast) 

This festival is about the feast of the newly harvested rice. Once they have harvested their new 
crops, they would gather together for a feast in which they enjoy the newly harvested rice. Today, this 
festival is celebrated on 23rd October, every year. The celebration is also modernized in the sense that 
there is a great common meal for the villagers. Buffaloes and pigs are slaughtered and prepared for the 
common meal. Every family would bring their cooked rice and share the commonly prepared curry 
marking the joy of the good harvest.   

c) the Waang ncheh (the closing of the harvesting season)  

The Waang ncheh is a feast which marks the end of the harvesting season. In the olden days, millets 
(niimmhaa in Monsang) were harvested after paddy. So, it refers to the last day of the harvesting of 
millets. According to Monsang Custom, only certain Sungkhors (sub-clans) like Tthesong, Hongam, 
Shongsir and Rohin of Rinheti moiety can be the heralder of the end of the harvesting season. The last 
person whose field is to be harvested was guarded by the youths who were armed with spears and 

18  Kh. Peno. (2018, June 20). Personal Interview.  

19  Ng. Benou. (2018, June 25). Personal Interview.  
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daos. A feast is also arranged by him in the field. At the end, the Ethiim would be the last to leave the 
field. He would recite the names of all lineages of the Monsang and shout aloud so that no souls of 
the villagers would be left behind in the field; all souls should return to the village (Khartu & Singh, 
2011: 32). This is also no longer in practice.  

d) the Ekam (feast of merit) 

The Ekam festival is the biggest and richest Monsang cultural feast of merit celebrated over a 
bumper harvest with a series of ceremonial rituals. In the olden days, the Ekam festival was generally 
hosted during the Tthaar Kumkhuw (spring season) in the month of Khosaam Mhotte (March) or 
Ttepuw (April) by a rich man or well-off family for three consecutive days (sometimes lasting even up 
to 5-7 days) to express their deepest gratitude to Thangnhang (Almighty God) for his bountiful gift 
of life and wealth. The whole village would join him and his family in jubilation. In such celebration, 
a Siirta (Mithun) was offered as a sacrifice to Thangnhang and as food for men; a monolith and 
shilling (a horn shaped wooden pillar) were erected as a sign that God is happy and pleased with men 
and to bring prosperity to the whole community. The Ekam festival has four phases, which are to be 
celebrated in different years. They are as follows: 

i. Zuhdung – In Zuhdung no shiling or monument is erected.
ii. Laamlhu – In Laamlhu one shiling and one monolith is erected.
iii. Shabe – In Shabe two Monoliths with a shiling are erected.
iv.  Madeen – Madeen is the last and final Ekam in which the third monument with a shilling 

is erected to commemorate the end of the festival (Souvenir Ekam Madeen Cultural Festival 
of Monsang, Monsang Pantha, 28th-30th April, 2011:3).    

The Ethiim (a traditional priest) would preside over the rituals such as sacrifices, killings, and 
oblation of rice beer etc. During the celebration, meat, wine and food were generously served to all. The 
purpose of the Ekam is to rejoice before the Lord who provides economic prosperity. For the Monsangs, 
it is an opportunity for thanksgiving to Thangnhang and an occasion for feasting, dancing and singing. 
The Ekam also reflects the generosity, spirit of oneness and sharing of the Monsang Community.    

However, in the course of time, it has become difficult for an individual to host a Ekam because 
of the huge expenses a person has to incur. Therefore, in the recent past the festival has been confined 
to the village or tribe level. The four phases of the Monsang Ekam celebration, namely, Zuhdung, 
Laamlhuw, Shabe and Madeen have also been clubbed in order adapt to changing times. However, 
three consecutive days of celebration are still observed. The last Ekam celebration was during, “The 
First Monsang Cultural Exhibition 2016, Showcasing The Richest Monsang Naga Ekam Festival”, 
organized by the Sirti Upa Ruh (the Monsang Tribe Union), the apex body of the Monsang Naga 
people, under the theme “Our Culture For Posterity” on 15th January, 2016, at Monsang Pantha 
(Pentha Khuwpuw) village, Chandel District, Manipur. 

As Monsang are all Christians now, celebration of Christmas, New Year’s Day and Easter have 
become important festivals of celebration. These festivals are celebrated with religious spirit as well as 
with community feasting.

Food habits

Rice is the staple food of the Monsangs. Besides rice, they take maize, millet, tapioca, potato, 
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pumpkin, etc. The Monsangs are fond of meat such as beef, chicken, pork, fish, wild animals like deer, 
boar, monkeys, etc. They relish different forms of rice beer which form a prominent place in their 
social and cultural life. They also take vegetables like cabbage, mustard leaf, beans, gourd, cucumber, 
yam, etc. which they cultivate in their jhum fields as well as at home. At home they also plant fruit 
bearing trees such as guava, mango and banana, etc. 

Hunting  

Hunting has been practiced since time immemorial. It is basically for food. There are two types of 
hunting: Individual hunting and Group hunting.  

When an individual hunter kills an animal, the rear right hind leg is given to the hunter’s sister (if 
he has two or more sisters, then to the eldest sister and in subsequent huntings, he might give it to his 
second sister, and later to the third sister), the ear with the neck portion without bones, called Sánà 
(animal’s ear) is given to his mother’s brother (if he has two or more maternal uncles, then to the eldest 
maternal uncle as long as he is alive, and in case, if his first maternal uncle is dead, he will give it to 
his second maternal uncle), and the rear quarter portion of the killed animal, which is called Sakuung 
(hind quarter portion), is given to his Lhupa (bosom friend). Some portion of the meat is cooked and 
eaten together with relatives on that evening. It indicates the joy and success of the hunter. If someone 
happened to join the hunter either before or after the hunter has killed the animal, and helps him 
carry it till home, he is given a share, which is called Enang-sa (reached-in-time meat). 20 In case, the 
weapon with which the hunter killed the animal is borrowed from a friend, one front leg is given to 
the owner of the weapon. 

When a hunter kills an animal during a group hunting, the head portion and abdominal parts are 
received by the hunter who killed it, while the remaining portions are equally distributed among the 
co-hunters (Khartu & Singh, 2011: 54). Some of the weapons used during hunting include spears, 
knives, bows and arrows, traps, guns, etc. 

Religion  

Before the advent of Christianity, the Monsangs believe in the existence of two main spirits: the good 
spirit and evil one. The good spirit is the Supreme Being whom they called Thangnhang. All the good 
things, the beautiful world here below and the sky above and life are attributed to this Supreme Being, while 
the evil spirit is called Umle Puwrthang, all sicknesses and misfortunes are believed to be caused by him. 21     

However, they did not have any idol, they did not construct any place of worship and they did 
not have any established form of worship. They prayed Thangnhang for blessings, good health and 
prosperity, and for protection against evil spirits. The religious rituals and ceremonies are performed 
by the Ethiim. The Ethiim was a shaman cum medicine man. He was able to contact the good and 
evil spirits and cure people of their illness with his natural medicines of jungle herbs and roots. His 
primary duty was to offer sacrifice on behalf of the possessed person to the spirits and to propitiate 
the spirits and ward off the sufferings and torments caused by them. The Ethiim was also the mediator 
between man and the spirit or divine. It was believed that he can see, talk and please the spirits. 

20  Ng. Belockson. (2019, January 9). Personal Interview.  

21  Ng. Phamner. (2019, January 9). Personal Interview. 
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Their ancestors also believed in the existence of a soul within a person. The Monsang word for soul 
is ‘chipi’. 22 They believed that the chipi comes from Thangnhang who is the source of all life. They 
also believed that there is life after death. This is based in their belief in the immortality of the chipi. 
When a person is dead, the chipi leaves the dead body to live in the world of the dead. But the chipi 
is judged by Thangnhang, according to the life a person lived on earth and the nature of one’s death. 
If the chipi is found good and virtuous it goes to its destiny called ‘Rhingven’ - where the chipi is 
rewarded for his good works with a happy life. Whereas, the bad chipi is sent down to ‘Longkong’, to 
live an unhappy life because a person did not live a good life while on earth. 23 The Monsang concept 
of Rhingven - a place where good souls are rewarded for their virtuous life and Longkong - a place where 
bad souls dwell is very much similar to the Christian understanding of virtuous souls going to heaven 
and immoral souls going to hell after death. 

Today, the Monsangs are all Christians belonging to the Baptist and Catholic denominations. The 
first conversion to Christianity took place in the year 1925, when some of them were converted to the 
Baptist faith and slowly many more got converted. Then in the year 1956, some people also received 
baptism in the Catholic Church, and gradually many turned to this faith. As they have all embraced 
Christianity, most of the traditional beliefs and religious practices like the function of traditional priest 
Ethiim have disappeared. But concepts that are similar to Christianity are being carried out like the 
beliefs in Rhingven and Longkong as connected to heaven and hell in Christian terminology. There is 
also similarity between the traditional belief in one Supreme Being, whom they called Thangnhang 
and Christian teaching of one God. Hence, after embracing the Christian faith the traits of this Being 
is attributed to the Christian God, and they call Him with the same name Thangnhang. 

Occupation 

The main occupation of Monsangs is cultivation. They do jhum and wet cultivation. Only few 
people own wet fields. The jhum field cultivation is a shifting cultivation. The main crop is rice, but 
other crops, like millets, maize, pumpkin, ash gourd, sweet potato, yam, ginger, cucumber, chilies, 
turmeric, etc. are also grown. Fishing and hunting are part time occupations as well as an important 
part in the economic life of the Monsangs. Today with the coming of education, the Monsangs have 
made much progress; some have got jobs, some do business, some work in private firms and only 
few continue to work in jhum cultivation. Most of the people are also skilled craftsmen. Some of 
the secondary occupations include basket-weaving and carpentry for men, and weaving, embroidery, 
collection of firewood and fishing for women. They also rear buffaloes, cows, pigs, dogs and chickens.

Education and literacy  

The advent of Christianity and education in Monsang areas, right from 1924 up till today, has 
led to the gradual upliftment and progress of the Monsangs in their social, cultural, religious and 
educational sphere. The coming of Chandel district headquarter in their area, in 1983, is another 
blessing as they strive for their socio-economic and educational development. The existence of the 
Maha Union Government Higher Secondary School, Japhou, the United College Chandel in the 
district headquarter and other private schools in and around the Chandel district headquarter has given 
greater opportunities for schooling their children. As mentioned above, the Monsang population is 

22  The chipi is believed to be immortal. When a person is dead, the chipi does not die. The chipi then goes to its 
abode.   

23  Kh. Loveson. (2018, June 17). Personal Interview. 
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just 2,427 only (Census of India, 2011). The Census of India (2011) also mentions 1,657 as the total 
number of literates in Monsang; out of which 872 are males and 785 are females. This means 68.2 % 
of the populations are literate and the males outnumber the females in terms of literacy percentage. 
Indeed, they have also made much progress in various fields, such as, education, medicine, politics and 
religion. They are few in number but marching ahead and striving to scale new heights of progress.

Language   

Monsang is an ethnolinguistic term that stands for both the name of the language as well as the 
name of the tribe. In Monsang, the language is known as Sirti ttong (Monsang language). The Monsang 
do not have its own written form, and Monsang orthography is written in Latin script.  Though the 
people identify themselves as ‘Naga’, the language is classified as one of the North-Western Kuki-
Chin languages of the Tibeto-Burman family (see DeLancey et al. 2015; Simons & Charles, 2017). 
The Monsang do not have written grammars, a dictionary or text books, etc. Literature remains 
oral till date. Thus, Monsang with its few speakers is one of the critically endangered languages in 
northeastern India. 

Conclusion 

This ethnographic study on the Monsang is a humble attempt to highlight their history, society, 
culture, tradition and their religious beliefs. The Monsang is one of the tribes in Northeast India 
which claim their origin from a Cave. Some of the other tribes, which share the same belief are, the 
Anal, the Lamkang, the Moyon, the Tarao, the Kharam (see Bareh, 2001), the Thadou (Ginzatuang, 
1973), and the Mizo (Lalruanga, 1984). While the advent of (conversion to) Christianity along with 
education has helped the Monsang to adapt their socio-economic life to changing times, and are 
highly commendable, it have also caused changes, making them lose their traditional practices. The 
changes are notable especially during  their cultural festivals which are no more celebrated as in the 
past. As Christians, their celebration of Christmas, New Year’s Day and Easter and other Christian 
related celebrations have overtaken their cultural festivals, which were once community celebrations. 
In short, the Monsangs do not have festivals celebrated annually, except for the Buwrhin esa (the 
harvesting feast) which is observed on 23rd October, every year. The Ekam festival is also rare to witness 
now, as it involves huge expenses to organise. So, unless it is celebrated as a village level or tribe level, 
it is a rare festival. Converted to Christianity, the role of the Ethiim has been replaced by the role of a 
Priest or Reverent or Pastor for religious ceremonies. 

Their origin, migration, society, culture and tradition and religious beliefs, etc. have been described, 
in brief, yet they are significant because their history, culture and tradition need to be preserved and 
well documented when some elders, traditional knowledge keepers, are still alive. In a changing world 
they might even lose the very way of life that was once integral part of their very existence. Hence, the 
study will certainly benefit the younger generation to get a better knowledge of their history, culture 
and traditional practices handed down from their forefathers. The study will also further benefit 
future scholar for a deeper and further research on various other topics like their traditional medicinal 
knowledge, art, handicraft, folksongs, etc. while the Monsangs are marching ahead and striving for 
better heights in various fields. 
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Figure 1 (above). Raangam piin.

Figure 2 (to the right). Ruwngsin piin.

Figure 3 (to the left). Mens dance dress at Ekam festival.

Figure 4 (to the right). Monsang traditional dance troupe

Figure 5 (to the left). Echang enhiih.

Figure 6 (to the right). Eduung enhiih.

Figure 7 (to the left). Savang enhiih. 

Figure 8 (to the right). Ethii enhiih.
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Figure 9 (Above). Ethii enhiih scarf. 

Figure 10 (to the right) Monsang woman attire.

Figure 11 (below). Khuwngkung.
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Once I asked the residents of a village with a mixed population of the Mundas and the 
Oraons that if one of them broke the wall of a temple or mosque and stole a few bricks from it 
what would happen. ‘They will kill us and there would be a riot’, they replied. Then I retorted 
by saying why they do not protest against the felling of the village forest, for the forest was also 
their temple. The reply was, ‘Our fore-parents did so and died in thousands. Finally, the British 
accepted our demands partially. We could only’save our sarnas.Our story begins from that time. 
Before the beginning of the colonial era Jharkhand was really a ‘land of forest’. Neolithic culture 
of forest-based cultures dominated over the surplus produced by agriculture-based feudalism. The 
land under swidden cultivation (daha/ dhya or jara) was very common. Only in some pockets 
plough agriculture was introduced by the medieval ‘jungle’ states. But in both cases the notion of 
land belonging to the king as the ‘lord’ paramount of the soil was absent. Community enjoyed 
total control over the land, the forest and their products. Forests were dense and full of wild 
animals. The forest was an integral part of the economic system. (personal comminication)

A rather poetic observation of a colonial officer in Jharkhand by the turn of the last century 
goes like this, “Chotanagpur (Major portion of Jharkhand during the colonial time) is one long 
undulating sweep of hills throughout… Its centre is a vast plateau… All are covered with more or 
less thick tree jungle…while the lower and more undulating slopes grow vast tree forests that stretch 
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Bir bano? disum ale horoko kale sukua, said the Mundas to Hoffman when he was 
writing his Encyclopaedia Mundarica in the last quarter of the 19th century. ‘We the Mundas 
do not like to live in a country where there are no forests’, is not just a casual statement of some 
nature lovers. The statement had a deep social and spiritual connotation. Hoffman noted that 
when somebody dies the Mundas avoid saying that so and so has died, but they would say so 
and so has been lost in the forest (birjanae instead of goejane). Forests are the dwelling place of 
the deceased ones. When the village is settled by clearing forests, a patch of the virgin forest is 
kept untouched with the belief that it is the abode of the mother earth (jaer era) or ‘lady of the 
sacred grove’ and other spirits. This ‘sacred grove’ or sarna or Jaer (Jaher of the Santals) is the 
only place of propitiation of the benevolent spirits of all the indigenous peoples of Jharkhand. 
The forest has a great relevance in life of the Mundas, who think it is associated with their 
souls and ancestor-hood. In this paper I had tried to explore the relation of forest with its 
Management in the life of this tribal people. 
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over the land for miles around.. The whole forms one of the most charming series of views imaginable. 
The far-off hills in the background, in exquisite tints of blue or purple as the light falls; the nearer 
hills picturesquely shaped and luxuriant in every shade of green, with their bold escarpments in black 
or grey; and the plains below furnishing their quota of color in the tender green of the early rice, 
the brilliant yellow of the sirguja, or the gold of the fields at harvest, - present a panorama of perfect 
charm and beauty” (Bradley-Brit 1910:2). The author gives the wayfarer’s description of the country 
of forests and hills and the social milieu of the land. He is, however, not an exception to his genre. 
Whoever wrote about the land and the people of the country could not but be impressed by the co-
existence of nature and culture in a perfect balance.

However, British colonialism did not descend on Jharkhand to present a poetic appreciation of 
the biodiversity of the land. It was there to make a profit out of it. Thus, the view of the forest 
that predominated among the official circle finds that ‘all these trees mixed with shrubs loaded with 
parasites give the forest the appearance of a conservatory in disorder in which individual plants are 
indistinguishable’. The author laments the absence of ‘the majestic aspect of the pine forests of our 
countries, which bear more resemblance to galleries of gothic columns… (Jule 1879).   

The colonial forces under the British East India Company entered the so-called ‘Bengal woodland’ 
or ‘Jungle Mahal’, as the Mughals called it, by 1770. “Colonialism made a distinction between public 
and private domain. While the environment was placed in the former, agriculture was made a private 
sector activity. The partitioning of landscapes and social spheres came to characterize the large aspects 
of the modern state formation” (Shivaramakrishnan 1999:80). In this process tribal territories were 
constructed, not only by curbing practices like shifting horticulture, but by assigning the tribes 
specific lands which designated the areas inhabited by unredeemable tribes praciticing ‘backward 
agriculture’ (ibid page 81). By the 1870s, the south-western part of woodland Bengal – the emerging 
tribal heartland – was taking shape as a landscape where two elements of policy converged. One 
element worked to hasten the gradual transformation of wild lands and wastelands into an ordered 
terrain of fields and groves. The other element was the policy of forest conservation.” (ibid page 86)

However, the objective of the transformation of the wild lands and wasteland into ordered lands 
of fields and groves were not possible without the eradication of the wild animal kingdom. The forests 
were infested with snakes and wild beasts. Tigers, bears, leopards, and elephants pushed back the 
line of cultivation till the late eighteenth century.  Besides, there were various types of deer and the 
nilgai (Indian antelope) freely moving into the cultivated plains, along with wild pigs and many 
types of wildfowl. Wild buffalo, gaur (bison), deer and carnivora were found in the forestland. The 
extermination of the wildlife, known as vermin eradication, became a regular practice. The classical 
mode of vermin eradication was hunting.  The slaughter of wild animal, especially the large mammals 
and the carnivora went on throughout the 19th century. (Shivaramakrishnan1999: 90-92)

Devoid of good forests in England, the British realised the commercial value of Indian forests and 
tried to establish a rigid control over them. We can trace the beginnings of a systematic forest policy 
to 1855, when the Governor General, Lord Dalhousie issued a memorandum on forest conservation 
called the charter of Indian forests. Dalhousie stated that the government should regard forests as a 
state property that required state control. The first attempt at asserting state monopoly was through the 
Indian Forest Act of 1865. The immediate purpose of passing the act was to facilitate the acquisition 
of those forested areas that were earmarked for railway supplies (Gadgil and Guha, 2000:123). The 
long-term purpose of the act was to replace community-managed forests by colonial sylviculture, 
that is the “scientific forest management” of the state was achieved when the state usurpation was 
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consolidated in the Indian Forest Act of 1878. This changed the traditional pattern of resource use and 
made timber an important commodity, which in turn fundamentally altered forest ecology (Gadgil 
and Guha. 2000:85). The dominant forest structures were commonly changed from all-aged, diverse 
and naturally regenerating jungles to simplified, even-aged monocultures, often dominated by sal, 
teak and pine. (Jewitt 2004:62)

The fine-tuning of the forest legislation culminated in the Indian Forest Act of 1927 that elaborated 
the determination of proprietary rights as to forests (Vasan 2009:115). It formed the foundation of 
all forest legislation and policies framed during and after the colonial times. The IFA classified forests 
into three categories: Reserved Forests (RF), Protected Forests (PF) and Village Forests. Following 
a prescription by Dietris Brandis (known as ‘the father of Indian forestry’), the forest department 
started employing the shifting cultivators and their traditional skill of fire management in the newly 
introduced ‘taungya’ plantations. Along with the plantations, it came the ‘taungya’ villages, a variant 
of the ‘forest villages’ which the forest department hadf started to establish as ghettoized labour 
settlements since the 1890s onwards (Ghosh and Bannerjee 2010).  In Jharkhand 24 of such ‘Forest 
Villages’ were established, 14 in Singhbhum and 10 in Palamu.

In Jhakhand the colonial state only demarcated the Reserve Forests, largely in Singhbhum, Palamu 
and Hazaribagh districts (all old ones, now these districts have been further bifurcated into many 
more districts). The rest of the forests was part of the Zamindari holdings and recorded in the part II 
of the Khatian of every village along with the rights that the villagers have in those forests. However, 
in the 156 Mundari Khunti Katti villages the forests remained the joint property of the descendants 
of the original settlers.

Colonial forest management through the gigantic institution of the Forest Department progressively 
destroyed the symbiosis between human and nature that evolved in this land over a period unknown 
to history. The ship building factory in Diamond Harbour near Calcutta,  the Bengal Nagpur Railway 
and the coal mining in Manbhum (Dhanbad was a part of this old district) signaled the beginning 
of an era of devastation of the old equations between the ‘Ancestors – Human – Nature’ that sums 
up the cosmology and cosmogony of the local indigenous people. The phenomenon of the out-
transportation of minerals and the in-transportation of men of other cultures continued to flourish 
under the colonial state. The little known province describe by Bradley-Brit became well known as 
the ‘Rurh’ of India. The mining of minerals and the mining of timber turned the land of the adivasis 
upside down!

Colonialism alienated people from the forest along with land and water. It exposed them to the 
larger economy of the imperialist state. The hunting-gathering and swidden horticulturists were forced 
to be sedentary. Large-scale deforestation, coupled with Zamindari exploitation, led to food insecurity 
and eventually famine. The hundred years of British occupation of Jharkhand from the second half 
of the 19th century to the withdrawal in 1947 witnessed a chain of famine episodes especially in those 
places that were once clad with thick dense forests. In another context the Viceroy of Bengal admitted 
that the ‘chief factor’ of the Great Bengal famine of 1943 was ‘morale’ (as quoted by Sen1981). In 
Jharkhand the famines exposed a much deeper moral hollowness of the colonial rule. The rulers took 
advantage of the drought conditions to ‘create’ famines with a view to alienate the indigenous peoples 
from their ancestral lands and forests (Sing1996:72). Large-scale out-migration to Assam and Bhutan 
was the beginning of a never-ending process. This immorality of the colonial culture was perpetuated 
in the years to come.
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Post-colonial Assault on Biodiversity 

The post-colonial forest policy of the central/state governments was the continuation of the 
Orientalist attitudes in the colonial power structure. Instead of casting off the shackles of the 
British colonialism  “many British ideas and methods of rule have been continued by post-colonial 
governments, especially as India has become more and more hooked into Western commercial and 
consumer systems. Instead of rejecting the modernizing policies of the British and replacing them 
with a more socially and environmentally sensitive forest management strategy, the post-colonial 
forest department embraced and enlarged on British policies” (Jewitt 2004:71-72). “Strategies of 
achieving economic development that had evolved in a particular phase of colonial and capitalist 
development were adopted – with minimal alteration – as central element of post-colonial India. Two 
distinguishing features were its emphasis on rapid industrialization and its dependence on an ever-
intensive and extensive extraction and exploitation of natural resources…retaining the same system 
in the post-1947 period meant that we had no choice but to colonise internally” (Kothari 2003:11).

After the independence the Indian ruling elite under caste-class combine dubbed as ‘omnivores’ by 
Gadgil, having satisfied its hunger of power engaged itself in satiating its thirst of wealth. The semi-
feudal structure of Indian society refused to accept the land reform (1956) and the sharing of power 
at village level under the Panchyati Raj (1957), the rule of the village council. “‘National interest’ was 
the ‘log in name’ and ‘Development’ became the password to have a smooth access to the natural 
resources of the country for their inhuman exploitation and criminal expropriation in order to exploit 
and expropriate them” (Basu Mulick 2007:22).  Public servants, police and politicians formed a nexus 
to this end. Where colonialism left off, development took over (Kothari1988:143, as quoted by Jewitt 
2004). World of artefacts devastated the natural world. While dams and mines displaced millions of 
peasants and tribals, the destruction of forests caused hunger and destitution. The swelling multitude 
of ‘ecological refugees’ (Gadgil 2000), who constitute about one third of the Indian population, were 
turned into sweat labourers and treated as development waste. Development in Jharkhand took place 
under the threat of guns. Behind the repression that accompanies development there was a perception 
of the adivasi (indigenous) peasantry as physical obstacles in the drive to gain full access to land, raw 
materials and natural resources (Devalle1992:104-105). 

Jharkhand has been the largest producer of ecological refugees. The total number of people 
displaced in Jharkhand since the year 1951 – 1995 has been 15, 03,017. Out of which 6, 20,372 
belong to a scheduled tribe, 2, 12,892 belong to a scheduled caste and 6, 76,575 belong to other 
categories. Ecological devastation has completely broken the chain of food security. According to the 
official estimate 10% people of Jharkhand today suffer from hunger frequently and 2% suffer from 
chronic hunger.

The Management Policy of Forest

Forests continued to be the largest zamindari (fiefdom) of the state and forest officials acted 
like despotic landlords even after the end of the colonial rule. Developmental projects are usually 
identified with ecological destruction and consequent devastation of the Indigenous Peoples. The role 
of the forest department in its ‘gold rush’ at the cost of the humans and nature was neither studied 
nor exposed till recently when the confrontation between the forest-dependent people and the forest 
department could not be suppressed any longer in the central Indian states and the foot hills of the 
Himalayas. The Chipko, Jharkhand and Narmada movements exposed the highhandedness of the 
forest departments and the rampant corruption that it had inherited and multiplied since the colonial 
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times, besides challenging the forest policies of the government. 

Immediately before independence in Jharkhand the Zamindars (landlords) and the forest officials 
took full advantage of the unstable political conditions, marked by the quit India movement and the 
Second World War, to convert natural woods into artificial wealth. The rate of felling trees went up to 
such an alarming scale that the British government during the fag end of its rule decided to take over 
the village forests from the custodianship of the Zamindars by enacting the Bihar Private Forest Act of 
1946 (III of 1946). It was ‘re-enacted as Bihar Private Forest Act, 1947 (Act IX of 1948) with certain 
modifications’ after independence. When the Zamindari status was abolished and the Land Reform 
Act (Bihar Act XX of 1950) was operative, all these forests became vested in the Government and were 
constituted as Protected Forests (PF) under the Indian Forest Act of 1927. However, that turned out 
to be a boon in disguise for the officials of the forest department. They cleared what was left out by the 
Zamindaris as a gift from independence and reward to their loyalty to the British Raj. 

In its quest for quick currency bills the Forest Department in collusion with the revenue department 
declared the Mundari Khuntkatti villages (where the Mundas enjoyed absolute ownership of land and 
forest) as Zamindari villages and notified the forests as Private Protected Forests by overtly violating 
the provisions of the Chotanagpur Tenency Act 1908 under which the Adivasis belonging to the 
Munda community enjoyed a special status.  However, the Mundari Khuntkattidars lodged a strong 
protest this injustice on the ground that the Mundari Khuntkatti tenure was quite different from 
the Zamindari tenure. They were neither tenants nor tenure holders and they collectively owned 
the forests within the boundary of the village. However, it yielded no positive results and the Forest 
Department virtually took away the Mundari Khuntkatti forests from the Mundas with a plea of 
managing their forests ‘scientifically’ and a promise of sharing the profit that they never kept. In 1984 
the Roy Burman Commission visited these villages and found to its utter disbelief that the forest 
department denuded miles after miles forests mercilessly. 

Popular upsurge against the Forest Department till the turn of the last century and its cruel 
suppression by calling the forest-dependent peoples, especially the indigenous peoples, as encroachers 
in the post colonial period reveals two facts. One, the rising aspiration of the people to regain rights 
over the forest biodiversity by getting rid of the perpetuation of the illegitimate rule of the Forest 
Department on the forestland; and the other, the Forest Department’s effort to declare more and more 
forestland as protected areas in the garb of the protection of biodiversity and wildlife. The indigenous 
peoples raised the very fundamental question of the usage of forest and biodiversity. Their opposition 
was against the felling of forest trees to supply subsidized timber to the industries and conversion of 
forest into plantations. The forest department, on the other hand, kept calling the indigenous peoples 
the destroyers of the forest and poachers of the wildlife. In the ensuing debate the small but powerful 
lobby of the conservationists took the side of the forest department. Gadgil and Guha called this 
phenomenon as an instance of class collaboration of the people of the same economic and cultural 
background whom they called the ‘omnivores’ (Gadgil and Guha 2000:151).  

Sudha Vasan has dealt the issue of the ‘encroachment of forest by the forest dwellers’ at length in 
recent times (Vasan: 2009). 

Any discussion of encroachment on these land (18.5% of RF and 81% of PF of the total 
forestland in Jharkhand) is necessarily premised on the idea that these forests are the legitimate 
legal property of the state from the date of settlement…(However,) there is some evidence that 
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the process mandated by the IFA for creation of RFs/PFs was blatantly violated…The illegal 
creation of legal state property in forests in different parts of Jharkhand has not only been noted 
by local activists, but also by colonial and Indian settlement officers. In the Singhbhum region, 
for instance, the adivasis had specific and extensive rights in lands declared as PFs. Several old 
abandoned village sites and burial grounds (sasan diri) found insides RFs  indicate that the 
adivasis lived there prior to state reservation…A settlement officer in Singhbhum noted that ‘the 
reservation was the one great encroachment on the Khuntkatti rights (original settlers rights) in 
Khas Porahat’ (Vasan. 2009:117-8).

Conversion of Zamindari forests or Private Protected Forests that were recorded as a part of the 
village and village community having usufruct rights over it into PFs, is another major violation 
of legitimate rights of the people. In this context it should be mentioned that a large number of 
Khuntkattidars jointly filed a case in the Hon’ble High Court, Ranchi in 2005 against the conversion 
of their forests into PFs by the Forest Department under the IFA in 1956. The case has been heard 
twice but the judgment has been pending since long, the reason of which is best known to the Hon’ble 
High Court. Actually all the PFs are village commons and state has no rights to them.

Post Colonial Forest Legislations

A brief description of the policies and legislative measures adopted by the state reveals a slow but 
definite shift from overtly anti-people position to the recognition of the role of the indigenous peoples 
in the preservation of the biodiversity.

National Forest Policy of 1952

The adoption of the policy exhibited the deep-seated antagonism between the state and forest-
dependent communities when it stated that, “the accident of a village being situated close to a forest 
does not prejudice the right of the country as a whole to receive the benefits of a national asset” 
(Poffenberger and Singh 1996:61). This led to the curbing of the so called ‘concessions and privileges’ 
legally granted to the rural population, especially the indigenous peoples, as an essential step to protect 
the ‘national interest’.

Commercial exploitation and degradation of Indian forests increased dramatically after 1947 in a 
post-independent India. Indeed, the 1952 National Forest Policy set out guidelines, which were, for 
the most part, directed towards the supply of cheap timber and non-timber forest products for state-
sponsored industrialization and modernization (Corbridge and Jewitt 1997; Kuchli 1997). 

The Forest Conservation Act 1980

Its objective was to centralize power in terms of decision-making about the use of forests. It 
restricted the transfer of forestland for non-forest purposes by the provincial government without the 
consent of the central government. But the Act neither defined what forest was nor clarified what were 
the non-forest uses. Thus, the provincial governments continued to divert forestland to commercial 
plantation like tea, coffee, rubber etc. While it placed control over logging it did little to reverse the 
historic swing towards bureaucratic control. ‘As government agencies exerted greater controls over 
forests, millions of rural inhabitants throughout India, who had used these lands to meet basic needs 
of food, fuel, building materials, fibers, and medicines, increasingly lost access rights. As the rights of 
the rural communities were eroded, conflicts grew between the state agencies and the Indian villagers. 
Disagreements over management priorities let to unsustainable pattern of forest exploitation and to 
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gradual degradation of India’s vast forests. By 1990, less than 10 per cent of the country possessed 
good forest cover’ ((Poffenberger and Singh 1996:61).

The Ministry of Environment and Forest claimed that the diversion of forestland came to a low 
of 38,000 hectare per annum since 1980 as against 150,000 hectare per annum from 1950 to 1980. 
However, data for diversion of forestland from 1980 to 2004 does not prove it.

The National Forest Policy, 1988

The National Forest Policy, 1988, envisages people’s involvement in the development and 
protection of forests. Accordingly the strategy of the Joint Forest Management (JFM) was prepared 
to establish management ‘partnerships’ between local forest-dependent communities and the state for 
the sustainable management and sharing of public forestland. 

The JFM does not involve the transfer of ownership over forests, but attempts instead to restructure 
the formal system of access, decision-making, and sharing of benefits to account for the needs of local 
communities. 

Dr. Ajit Bannerjee, the author the JFM, observed after two decades of JFM practice that the 
reasons for the failure of the strategy are many but the three major deficiencies are as follows: 

1. The FD plays the role of the major partner reducing the fringe people as an insignificant minor 
partner. For example, the FD writes a micro-plan (though visibly consult people) and takes decisions 
in respect of felling, allocation of funds for forest and rural developments, selection of species for 
forestation, punishing and prosecuting offenders and others.  The only thing that it totally leaves it 
to the people is forest protection and to a certain extent in selecting some rural developments items. 
This unequal sharing of power has dampened the spirit of joint management and the people have not 
unleashed their initiative to make a success of the JFM.

2. Technically the JFM should have plans to satisfy people’s needs such as firewood, fodder, small 
timber and other NTFPs for home use and sale for enhancing the livelihood. In only a very few cases, 
the FD has done so. They have continued to focus on timber production and planting of such species 
that have little impact on the people daily requirements and enhancement of livelihood.

3. Additionally the people are in need of forest-based employment opportunities, which are 
insufficiently provided. 

The JFM policy had been adopted by the Bihar Government since November 1990, when a large 
tract of forestland was already degraded and the forest department became completely alienated from 
the people. (The Government of Bihar admitted way back in the 70s that out of 29,232 Sq. Km of 
declared forest 10,000 Sq. Km was degraded (A Draft Perspective Plan, Bihar – 1978-89). Presently 
the Jharkhand Government admits that there is only 18-19% of the total state land is under forest 
cover (Vision 2000, Jharkhand Government) as opposed to the conflicting claims of 27% by the 
Forest Department.)

Therefore, it was not surprising that the progress of the programme staggered with a ridiculously 
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negligible average of 17 JFM community organizations formed every year. However, the expectation 
was quite high. In an important policy shift, the Indian national Forest Policy of 1988 underscored 
the need to involve local communities in the management of forests; and regeneration of forests and 
alleviation of rural poverty were the expected outcome (Sanjay Kumar 2004). With a view to assure 
the involvement of the forest peoples 33% of the total net profit was promised to be shared with them. 
The programme was hailed as a revolutionary new scheme (Jewitt 2004).

After the formation of the Jharkhand state, the new state government reinitiated the project. The 
Govt. of Jharkhand has a new Joint Forest Management Resolution dated September 27, 2001, that 
supersedes the Govt. of Bihar Resolution on the same issue (GoB Resolution No. 54/90 – 5244 
V.P. dated 09.11.90). The main objective of the resolution is to establish joint forest management 
committees for the protection of Reserved and Protected Forest of the state and for the betterment of 
the villagers living in these forests.

The Jharkhand Resolution begins by accusing the forest dwellers of destroying the forests. Then it 
allures them by promising 90% of the net profit made from the sale procedures of the forest products 
including timber and demands responsibility of protection and regeneration of forests in return. 
Forest Protection Committees would be formed in the villages, but the portfolios of the secretary 
and the treasurer would be held by the Forest Department. The members of the committee would be 
given the policing power and authority to collect fines for small offences. A detailed analysis of the 
Resolution makes it clear that the sole purpose of it is to re-establish a centralised power in the forest 
with the help of the forest dwellers. 90% profit sharing is a hoax because it is the net profit, which 
will be taken into account and after the colossal expenses of the Forest Department it is anybody’s 
guess how much would be left for distribution to the people. Moreover, people would not be deciding 
the price of the forest produces and would have no say in the money management. It violates the 
Chotanagpur Tenancy Act 1908 and the Panchyati Raj (Extention in Schedule Areas) Act 1996. 
The most dangerous consequence would be a division within the village and between neighbouring 
villages on the issue of stopping people’s access to the forest. 

The Environment Protection Act, 1986

The Act was designed in response to the decline in the quality of environment due to increasing 
pollution, loss of vegetal cover and biological diversity, excessive concentration of harmful chemicals in 
the ambient atmosphere and in the food chain, growing risk of environmental accidents and threats to 
life support system. Under the act the Central Government retains power to take measures to protect 
and improve the environment and power to direct closure, prohibition or regulation of any industry. 
The Act requires the obtaining of environmental clearances for specific type of new/expansion projects 
and for submission of environmental statement to the State Pollution Board. 

However, the policy makers and policy implementing authorities always hold high the interests of 
the industries and the market. As a result of that the provisions of the Act are ignored to facilitate the 
‘economic growth’. The National Mineral Policy is given precedence over the Act to water down the 
provisions of the Act. 

The PPESA 1996

The Provisions of Panchyati Raj (Extension in Scheduled Areas) Act 1996 was framed with an 
optimistic view of doing away with the unfortunate confrontation between the state and the tribal 
people. The Act aimed at recognising the indigenous peoples’ traditional system of governance as 
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the foundation of the present day governance in their habitats comprising the 5th Scheduled Areas 
of the Country.  However the initial enthusiasm about the Act died down as soon as people found 
that the Act diluted considerably the Report of the Bhuria Committee on the basis of which the Act 
was supposed to be framed. As against the aspiration of the indigenous peoples the Act denies the 
ownership rights of the indigenous peoples in the village forests. Moving a step further the Jharkhand 
state Panchyati Raj Act of 2001 has taken out even the rights over the Minor Forest Produces from the 
jurisdiction of the Gram Sabhas, which was granted in the Central Act. However, even then the Act 
has recognised the rights of the self-rule of the indigenous peoples to a certain extent. The section 4 
(d) of the PPESA provides management rights of the forest to the Gram Sabha. In Jharkhand the Act 
has  not been implemented till now as it has been challenged in the apex court of law in the country 
by a section of the non- indigenous peoples living in indigenous peoples territories as undemocratic 
and unconstitutional.

The Biological Diversity Act 2002

“The Indigenous People have, for centuries, been engaged in protecting and sustaining biodiversity 
in the regions where their homelands are located. It is in fact, a testimony to their efforts that the 
world presently has any biodiversity to speak of. Yet they have played very minimal roles, if any at all, 
in the various international and national processes that have been put in place by nation-state and 
other entities interested in protecting and sustaining biodiversity. It is not for lack of trying that the 
Indigenous Peoples are left out” (Grey: 2006:ix) India is no exception to this global observation.  

India as one of the signatories of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) which framed 
the Biological Diversity Act 2002 to address the challenges of stalling the further destruction of the 
already degraded and severely threatened biodiversity of the country. Its avowed objectives are

•	 The conservation of biodiversity; 

•	 Regulation of access to biological resources;

•	 The sustainable use of biological resources; 

•	 Equity in sharing benefits from such use of resources;

•	 Mechanisms needed for the protection of traditional knowledge and its holders.

The Act does not explicitly bring in the indigenous peoples in the decision-making processes to 
meet the above objectives. It, however, recognizes the role of the indigenous peoples in the protection 
and promotion of the Biodiversity and, therefore, has the 

•	 Provisions for local communities to have a say in the use of their resources and knowledge, and 
to charge fees for this and

•	 Protection of indigenous or traditional knowledge, through appropriate laws or other measures 
such as registration of such knowledge.

But it does not fully empower local communities, to protect their resources and knowledge 
from being misused, or to generate benefits (except charging collection fees). It has very weak or 
no representation of local community members on the State Biodiversity Boards or the National 
Biodiversity Authority. 

The power of declaring a Biodiversity Heritage Sites lies with the state government (Article 37 of 
the Act): It is important that the heritage sites should be designated only after receiving free prior and 
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informed consent of the affected communities. Further, these should be in the control/management of 
local communities, and the provision for compensation made in the State Biodiversity Fund (Section 
32) be applied only where there is a mutually agreed to dislocation/curbing of rights. Else we will have 
the people-parks conflict recurring in another form, as decisions for which areas need to be conserved 
would be top-down.  

Thus, the spirit of the article 8j of the Convention on Biodiversity is not reflected in the Act, 
which provides Indigenous communities to have control and self-determination. This article clearly 
states that “Subject to its national legislation, respect, preserve and maintain knowledge, innovation 
and practices of indigenous and local communities embodying traditional lifestyles relevant for the 
conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity and promote their wider application with the 
approval and involvement of the holders of such knowledge, innovations and practices and encourage 
the equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the utilization of the such knowledge, innovations 
and practices.”  The Act neither recognize the property rights of indigenous peoples nor it is accepting 
the Gram Sabhas (‘village councils’ under the PESA 1996) as the ultimate decision making body.

Article 10(c): Sustainable Use

Each Contracting Party, shall, as far as possible and as appropriate: (c) Protect and encourage 
customary use of biological resources in accordance with traditional cultural practices that are 
compatible with conservation or sustainable use requirements.

But all these provisions only succeed in burying biodiversity under a mountain of bureaucracy that 
can only serve to alienate ordinary farmers from their resources while making international biopiracy 
easier, say leading activists Suman Sahai of the Gene Campaign and Vandana Shiva of the Research 
Foundation for Science Technology and the Environment (RFSTE).

Post-Colonial Forest Management

Between the compulsions of economic development and the commitment to social justice the 
nation state of India has been progressively tilting towards the former at the cost of the latter. Between 
the twin objectives of the colonial forestry the ‘conservation’ has been sacrificed to augment ‘harvesting 
of timer’ beyond redemption. And between the protesting humans and the innocent animals the Forest 
Department chooses to protect the latter! The postcolonial forest management rests on these principles.

The net result of that has been the pauperization and dislocation of forest dwellers and depletion of 
the forest cover at an alarming rate. Whereas 22% of the total landmass of the country was declared as 
forest at the time of independence about 17% was reported to be really forested till the satellite images 
revealed more alarming picture in 1982. The government admitted that only 10% of the Indian soil 
had forest cover around that time (Fernandez et al. 1988:3)   

The forest facts today are even more horrible. The internationally famed magazine Nature (issue 
24 August 2010) reports that native forests in India are disappearing at a rate of up to 2.7% per year. 
It could put India ahead of most other countries in terms of deforestation. The figures, published in 
an analysis of the country’s forest cover, stand in stark contrast to those of a 2009 survey by an Indian 
governmental organization (Forest Survey of India), which said that forests have expanded by 5% over 
the past decade. The researchers say that much of India’s claimed growth in forest cover has come from 
plantations, and that this is masking a fall in native forests. In the analysis, the researchers assessed 
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data on the growth in Indian plantations collected for the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) 
of the United Nations. It estimates that plantations grew by around 15,400 square kilometers a year 
between 1995 and 2005. The researchers subtracted the rates of plantation expansion from the growth 
in total forest cover as measured by remote-sensing imagery, and found that coverage of native Indian 
forests actually declined by 1.5–2.7% between 1995 and 2005 — an “alarming” average of 2.4% a 
year and a loss of more than 124,000 square kilometers over the decade.

This has happened despite a policy change in 1988 when the National Forest Policy adopted the 
same year emphasized on the ecological balance and conservation. “The Policy envisaged “it as one 
of the essentials of forest management that the forest communities should be motivated to identify 
themselves with the development and protection of forests from which they derive benefits”. In June 
1990 the government adopted the Joint Forest Management (JFM) as a strategy to implement this 
shift of policy in forest management. The strategy was based on a success story in some districts of 
West Bengal during the 70s where a sensitive and farsighted young forester successfully tired the idea 
of mobilizing villagers to protect and regenerate forest by lifting the restrictions to the access to the 
forest and sharing of benefits after the harvesting of timber. 

However, Thapar, a hardcore conservationist, observed, “everyone at the end of the 1990s was 
trying to get away with the murder of nature. None of the big projects (industrial, mining and hydro-
electric) followed their mandatory conditions. They violated the Environment Protection Act of 1986 
and endlessly violated the Forest Conservation Act of 1980. There was little will to enforce (these 
acts)…The makers of the law had become the breakers of the law” (Thapar. 2003:349). It was the time 
when the government of India adopted the New Economic Policy to usher in the ‘free market economy’ 
in the country. The big business houses were given a free hand and Foreign Direct Investment by the 
transnational companies was encouraged. The rate of natural resource use augmented unprecedentedly. 
The globalization process of Indian economy showed no ‘green concern’. 

JFM and its different variants, such as, the World Bank-funded Community Forest Management, in 
Madhya Pradesh and the Participatory Forest Management in Jharkhand, failed to reach their goals on 
two counts. One, big business interests in forests in collusion with the politicians and forest bureaucracy 
wanted to keep the forest-dependent communities at bay to perpetuate their plunder of nature. The 
other, the forest bureaucracy was not ready to share power with people (Pattnaik, 2010; Kumar, 2000; 
Roychaudhury, 1995). The forest officials held the important portfolios in the JFM committees. In 
some places even the powerful non-tribals held such positions in the predominantly tribal villages 
(Shah. 2010:123).  In West Bengal after protecting the forest for more than 20 years the villagers got at 
the most a paltry sum of Rs.800 per family as their share of profits from timber harvesting.  

Poffenberger and Bannerjee (the initiator of JFM) have rightly observed, “The transformation in 
management is part of a historic process of social and political change. It reflects a reversal of power 
from the state to the community. Forest departments, proud of their century-old tradition as resource 
custodians, may find the process painful; delegating responsibilities to rural communities may be seen 
as a sign of lost authority” (Poffenberger et al, 1998:332).

The Forest Rights Act 2006

A ray of hope in the dark horizon of the fate of the forest-dwelling communities of India has just 
emerged with the framing of the Scheduled Tribe and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition 
of Forest Rights) Act 2006. The Act is expected to usher in a new era of forest management by 
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resolving the crisis of long-standing conflict between the forest-dwelling people, especially the 
Schedule Tribes (indigenous peoples), and the Forest Department. The Act recognizes that the forest-
dwelling communities of the country have so far been subjected to the ‘historical injustice’ that it aims 
at undoing. The Act recognizes the rights of the STs and OTFDs to reside in forestland and continue 
cultivation legitimately. They are now free to collect all kinds of Non-Timber Forest Produces and 
sell them in the local market without restrictions. They are now recognized as the real managers of 
the forests. The Act by implication rejects the Joint Forest Management Strategy and facilitates the 
community rights to manage the ‘communal forest resources’ of the village. The right to hold forest 
land for cultivation and homestead by the people displaced from their original habitat under the 
developmental projects is also recognized. The villages of the people who were forest workers under 
the toungya system of silviculture will now be transformed into Revenue Villages. The rights of the 
foraging communities and  those of the nomadic ones to move and reside freely inside the forest. 

However, there is a common saying that the government has two sets of teeth like the elephants; one 
for showing off like the ivory tusks and the other for chewing the food. In other words there has been a 
gulf of difference between the state process and the state mechanism. It has been observed that usually 
what is given in the state process to the people is diluted and even distorted in the state mechanism of 
its implementation. The state in the last analysis acts in the interests of the property owner classes and 
the indigenous peoples being the lowest of the low in the ladder of social and economic hierarchy are 
always at the receiving end. The shift of the strategy of the forest and biodiversity conservation that 
the above acts and policies exhibit has been the outcome of the state process. None of them has so far 
been honestly implemented. In Jharkhand the PESA has not yet seen the light of the day, the JFM 
has been a hoax and the FRA 2006 is yet to take off by defying the gravitational pool of the vested 
interests inherent in the bureaucracy. But it is  observed that more than the reluctance of the Forest 
bureaucracy the policy of the state has created a huge discrepancy between the de jure and de facto 
versions of the FRA. 

Mining and Biodiversity Loss

It has been a universal feature that the maps of available forest biodiversity and watersheds regions, 
the mineral bearing areas and the habitats of the indigenous peoples overlap. The unfortunate 
convergence of the sources of life and livelihood, on the one hand, and minerals and timber resources, 
on the other, has been proved to be a curse to the indigenous peoples in the present era of capitalism, 
private and state alike. It has been a fatal overlap with far-reaching adverse socio-economic and 
environmental implications. The mad rush for economic growth with the expansion of extractive and 
metal industries at the cost of every concern for life and sources of life have now reached a diabolic 
dimension in Jharkhand. Today the number of Memorandum of Understanding reached between the 
state government and the private companies crossed 100. If all of these MoUs are honoured there will 
be no land or forest left for the indigenous peoples’ habitat and no water shade in Jharkhand. Mining, 
metal industries and dams have already displaced about 17,10,787 persons from their homes and 
hearths with the loss of 24,15,698 acres of forestland (Lurduswamy: 2004) and police firing against 
the protesting people claimed hundreds of lives in the past.

Hard rocks are the major sources of minerals but they usually abound in hilly terrains linked to 
forest and water sources. Jharkhand has more than 25% of the total coal reserve of the country and 
over 80% of it lies in the Damodar river basin. Damodar river valley is now dotted with coalmines 
that produce 60% of India’s medium grade coal. There are 33 limestone mines, 5 copper mines and 84 
mica mines along the banks of Damodar. According to the Sacred Sites International the lower valley 



Ambrish Gautam / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 259-274 271

of Damodar had a 65% forest cover in the past; today, it stands for meagre 0.05 per cent (Banerjee, 
S. 2008:13). The forest bio-diversity in other major rivers valleys of Jharkhand faces the same fate. 

Mining in India presents a terribly dismal picture about its environmentally and socially destructive 
activity. ‘Between 1950 and 1991, mining displaced about 2.6 million people in the country.  About 
52% of those displaced were the indigenous peoples. The number is expanding at an alarming rate as 
the extractive industry is registering an unprecedented growth especially after the adoption of the new 
economic policy of liberalization by the government. During 1998-2005, 216 mining projects were 
granted forest clearance annually, as against 19 per year during 1980-1997. Government estimates put 
the total forestland diverted for mining across the country is the period 1980-2005 at 95,003 ha. In 
terms of numbers, 1,198 mines were granted forestry clearances during 1980-2005 for operating in 
forest areas under the provisions of the Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980’ (Banerjee, S. 2008:74). The 
forestland diversion in Jharkhand is estimated to be 9,059 ha (Behar, A. et al. 2005:57).

The Singbhum East and Singbhum West districts of Jharkhand present a glaring example of 
biodiversity destruction by the extractive industry in Jharkhand. Sranda, the largest Sal forest of Asia, 
situated in Singbhum West, was so dense even 40 years ago the sunrays could not penetrate its thick 
foliage. The canopy cover was 70-80% on an average. A survey done by the Forest Department showed 
that a small patch of 40 by 40 metres had about 30 plant species. The forest had elephants, leopard, 
four-horned antelope, deer and flying squirrel among many others. And it has been the homeland 
of the Ho and many other indigenous communities. Today the land has been destroyed beyond 
recognition by indiscriminate mining of iron ore.  According to the State of Forest Reports between 
1997-1999, about 3,200 ha of forest were lost in the Singbhum region. Between 2001 and 2003, 
some 7,900ha of dense forests were lost in both the districts taken together (Baneerjee: 2004:165). 

Protectors of Biodiversity

The conflict between the indigenous communities and the forces claiming stakes over the forest 
biodiversity has become more and more intense over the years. Initially the state and its forest department 
played the dominant role in the conflict by serving the interests of the capital on the one hand and 
satisfying the urges of the wilderness conservationists. Today the scenario has changed radically. The 
indigenous peoples and the capital are now confronting each other more directly than before and the 
other two players are being forced to make a shift from their out and out anti indigenous positions.

The capital’s claim over the natural resources of the country for the benefit of the nation is becoming 
increasingly difficult for the conservationists to defend. The compulsion of the electoral politics is 
pushing the state to recognise the claims of the indigenous peoples at least in principle. Moreover, the 
failure of the forest department to protect the forest and forest biodiversity has also caused its removal 
from the process of implementation of the FRA 2006 by the state. Similarly, the conservationists’ 
campaign for the preservation of wilderness by throwing out the indigenous peoples from the forests 
failed to find any takers, neither in the government nor in the non-government domains. However, 
the paradox is that the state cannot ignore the claims of the capital in terms of extractive and wood 
based industries over the natural resources for the economic growth of the country. 

Conclusion

In Jharkhand the conflict between indigenous peoples and the forest department reached its 
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fiercest phase in the 70s. Areeparampil noted four basic reasons for this. They were, encroachment by 
the Forest Department on indigenous villages and on their customary rights on forests, exploitation 
and harassment of indigenous peoples by forest officials, commercialization of forests and resultant 
pauperization of the indigenous peoples and looting and destruction of forests by contractors in 
collusion with forest officials (Areeparampil 1992). The immediate cause of the conflict was the large 
scale felling of the Sal, having both economic and cultural significance in the lives of the indigenous 
peoples, and plantation of Teak in its place. The conflict claimed more than 50 indigenous lives 
and many languished in jails for years together. But the state oppression instead of succeeding in 
suppressing the movement fueled the anger of the people. The movement took a different turn from 
protection of the natural forests to destruction of the plantations. This move compelled the forest 
department to make a retreat. 

The history of the last three decades of the forest regime in Jharkhand shows a sign of new hope 
and positive thinking. A new movement emerged, the movement to reclaim forests. Most of the 
villages in Jharkhand have patches of forests within their respective boundaries, which are surveyed 
and legally recognized as a part of the record of rights of the village. Three fourth of the forestland 
of Jharkhand falls under this category. After the end of the colonial rule, as we mentioned above, the 
forest department took over these forests and declared them as the Protected Forests. Now the people, 
especially the indigenous peoples, have started reclaiming them as the communal natural resources 
of the village. Every village has now a Forest Protection Committee with elaborate rules of forest 
protection and use of timber and non-timber forest produces. Families by turn provide male members 
to form groups of about 10 persons each to keep a vigil on the village forest every day. The village 
council (Gram Sabha) takes the consensus decision on the management of the forest and about the 
punishment of the violators. This has resulted in the ‘coming back’ of the forest and in many places the 
wildlife too. Increasing availability of the medicinal plants has also helped the revival of the traditional 
health care system. The forest department has virtually disappeared from many of such village forests. 
The available data prepared by the forest department shows that whereas the average dense forest cover 
declined in the state over the period 2001-2003 there has been a positive change in the forest area 
classified as ‘open forest’ (the degraded forest) in the indigenous-dominated districts. Destruction of 
the dense forest areas is still going on by forest mafias in collaboration with the forest officials and the 
local administration. 

It notes, ‘Adivais are traditionally aware of the ecological interest of preserving forest cover, and 
the protection of biological diversity including wildlife conservation for their community life.’ On 
the contrary, ‘the commercial and industrial over exploitation of forest produce including timber and 
minerals create hazards for ecological balance…Forest conservation has found a strange companion in 
industrial forestry. While the rights of the forest-dwellers are severely restricted in the name of forest 
conservation, the forests are increasingly shaped to suit the needs of industry.

Adivasis (not just the Scheduled Tribes) have walked a long way in their interaction with the 
colonial and Indian nation state. But they could not be integrated with the state system of either kind. 
Is it their fault or they have been systematically kept outside the state process by the builders of the 
state? Vasan observed that  ‘the divide is one that has been created and sustained historically, and is 
so through that even the elite among the adivasis do not find themselves integrated in the state that 
governs them’ (Vasan 2009:131).



Ambrish Gautam / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 259-274 273

Bibliography

Agarwal, Bina. (2010). Gender and Green Governance. Oxford University Press, New Delhi
Areeparampil, M. (2002). Struggle for Swaraj. Tribal Research and Training Centre, Chaibasa India
Bosu Mullick, S. (2011). “Commons to Capital” in Vocabulary of Commons Collectively Edited, 2011. Foundation for 

Ecological Security (FES), Anand India
Deb, Debal. (2009). Beyond Development. Daanish Books, Delhi
Fernandez, W., Menon, G. and Viegas, P. (1988). Forest, Environment and Tribal Economy. Indian Social Institute, New 

Delhi
Gadgil, M. and Guha, R., (2000). Use and Abuse of Nature. Oxford University Press, New Delhi
Guha, R., (1989). The Unquiet Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance in the Himalaya. Oxford University Press,
Delhi
Ghosh, S and Bannerjee, A., “Forest/Taungya villages in Sub-Himalayan West Bengal”, in Ajit Bannerjee and S. Ghosh.

Forest Peoples, Forest Rights Deprivations and the Implementation of the Forest Rights Act 2006 in West Bengal: A Pro-Poor 
Institutional Reform?, forthcoming.

Habib, I., (2010). Man and Environment: The Ecological History of India. Tulika Books, New Delhi
Hoffman, J.B. and Emelen, A.V., (1950). Encyclopaedia Mundarica. Government Printing Press. Patna
Jewitt, Sarah., (2004). “Europe’s Others? Forestry Policy and Practices in Colonial and Post-Colonial India”, in Corbridge 

Stuart et al. 2004. Jharkhand. Oxford University Press, New Delhi
Kalshian, Rakesh (ed.). (2007). Caterpillar and the Mahua Flower. Panos South Asia, New Delhi
Kelkar, G. and Dev N., (1991). “Gender and Tribe: Women, Land and Forests in Jharkhand”. Kali for Women, New Delhi 

and Zed Press, London
Lohmann, L., (2006). “Carbon Trading: a critical conversation on climate change, privatization and power”. Development 

Dialogue, No. 48, Uppsala, Sweden
Mathur, H. M., (2009). “Tribal Land Issues in India: Communal Management, Rights, and Displacement”, in Perera, 

Jayantha (ed.), 2009. Land and Cultural Survival:The Communal Land Rights of Indigenous Peoples in Asia. Asian
Development Bank, Metro Manila
Nathan, D., Kelkar, G. and Walter, P. (eds), (2004). Globalization and Indigenous Peoples in Asia: Changing the Local-Global 

Interface. Sage Publications, New Delhi
Padel, F. and Das, S., (2010). Out of this Earth: East India Adivasi and the Aluminium Cartel. Orient Black Swan, New 

Delhi
Pattanayak, Sandeep Kumar. 2007. Globalization and Forest Management in India: A View from the Margins. National 

Centre for Advocacy Studies, Pune
Perera, J., (2009). “Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act 2006: A
Charter of Forest Dwellers’ Rights?” in Perera, Jayantha (Edited), 2009. Land and Cultural Survival:The Communal Land 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples in Asia. Asian Development Bank, Metro Manila
Pofenberger, M. and McGean, B. (eds), (1998). Village Voices, Forest Choices: Joint Forest Management in India. Oxford
University Press, Delhi
Roy, S. C. 1912. The Mundas and Their Country. Second Reprint, 1995, Catholic Press, Ranchi
Sarin, M., (2003). Kelkar, G. et al. (eds) Gender Relations and Forest Societies in Asia: Patriarchy at Odds. Sage, New Delhi
Shah, A., (2010). In the Shadow of the State: Indigenous Politics, Environmentalism and Insurgency in Jharkhand, India. Duke 

University Press. UK
Shivaramakrishnan, K., (1999). Modern Forests. Oxford University Press, New Delhi
Singh, D., (2002). “Policies Affecting Private Sector Participation in Sustainable Forest Management”. Ecotech Services
(India) Pvt. Ltd, New Delhi
Singh, K. S., (1978). “The Munda Land System” in P. Ponette (ed.) The Munda World. Catholic Press. Ranchi.
Sundar Nandini (ed.), (2009). Legal Grounds: Natural Resources, Identity, and the Law in Jharkhand. Oxford, New Delhi
Thapar, V., (2003). Battling for Survival: Indian wilderness Over Two Centuries. Oxford University Press, New Delhi
Vasan, S., (2009). “Forest Law, Ideology, and Practice”, in Sundar Nandini (ed.). 2009. Legal Grounds: Natural Resources,
Identity, and the Law in Jharkhand. Oxford, New Delhi



Ambrish Gautam / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 259-274274

Documents
Development Challenges in Extremist Affected Areas: Report of an Expert Group to the Planning Commission, 

2008. Government of India, New Delhi.
Report: National Committee on Forest Rights Act 2006, 2010. A Joint Committee of the Ministry of 

Environment and Forest and the Ministry of Tribal Affairs, Government of India.
Nature 24 August 2010 Published online <doi:10.1038/news.2010.421>.
UNDP: HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2004: Cultural liberty in today’s diverse world. New York
The World Bank. (2006). India Unlocking Opportunities for Forest Dependent People. Oxford University Press, 

New Delhi

http://doi:10.1038/news.2010.421


Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology vol. 16. n. 1 (2020) 275-281 – ISSN 1973 – 2880

Antrocom Journal of Anthropology
journal homepage: http://www.antrocom.net

keywords abstract

ANTROCOM

Please cite this article as: Ubaid Ahmad Dar, Himalayan pastoralism: a study on the livelihood and mobility of the Bakarwal tribe. 
Antrocom J. of Anthropology 16-1 (2020) pp. 275-281.

Introduction

South Asia is home to the world’s most of the nomadic communities and yet the scholarly interest 
for nomadism in this region is meagre (Rao, 2003). The boat-shaped valley of Kashmir, that forms 
the part of Indian administered union territory of Jammu and Kashmir, is encircled by the Pir Panjal 
ranges and the Himalayan ranges from south and north respectively and is home to a few pastoral 
communities who traverse the mighty peaks with their herds. The most important of the all pastoral 
communities is the Bakarwal tribe in Jammu and Kashmir based in the Pir Panjal range in the inner 
Himalayas and migrates seasonally from the plains to the high altitude meadows of Kashmir valley 
with their herds of sheep and goat. 

The word Bakarwal is the combination of two terms i.e. Bakra meaning sheep or goat, and wal 
meaning the one who takes care of, that is herdmen. So, etymologically Bakarwal means the one who 
takes care of sheep or goat. This name is justified by their herding mainly sheep and goats (Casimir, 
1991). Each year, in April/May, when the southern plains begin to experience a scorching heat, the 
Bakarwals along with their herds start their journey towards the greater Himalayan meadows. To 
reach the summer pastures, they need to traverse around 600 km for two months crossing the Pir 
Panjal ranges and the valley of Kashmir. Although at the onset of migration the routes are mostly in 
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The paper aims to look at the relation of livelihood and mobility, and the health hazards 
faced by the pastoral Bakarwal tribe based in the union territory of Jammu and Kashmir. 
Livelihood pattern of Bakarwals constitutes mostly of herding animals, and seasonal migration 
plays an all-important role in attaining the same. With the exhaustion of winter pastures in 
plains, they move to the highland pastures in Greater Himalayas in early spring along with 
their herds and household items by crossing various passes in the Pir Panjal and Siwalik ranges. 
Melting snow, gusty winds, dangerous ravines and valleys along with threats of the wild pose 
high risks to the health and lives of this people and their livestock. Moreover, various factors 
have led to the loss of this age-old tradition and the Bakarwals are quickly adopting a settled 
way of life. Data about the study has been collected through various ethnographic techniques 
among the community in the intervening pastures of the Kashmir valley.
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the plains , challenges arise when they enter the valley through different high altitude passes on the 
peaks of Pir Panjal ranges and greater Himalaya. Routes range from 2940 to 4291 meters above mean 
sea level (mAMSL) and need to be traversed twice a year (Khatana, 1992).

Herding being the primary means of livelihood for the tribe, the seasonal migrations provide other 
means of sustaining its economy as well. During their movements, the Bakarwals get engaged in active 
labour for local agriculturists and construction works, among other sources. Moreover, sedentarization 
of the Bakarwals over the decades has resulted in the loss of this long-held tradition of transhumance 
among the tribe, but at the same time it paved the way to different forms of earning a livelihood. 
But those who still practice transhumance and live the traditional way of life face tremendous health 
hazards during the migrations and in the high altitude meadows in the Himalayas. Crossing snow-
laden glaciers, mighty peaks in snow and rains and the wild is not an easy task to embark upon. 
Health hazards faced by the tribe to retain their tradition and to earn their livelihood are tremendous 
and life-threatening. The relationship between livelihood, migration and the health hazards involved 
in sustaining the way of life among the Bakarwals is relatively understudied topic and needs to be 
discussed upon.

So, this study entails drawing on ethnographic data and archival material to discuss the livelihood 
and mobility patterns among the Bakarwals of Jammu and Kashmir and the health hazards faced by 
the group during its annual migrations. 

Methodology

Objectives

The objective of this study is to explore the livelihood and mobility patterns among the Bakarwal 
tribe of Jammu and Kashmir. Furthermore, the health hazards faced by the tribe under study in 
forward and reverse migrations to high altitude meadows of the Himalayas would be discussed along 
with the various reasons for their sedentarization.

Area(s) of Study

Fieldwork for the study was conducted after the onset of migration from the plains to higher 
meadows and due to this fact; the groups under study were studied in two different areas in the 
Kashmir valley. One of the locations was Chankah Grassland (34°16`17N, 74°28°11E) in Sopore 
and lies on the way towards a high altitude meadow of Gurez valley in Bandipora district and the 
households studied still hold tight to their tradition of transhumance. Another area was at the foothills 
of famous Karewas at Pattan area (34°10`51N, 74°32`24E) of the Baramulla district, where semi-
nomadic Bakarwals had camped in late April and were to stay there only till the onset of autumn i.e. 
September. So, keeping the notion of topography and climatic conditions into consideration, both 
types of settlements were chosen for the study.

Data was collected through interviews and schedules for both semi-nomadic and nomadic groups. 
Purposive sampling was used for the study as access to these groups was much easier than the ones 
based in other districts/meadows of the valley. A total of 40 households were selected among which 14 
were semi-sedentarized and 26 were transhumant. 
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Results and Discussion

Transhumance is an adaptation to marginal and spatially variant environments where a group 
seasonally oscillates with their herds of cattle and/or sheep etc (Khatana, 1982).  The Bakarwals earn 
their livelihood from the herds of sheep and goats besides doing agricultural activities and labour for 
the local population. Depending on the time and space, different sources of livelihood are identified. 
In the winter pastures where they spend around six months, from October to March every year, 
agricultural activities surpass herding unlike in the summer pastures where the group is mainly 
dependant on herding their livestock with minimal or no agricultural activities.  So basically the 
type of livelihood depends on the time of year and the space where a particular convoy (kafila) of the 
Bakarwals is found. 

By the end of April each year, winter grazing pastures in the Rajouri, Poonch and Kathua regions 
get exhausted, which forces the tribe to move towards high altitude meadows (margs) in the northern 
direction. This migration means traversing the mighty Himalayan ranges like Siwalik, Pir Panjal 
and the valleys in between. The altitude of the ranges can vary between 610 meters to 4570 meters 
above mean sea level (Khatana, 1982) from south to north direction. The Bakarwals move from their 
winter pastures with their herds and goods in convoys owned by the same clan (gotra) and halt at 
pre-determined locations for a considerable time. During their movements from plains to higher 
pastures, they utilize middle mountains as pasture lands which are at an average altitude of 2440 
mAMSL during forward and reverse migrations in the spring and autumn of each year. By the end of 
June, groups reach their specific margs or pasture lands on the Greater Himalayan ranges which are 
at an average height of 4570 meters AMSL. They call these meadows dokhs in their local language 
(Bakarwali).

The economy of a pastoral group depends mostly on these pasture lands and for fulfilling the needs 
of their herds and earning their livelihood, Bakarwals move seasonally along traditionally set routes. 
There are different channels or passes which are utilized by the groups to enter and exit the valley of 
Kashmir during spring and autumn. Major passes along the way with altitudes are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Some important mountain passes walked by the Bakarwals in spring and autumn migrations

S.No. Mountain Pass Altitude in AMSL
1 Banihal Pass 3189 meters
2 Darhal Pass 3983 meters
3 Jammiyan Wali Gali 4086 meters
4 Kausarnag pass 3962 meters
5 Nurpur Pass 4093 meters
6 Pir Panjal Pass 3491 meters
7 Rupari Pass 4099 meters
8 Sarthal Pass 2133 meters
9 Tosamaidan Pass 4091 meters
10 Zeji marg Pass 4036 meters

These passes are mostly snow-laden and are very harsh to cross. Frequency of snowstorms, torrential 
rains and hailstorms is very high along with the harshness of wind and cold. There are frequent 
deaths of both men and livestock reported along these harsh passes. he situation worsens when kids, 
women and elderly are along. The most important passes which are used by the majority of the 
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Bakarwals for movement are the Pir Panjal Pass and Banihal Passes. Here, as well as the other passes, 
there is no vegetation because of the huge blankets of snow that cover the mountains. Moreover, the 
frequent melting of snow in April-May makes it difficult to cross the ranges as the routes become 
slippery and result in the loss of lives. Deep ravines, gushing streams, and vertical cliffs welcome the 
groups at the end of the passes that add to all the misery people have gone through. Moving further 
south, they reach the lush green pastures of the southern parts of the Kashmir valley and from there 
the kafilas break up into small groups and move to different directions depending on the location 
of their dokhs. As the groups proceed northward, they cross more passes and move towards their 
margs. By the time they enter the summer pasture lands, the temperature in the valley of Kashmir is 
enough to melt the snow in Greater Himalayan ranges and thus making it very difficult for the groups 
to reach their destinations. Some of the major pasture lands where Bakarwals lead their livestock 
include Pahalgam, Gulmarg, Sonamarg (see Figure 1), Gurez valley, Machil, Matayan, Bangus valley, 
Dodpathri, Tosamaidan etc and the groups stay on these meadows till September each year.  And by 
the end of autumn, he herders start their journey back to the winter pastures through the same routes 
and the cycle continues each year.

Since the last decades,  the Bakarwals have been leaving this centuries-old tradition of nomadism 
and are moving towards a settled life. Major factors responsible for the sedentarization include pasture 
scarcity, armed conflict, availability of modern education and health care services (Sofi, 2013). Health 
care services play an important role in the sedentarization of the Bakarwals as the health hazards faced 
during the migrations through snow-laden mountain ranges, blizzards, strong winds and many more 
dangers pose a major threat to the lives of Bakarwals as well as their livestock. Even if the ranges are 
crossed successfully, basic healthcare system is non-functional and unavailable at the higher altitudes 
where they spend about four months every year. 

One of the kafilas under study had given up their tradition two decades ago. They live a life of semi-
nomadism wherein each year in April they migrate from the areas of Rajouri and Poonch only to pitch 
their tents in local orchards, around karewas (lacustrine deposits) or on roadsides (see Figure 2). They 
do not rear goat or sheep and do labour activities like paddy harvesting for the local people for 400-
500 INR per day. So their main source of earning livelihood is labour and through jobs by educating 
their newer generations. Among the 14 households who are in the process of sedentarization, 35 
per cent cited the reason of armed conflict, wherein they were constantly harassed by security forces 
as well as militant groups. Health was the second major reason cited as the health hazards faced by 
the groups were not being looked upon with modern healthcare facilities and members belonging 
to the community had died due to this reason. Furthermore, pregnancy and menstruation-related 
complications have resulted in many deaths during the migrations. Lack of basic education only adds 
to the misery as 21 per cent of the respondents prefer education over tradition (See Figure 3). Their 
kids are going to local schools in Jammu as well as Kashmir valley and are getting good jobs to earn 
bread and butter for the families. 

Twenty-six households selected for the study who still practice pastoralism were studied during 
their spring migration which continues from April to June every year. The kafilas under study were 
heading towards their dokhs in the high altitude valley of Gurez in the Bandipora district. Their 
livelihood depends hugely on the herds of sheep and goats. Trade of animals is a common practice 
among the tribe during the migrations. Among the respondents taken for the study, each household 
has their livestock as the main source of income. Dairy products like milk, cheese, ghee, etc are 
stored and sold in markets during reverse migrations and the fur of goats and sheep whence sheared 
makes them a good profit selling to the textile industries. Other sources of livelihood include labour 
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work, selling herbal medicines which they get from the margs, taking the sheep of local shepherds for 
grazing for months together at 400-500 INR per sheep etc. As far as the education and other factors 
are concerned these groups are not much affected by them. Governments have provided them with 
mobile schools and healthcare centres which unfortunately are not effective till date. The mortality 
rate among the group is high because of the hazards faced along the high altitude zones. But to sustain 
their livelihood, the Bakarwals need to migrate every year from the plains to the great Himalayan 
ranges with their health and education at stake. 

Conclusion

Following their centuries-old tradition, the Bakarwal tribe traverses the mighty ranges in Kashmir 
Himalaya to earn their livelihood. They walk for more than two months to reach their destinations 
facing many difficulties along the way. Strong winds, melting ice, ravines, cliffs and deadly valleys pose 
difficulties which can result in on spot death of humans as well as their livestock. Lack of education, 
healthcare system, and the conflicting situation in the valley has resulted in the decline of the traditional 
pastoralism with many Bakarwals being settled now in different areas of the union territory. Some 
groups are semi-sedentarized and are in the process of settling down completely. Change in livelihood 
and mobility patterns have brought both positive as well as negative aspects with it. Facilities like 
modern education and healthcare facilities have improved the life of the Bakarwals but at the same 
time resulted in the decline of this tradition. With the change in their livelihood patterns, groups 
are moving towards a social change which is directly or indirectly resulting in the change in their 
identities. 
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Images

Figure 1: Bakarwal tents in Sonamarg at an altitude of 3528 meters AMSL (Photo: Dar Ubaid A

Figure 2: Semi-Sedentarized Bakarwals living alongside the Karewa in Pattan. (Photo: Dar Ubaid)
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Figure 3: Graph showing the reasons cited by the group for sedentarization.
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Introduction: 

Modernisation brought about by British colonial rule, the coming of Christianity, and the spread 
of the western model of education in the early part of the 20th century had a transforming impact 
on the social, cultural and religious life of many tribal societies in India. The modernisation theory 
can be viewed as a theory that encompasses many different disciplinea as it illustrate a descriptive 
and explanatory framework of the process of transformations a traditional or underdeveloped society 
experiences as it moves to a modern state through the processes of economic increases and growth, and 
social, political and cultural change (Thornton 2014). According to Armer and Katsillis (2006 as cited 
in Thornton 2014), “historically, modernization is the process of change towards those types of social, 
economic, and political systems that have developed in Western Europe and North America from the 
seventeenth century to the nineteenth and have then spread to other European countries and in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries to the South American, Asian, and African continents”. In North 
East India, modernisation was the result of the colonial rule and Christianity. In this respect, Oommen 
T.K. (2009: 1-14) said, “While change has been occurring always an appropriate point of departure 
for North East India is the colonial period and the advent of Christianity. After Independence, the 
Indian state and latterly market and civil society also played significant roles”.

The purpose of this paper is to show the changes that took place in the youth organisational 
set-up of the Kukis. The transition from rudimentary traditional youth organisational set up to the 
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All the tribes in India follow a specific type of village-based youth organisation, called 
dormitories, and known by different names among the different tribes. This is also true in 
case of the tribes inhabiting the North Eastern part of the Indian sub-continent. It is well 
known that the socio-cultural life of the youth centre around these dormitories. Besides, it was 
a place of traditional learning. However, such fine and glorious institutions do not exist in 
the present time. The modernisation of the people brought about by British colonial rule, the 
coming of Christianity and the spread of the western model of education are important factors 
that brought about changes and transformation. This paper is an attempt to highlight the 
importance of such institutions with special reference to the Kukis. Besides, the various reasons 
that could have probably led to the downfall or decay of these institutions will be taken into 
consideration. The paper will try to understand the transitional process from the pre-modern 
institutional form to the modern youth organisation.
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more complex modern youth organisations like youth clubs and Christian youth fellowships brought 
about by Christianity. It is a commonly known fact that the British rule, followed by Christianity and 
modern education, paved the way for modernisation among most of the tribes of North East India. All 
these factors are responsible for the disappearance of traditional youth organisation like the Lawm and 
Sawm, which I will discuss in detail and the emergence of modern youth organisation like youth clubs.

The Social Background of the Kukis

The Kukis are trans-border tribes scattered across three international boundaries namely, India, 
Burma and Bangladesh. In India, the Kukis are found in almost all the North-eastern states of India 
except Arunachal Pradesh. However, tribe concentrate mostly in the hilly areas of Manipur. Accounts 
of historians, such as Majumdar and Bhattasali suggest that the Kukis were one of the first peoples 
living in India since prehistoric times, preceding ‘the “Dravidians” who now live in South India (RC 
Majumdar & N. Bhattasali 1930:6-7). The Kukis are patrilineal and endogamous and their kinship 
terms are classificatory. Unlike the other tribal groups of North east India such as the matrilineal 
Khasis and Garos, as a custom, rule of descent, law of succession and inheritance all falls in the male 
line. Children born in a family, either male or female takes the father lineage. And membership in the 
lineage remains even after death (for males). The majority of the population are Christians, with only 
a handful following Judaism. The Kukis people have a rich cultural heritage of their own. Much of 
the culture heritages are found in oral traditions handed down from generation to generation. During 
their  heyday, the Lawm and Sawm were two important traditional social Kuki institutions, which 
played a very important role in the social-cultural, economic, and political life. 

Methodology

For the purpose of the study ethnographic fieldwork was conducted in the Tuilaphai area, Henglep 
Sub-division, located 24 km away from Churachandpur town. Altogether nine villages were visited for 
the purpose. During the course of the visit, interviews were carried out with the leaders of the youths 
(Youth clubs and Christians youth fellowship). Participation and observation of the daily activities was 
part of the data collection. Besides, various other secondary sources were also incorporated.

Youth Organisational Set-up

In olden days, up to about the early twentieth century, the social, cultural and political life of 
the Kukis revolved around two important institutions known as the Lawm and Sawm. These two 
institutions played a very important role in the lives of the young members of the village. 

The concept of Lawm

The term Lawm (Lom), simply put is an association of all the young members of the village. 
The main idea behind it is helping one another as well as helping those in needs for the all-round 
development of the village. Gangte (1993:132) defined Lawm as informal labour organisation in a 
simple and corporate village life of the Kukis, where in all the able-bodied young boys and girls are 
members. Tarun Goswami, a noted scholar working on the same tribe, described the Lawm as, “the 
youth corps of the village” (Goswami 1985:95). The  Lawm consisted generally of both male and 
female representatives from each household. Young people were engaged in social activities for the 
welfare of the individual as well as the community. They also help each other in agricultural work 
irrespective of their individual capacity. As a traditional social institution, it was a source of traditional 
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learning imparting technical and practical knowledge to its members, especially economic activities 
as well as sports. It also provided room for love and affection, respect and obedience, and help for the 
weak and the poor. Looking at the nature of it, Haokip (1998:7) described it as a traditional form 
of youth club. The Lawm as part of the life of the young people served as one of the most important 
factors of unity in the village. It was an organisation where young people learnt a sense of duty and the 
dignity of labour and learnt the basis of leadership in the process. Thus, the Lawm was an important 
tradition around which the village social life revolved.

There are four types of Lawm viz, Lawm-pi, the largest corps meant for adults, Lawm-lai, middle- 
level corps meant for adolescents, Lawm-neo, a group where the third brother and sister of a family 
and other teenagers are members, and Lawm-Changpah, a group whose service at home are not very 
much required and they are in need of some sort of training in cultivation work (Gangte 1993:132-
33). The Lawm officials were Lawm hausa, Lawm u-pa, Lawm becha, Lawm tucha, Lawm nungah, 
each two in number (Goswami 1985:96-97). The Lawm Lhangva was another important official of 
the Lawm organisation. Thus, Doungel (1992 as cited in Haokip 2013: 177-193), the main purpose 
of Lawm was to bring about economic development and welfare of the village, balancing economic 
inequality, helping the poor and the needy, to maintain unity and fraternity in the village, to help the 
chief and his council and to safeguard the village from external and internal danger. 

The concept of Sawm

Sawm literally means dormitory. It is the name of the other youth organisation, which concerns 
only the able- bodied young boys of the village. It is the bachelor dormitory in which all the young 
boys of the village sleep together at night. Gangte (1993, 133) puts, “the nature of hostility and 
practice of tribal raids necessitate the existence of this organisation; so that in times of emergency, 
the service of all the able-bodied men might be available in short notice”. This is an organisation 
responsible for mobilisation of the services of the young men to meet the needs of the society. 

The dormitory system of the Kukis was peculiar. Unlike most of its neighbouring tribes, the Kukis 
do not have a separate dormitory house. As a custom young boys who had attained a certain age were 
not allowed to sleep in their parent house. So, the young and unmarried boys of the village form several 
groups. Each group selects a potential and capable person to be the leader of the Sawm. The selected 
leader is called Sawm-upa .The Sawm upa serves as a guide and teachers to its Sawm members. This 
system of sleeping together in the house of another person is known as Sawmgie (Goswami 1985: 98).  

Besides its main aim purpose of defending the village from external and internal dangers, Sawm, in 
times of peace renders every possible service to the village community whenever required. It is also an 
organisation for recreation of the young boys. The younger boys also learn social customs and manners 
besides obedience to the elders. The young people receive non-formal traditional education like (1) 
Handicrafts (2) Technique of war (iii) Tradition (iv) Stories (v) songs (vi) Dance (vii) Discipline (viii) 
Social etiquette etc (Lhouvum, 2014). Thus, it was a centre wherein young people were shaped into 
responsible adult members of society.

Changes in Modern Times

The early part of the 20th century witnessed a gradual change in the socio-cultural life of the Kuki 
people. The institution of Lawm and Sawm gradually dwindled and began losing its importance. One 
of the most important factors behind it was the British colonial rule followed by Christianity and the 
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spread of western education. Christianity came to the hill people of Manipur during the British rule. 
Christianity was brought to the Kuki people of Manipur by two separate missions, The Arthington 
Aborigenes Mission, later succeeded by the American Baptist Mission through William Pettigrew 
in 1896 (Downs 1969). And, the Independent Welsh Mission called the Indo Burma Thadou-Kuki 
Pioneer Mission (IBTKPM) through Watkins R. Roberts in the southern part of Manipur in 1910 
(Dena 1991) which was later changed into North-East India General Mission (NEIGM), and recently 
into Evangelical Congregational Church of India (ECCI). 

Christianity has come a long way as the formidable agent that has brought about the transformation 
of people’s socio-cultural and political life (Mawrie 2009:132-145). Socio-political consciousness 
among the tribal communities in North-east India has been a result of the on-going process of 
enlightenment brought about by education in particular. In spite of its educative value and social 
relevance, the institution of the Lawm and Sawm, which had once played a very important role, 
had completely disappeared today. In the modern Kuki society, the Lawm and Sawm do not exist 
in the actual sense as they were in the previous Kuki society, because people felt it more and more 
inconvenient to put them into practice. School and college going youths can no longer participate 
in group cultivation works. They also do not sleep together in the same houses any longer. Thus, the 
emerging new culture, modernisation and education owing to the coming of Christianity led to the 
end of the remarkable institutions of the Lawm and Sawm, once the centre of village social life, now 
being replaced by modern youth organizations like the youth clubs and Christian youth fellowships. 

The Youth club

One of the common features found in almost every village is the formation of youth clubs. A 
youth Club is an association of youths who are striving towards the achievement of common goals and 
objectives. It is formed, managed and run by the youths themselves, for the growth and development 
of the youths in particular and the community in general. The youth club provides a platform for 
the youths in a particular area to come together, meet and discuss, and plan activities for their own 
development as well as that of their society.

The youth clubs are run by officials known as the executives, with the President at the head and 
function as per the principles laid down in the constitution of the youth club. Encouraging the youths 
in education is one of the main aims and objectives. To meet the requisite goals, career guidance 
and coaching are conducted. Night curfews are imposed for students to get them off the streets 
during the exams. Felicitation programmes are also conducted to acknowledge the rank holders, and 
to encourage them to study harder. Besides, the operation of a youth club in a village is a great relief 
for the village council. 

Youth clubs perform several activities that once performed by Lawm in the traditional times. 
Helping the chief and the village council, helping the poor and the needy, keeping the village clean and 
protecting the village from external and internal dangers are some of the various activities performed 
by the youth clubs at present. In some villages, selling and drinking alcohol and other intoxicants are 
strictly watched over by the youth clubs alongside the village council.

The Christian youths

It is common to observe in Kuki villages today the existence of one or more churches segregating 
the youths in one or more groups. During the olden days, after long day work in the field, young 
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boys formed groups who went and sleep in their respective Sawm-nu houses, a practice which was also 
known as Sawm-gie. In the present context, members of the youth clubs, go and attend services at 
their respective churches. Every youth fellowship or department have their respective youth services. 
Here, the youth are taught not only the words of God, but also social etiquettes and discipline by the 
senior members of the youth department concern. They are also encouraged in their studies and thus 
help them to grow spiritually and secularly. The youth fellowship provides a platform for the youths 
to showcase their talents through its various activities. It is through the youth fellowship that young 
people learn the art of leadership by imitating their elder brothers and sisters. Besides, the youth 
fellowships organises music trainings, song competitions, bible verse competitions, seminars etc. for 
the welfare of the youths of the church. All these are conducted from time to time to keep the youth 
busy and also to keep them away from wrong doing.

The youths of the respective churches from time to time organise social work and keep the church 
and its surrounding neat and clean. For every church event, such as Christmas, New Year, Good 
Friday, marriage etc., the youth fellowships are entrusted with cleaning and decoration. In case of the 
death of a church member, the youth fellowship takes an active part in all the necessary arrangements 
along with the help of other youth club members. However, in cases concerning the village every 
member of the village, irrespective of the church affiliation, stand together as one in the name of the 
village youth club.

Conclusion

From the above discussion it is clearly understood that even during the pre- Christian era, the 
Kukis had a well organised youth organisational set up. They were the forces of production, and the 
social-cultural and political life of the village depended on it. The coming of Christian missions and 
the introduction of modern education paved the way for modernisation and change. Thus, in the 
course of history, the tradition Lawm and Sawm physically disappeared from the society. Yet, it may be 
very wrong to conclude that they have completely died out. The youth clubs and the Christian youth 
fellowships which function at the village level still follow certain aspects of the traditional institutions 
such as working for the welfare of the village, help the poor and aged people, guarding the village in 
times of trouble and so on. Thus, youth clubs and Christian youth fellowships work hand in hand like 
the traditional Lawm and Sawm for the village community at large.
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Introduction 

Natural disasters have been a bane and a boon for mankind since the beginning. One can observe 
the creation of various natural beauties as an outcome of earthquakes and volcanoes which created 
mountains, valleys, waterfalls, along with giving access to various minerals while, on the other hand, 
it also caused destructions at an unfathomable scale. Over time, we have seen the unshaking faith 
of humanity who has strived its way through all natural calamities. Consider the example of the 
Japanese, who have developed technologies along with a strong psyche to tackle the frequently 
occurring earthquakes on their land. Natural disasters are the nature’s way to maintain the balance as 
some people believe, while others consider it as a punishment by the almighty for the sins committed 
by humankind. of humans. Dealing with, and overcoming a disaster can be effective only if the 
people affected show a high spirit of cooperation.  

Background

This study was conducted on the aftermath of the most severe flood ever seen in Goa. As people 
were preparing to celebrate the auspicious festival of Nag Panchami, the meteorological department 
declared an orange alert in the state as a warning for incessant rains that were to follow. The state 
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Natural disasters are the nature’s way to maintain the balance as some people believe, while 
others consider it a punishment by the almighty for the sins committed by the humans. Within 
this framework, the factor that remains throughout is the will power and mental health of 
humans. Dealing with, and overcoming a disaster can be effective only if the people affected 
show a high spirit of cooperation.  The aim of the study is to assess the socio economic and political 
aspects of a natural disaster and its management in the state of Goa. This study was done using 
the random sampling technique. The victims and survivors of flash floods were interviewed. 
The study analyses the causes of flood, Effects of the flood, socio economic participation, role of 
social media and political aspects. Co-operation is the key to deal with any situation and this 
can be built only if there is a good bond between the government and its people. Goa being a 
small state has successfully preserved that bond and the speed at which the state recovered from 
the flood is the proof.
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of Goa has a huge coast line and has never encountered a flood to such an extent. There were some 
minor flooding incidents due to cloudbursts and water logging, but the floods that affected a major 
part of Maharashtra due to incessant rain also affected some regions of Goa, which were under water 
for almost 10-15 days, causing massive destruction of life, properties, livestock and agriculture. On 
the 4th of August heavy rainfall was experienced in the state causing flooded roads and overflowing 
water from the riverine drainage system and. This study focusses on finding the causes behind the 
floods and also assesses the various socio-economic and political elements that played a key role in this 
disaster management.

Aim

 To assess the socio economic and political aspects of natural disaster and its management in the 
state of Goa.

Objective 

1. To analyse the causes and effects of the Flash floods in Goa
2. To get insight into the role of society in managing the disaster.
3. To analyse the political and economic aspects of the situation.
4. To study the role of social media in the process of disaster management

Sampling and Methodology 

We used the random sampling technique: six-seven people from each village were interviewed in 
depth, which included victims/survivors and rescuers. General interviews were also conducted with 
the local villagers who played a role in rescue and providing aid to the sick.Villagers were interviewed 
at first as the primary source of information. Secondly, the members of organisations who played a 
key role in the rescue and aid of the needy. Secondary sources of the study were newspapers, news 
channels, as well as other studies conducted in the regional languages.

Geographical Background of the flood-affected region

The areas which experienced the maximum impact of the flood are Sal, Dodamarg, Dabhal and 
Borim. These villages and the surrounding smaller villages base their economy on agriculture, and 
their prime source of income is the farming vegetables, beans and rice. These areas receive an average 
rainfall of 80 – 100 cm annually. There are many small rivers that flow very close to these villages 
and support farming activities. The rivers are also used for transport purposes. There are few state and 
national highways that pass through these villages, connecting them to the big states like Maharashtra 
and Karnataka, and where many goods from and for Goa are transported. The villages are surrounded 
by hills from at least 3 sides, and in some cases from all sides. The rivers flow from Maharashtra where 
the Tilari dam was built to meet the water needs of the surrounding areas. 

Causes of the Flood

As said above the prime cause of the disaster was the incessant rainfall due to climatic disturbance 
in the Arabian sea. The mountainous region of the Sahyadri range on the Goa-Maharashtra border 
experienced a rainstorm on the 4th of August. This cloudburst resulted in the sudden increase in the 
water flow of the rivers that usually carry the water towards the Goan region and down to the Arabian 
sea. The rivers commonly known as Mandovi and Zuari in Goa find their origin in the Sahyadri. This 
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sudden downpour increased the water flow to the Zuari river, which gets a part of its water from the 
Tilari dam. The analytical reports suggested that the Tilari dam was not in good shape and was not 
100% functional and strong. As the water flow to the dam increased, the water level reached to almost 
98% of the dam. 

Considering that the water would overflow the dam at any point and also that the dam wasn’t in 
a shape to work effectively, the authorities released a pre-notice to the villagers warning them. As the 
rain would not stop the authorities had no option but to open 3 gates of the dam at the initial stage, 
which was the beginning of the flooding of the regions at the bottom of the dam and surrounding the 
rivers. Even then, after keeping the gates open for 1 full day, the rainfall did not stop and the dam was 
again on verge of overflowing. At the outset of that the authorities were forced to open more gates of 
the dam, that led to the flash flood leaving no time for the villagers to evacuate. There were 2 smaller 
dams before the villages which were also flooded due to release of water from the main Tilari dam. 
The rivers overflowed and the water covered the villages, where the water level rose by almost 8 foot 
above the ground in some places. 

Other sources say that this water overflow was obstructed by choked drains and water pass ways, 
which usually allow the smooth flow of rain water away from villages in to the sea. Due to accumulated 
waste and plastic, the drainage system turned ineffective in carrying the water, which led to the blockage 
and saturation of water in the surrounding area. The speeding water from the dam also carried along 
with it many big coconut trees and tree branches, which got stuck blocking the water flow. On the 
subtle note it was also said that illegal constructions in the marshy areas that usually absorbed surplus 
water led to the flooding together with the forest cover cut off to make room for new settlement areas. 
Last but not least, the mountains surrounding the villages also acted as a barrier to the flow of water 
like a natural dam of sorts. All the above causes were responsible for the flooding of the regions, the 
cloudburst and the dam being the main of them. 

Effects of the Flood

As it happens in all floods, there was a huge loss of personal as well as public property in the 
affected areas. Many people were carried away by the rushing water and their bodies were not found 
later. Livestock such as cows, buffaloes, goats, hens drowned as they were tied to poles and the owners 
were unable to set them free. Most of them were carried away by the water. The destruction of houses 
was impressive, and public buildings such as schools, panchayats, temples etc were also overwhelmed 
by the fury of the waters. Wild animals were seen dragged off by the water, many of them venomous as 
well as non-venomous snakes. Schools were closed for a long time as there was water in the classrooms 
and other government machinery like panchayats etc remained ineffective officially. Electricity poles 
were damaged to a great extent leading to no power supply for days incapacitating rescuing squads 
during night time. 

Many people whose houses were on the hilly areas did not realise that the water level had risen 
overnight, until the next day, when they woke up in the morning: “the village below was not visible” 
said one of the victims. They had to climb up the hill behind them and get down on the other side 
to a different village to save themselves. In addition to flooded villages, transport was interrupted as 
the major highways were flooded as well. This blocked the vehicles that brought milk, vegetables, and 
other necessary items to Goa. There was shortage of milk throughout the state as the only local milk 
producing company, “Goa Dairy,” could not meet the demands of the whole state. Vegetable prices 
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were sky high, though the only relief was fish was available as the local fisherman risked their lives to 
go to the sea, maintaining continuous supply of fish. 

Socio Economic Aspects

When we talk about disaster management, there are many advancements in the field over time. 
Various courses and training programs have been started by various organisations to promote the 
effective management of a crisis. In Goa when the flash floods occurred most of the rescue missions were 
conducted by none other than locals with no official training. The only reason why they were successful 
was due to their will and courage generated by the care towards those who were affected. People used 
small row boats as a mean of transport to go through the flooded region to rescue people who were 
trapped. Rubber tyres were used as floaters for those who could not swim. Many prepared rope nets 
hanging from tall trees to allow those who were being carried by the water to catch onto and then pull 
them up. Many risked their lives to dive underwater and release animals that were tied in their cowsheds. 
People contacted police stations and fire stations to come to aid those stuck on trees or higher grounds. 
Various car squads with 4-wheel drive jeeps used their resource to pull out cars that were stuck in the 
mud and water due to the sudden flooding. Many people left their houses without taking along any 
valuable. Due to floods jewellery and other valuables were seen floating around in the water. The people 
who found it collected it at the local schools and police stations and the items were duly returned to the 
owners. It was observed that none of the misplaced jewellery and valuables were stolen or lost. Many 
people helped recognise other people’s ornaments and made sure they were delivered to them. People of 
other villages prepared food and sent tiffin for those who had found shelter in public places. The locals 
made sure there was ample food supply and no one was left hungry or starving. 

Since Goa is a small state it was not difficult to meet with people’s food demand. Groups of people 
together with rescuers sent by the authorities helped clean the villages after the floods receded and also 
worked in re-settling the locals to their respective houses. Considering the losses endured by the locals 
in agriculture, livestock and other things, the locals formed organisations that gathered commodities 
in kinds or cash to provide rice and other necessary items to those were struck most seriously by the 
flood. By the time the situation was reverting to normal, it was already time for the biggest festival of 
Goa, the Ganesh Chaturthi/ Vinayak Chaturthi. Considering those affected by the flood would not 
be able to celebrate it, teachers from many schools contributed money to buy the things needed for 
the celebration. The estimate was about 1500 Rs per family extended to almost 400 families across 
the state. The Ganesh idol makers faced huge losses as the water took away some idols with it or 
had torn them to pieces. The local people showed great spirit of understanding and helped the idol 
makers in preparing new but smaller ones in a short time and used them for the festival. “The spirit 
of festivity was doubled” said many locals; in fact, the flood had brought people together to work for 
the reconstruction of the devastated neighbourhoods and villages, along with stabilising the routine 
of the village economy. 

Role of Social Media

Though we argue about the social media to be a boon or bane, it surely turned a boon during 
the flood. People used mediums like WhatsApp and Facebook to send photos of the flooded areas so 
that they could be rescued. Others used social media to warn those travelling on highways and other 
state roads that were to be stuck due to the flooding. The spread of messages via social media helped 
prevent traffic in flooded regions along with enabling a relatively smooth transport for people through 
alternate routes. Google maps were used to send the location of the alternate routes which would 
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help people travel, and also avoid getting late or being trapped in the flood. Many Riders’ groups and 
jeep groups shared their contact numbers through social media so that people could contact them 
wherever needed. Some videos were viral of the Tilari dam, which was overflowing at a point and then 
the authorities had to release the water by opening the gates. These videos played an effective role in 
alerting the villagers of the lowlands about the impending disaster. Photos and videos through social 
media helped the extensive, effective and widespread media coverage that caught the attention of the 
authorities and led them to take charge of the situation. It also made people across the state aware of 
the situation. The state declared a holiday on 7th August due to the incessant rains which showed no 
sign of receding. This notice was also forwarded through social media to the entire state within hours. 
The Chief Minister Relief Fund account was forwarded via social media to the public which was 
indeed the best use of WhatsApp and Facebook.

Political aspects 

The Goa state Chief Minister Relief Fund, as we have said, acted as an account where in people 
could send money for the relief of the flood affected areas. Various government mechanisms and 
arrangements were put in place for the rescue operations as well as rehabilitation. The military played a 
crucial role in the rescue missions. The government also took responsibility of rebuilding the damaged 
houses for free and repaired the damaged public properties like electric poles, schools, panchayat 
buildings etc. in a short period of time. The government also assured that a smooth flow of milk and 
vegetables was ensured within a week by requesting the suppliers to supply the stock through provided 
alternate routes. The roads that were damages due to rains and fallen trees were cleared and made 
smooth in a very short period of time. The repair works of roads are still being carried out in the state 
of Goa, which is expected to complete them by mid-October. 

Conclusion

From this unhappy event we understand that there are three important pillars in dealing with any 
crisis: the society, politics and economy of a region. These three pillars if strong can deal with any crisis 
effectively. The focus of any disaster management program should strengthen these pillars at the grass 
root level, so that the locals act responsibly in dealing with any disaster effectively. Moreover, social 
media groups should be made aimed only to act in such times, to which rescuers and resources are 
added. Co-operation is the key in dealing with any situation and this can be built only if there is a 
good bond between the government and its people. 
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Introduction

Tattooing is a process of marking almost indelible designs on the human body by inserting 
pigments into the skin. It can be considered as a “visual language” in which culture is inscribed 
on the skin of the owner. But for tribal people, it is not only a design or an art form, rather it is a 
complete emotion, incorporating myths and beliefs, which have played important and diverse roles 
in society since the dawn of humankind (Ferguson-Rayport et al. 1955). In the words of Krutak 
(2015:1) “tattooing is integrated into the social fabric of community and religious life, and typically 
speaking, it is a cultural, clan or family-mandated ritual that anchors social values on the skin for all 
to see”. Though tattooing is conceived as a ritual, its artistic value cannot be neglected. So, it may be 
considered as an art form, a painting which uses the human body as canvas, and also a ritual associated 
with integrated societal emotions. Thus, it becomes a part of the cultural heritage of a society. “The 
understanding of a cultural heritage includes and highly values its intangible aspects, such as esthetic, 
historical, scientific and social values, which in turn serve identity purposes” (Dryjanska 2015: 40). 
Tattooing is not all about ink and design: primarily, it is a process of knowledge transmission in the 
form of a visual language, where culture is inscribed and preserved in a special way (Krutak 2015). 
A tattoo as a piece of art can be considered tangible, but its preservation is difficult, because even an 
undeletable tattoo terminates with the mortal body it is attached to. But the knowledge and skills of 
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tattoo making are transferred from one generation to another. Thus, the ‘ritual’ aspect of tattooing can 
be considered an intangible aspect of a cultural heritage.

Moreover, tattooing has a long history around the world: “Tattoo by puncture was probably a 
deliberate invention of some genius who saw a way of making a magico-religious colouring more 
permanent” (Humbly 2009:19). According to Green (2003) as cited by Poli et al. (2012) the oldest 
evidence of tattooing was found in 1901, when the “Iceman” mummy was discovered on the Italian-
Austrian border, with tattoos carbon dated back to 5300 years ago. On the other hand, the first figural 
tattoos were found at Gebelein, Egypt on two naturally preserved mummies from 3351 to 3017 BC 
(Friedman et al. 2018). Traces of this ritual can be found in Greece, Persia, the Sudan, China, Japan, 
as well as in the  Polynesian Islands, “where an artistic peak was reached and where the word “tatua,” 
meaning artistic, originated” (Ferguson-Rayport et al. 1955: 113). Poli et al. (2012) have identified 
some important events throughout the world, which shows the ups and downs of tattooing as a human 
practice. By 2000 B.C.E. the process of tattooing was known to Egyptians and Southeast Asians. 
And by 1200 B.C.E. probably the first Polynesian tattoo was drawn. The first record of a decorative 
Japanese tattoo dates in 247 C.E. During the medieval period tattoos faced a drastic decrease in 
popularity when it was banned in some parts of the world. In 787 C.E. Pope Adrian banned tattooing 
after which it started losing its importance. After a long spell in 1691 William Dampher brought a 
heavily tattooed Polynesian to London and reintroduced tattooing to the West. By the seventeenth 
century, it had been either lost it meaning “or at least pushed far underground” (Wright 2009: 100).In 
1891 Samuel O’Riley invented the first electric tattoo machine. By 1900s tattooing became common 
practice in Western countries. But it surfaced again in a modernized form as a fashion statement when 
celebrities and rock stars re-popularized it during the twentieth century (Krutak 2015).  So, research 
could say that tattoo has different connotation on a different spatio-temporal scale. Here tattoo both 
as a type of painting and as a social ritual has been studied with a special reference to the Santhal tribe 
of Eastern India.

Objectives and methods

 This paper has a twofold objective: to find out how tattoos as a cultural heritage is perceived 
differently in different groups of people and to study the meaning of tattoos in tribal life with a special 
reference to Santhal tribe and its changing pattern. The first part of the paper deals with the tattoo 
in the context of cultural heritage with the help of definitions given by United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Then to find out how tattooing represents different 
cultural aspects the researcher studied five major uses of tattoos as identified by Krutak (2015), and 
found ample of examples of the contradictory motivations behind wearing tattoos within those five 
categories. This part is followed by a case study of the Santhal tribe, one of the most populous tribes 
of eastern India who practice tattooing as a social ritual. To understand the status and significance of 
tattooing among the Santhals a focused group discussion was conducted with the tattoo bearers in two 
villages namely Balipara and Phuldanga of Birbhum District, West Bengal. The descriptive analytical 
method was adopted to report different styles and patterns of their tattoos, materials used to ink the 
body, and myths and beliefs related to it. Photographs, observation and case studies methods adopted 
supplement the strength of the findings. 

Discussion

A tattoo is a special kind of painting whose uniqueness lies in the medium and technique it uses 
and the myriad cultural expressions which come out through its display. But tattooing is not only an 
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expression of the mentality of an individual or a community. So, it can be seen from two perspectives, 
first, it can be seen as a form of painting, hence designs and motifs are the main concern, and second, 
the craftmanship of the art and the motivations of the tattooed are considered. According to the 
UNESCO’s definition, a tattoo as a body painting that falls in the movable tangible cultural heritage 
category (see <www.unesco.org> for more detail). On the other hand, the UNESCO’s Convention 
for the Intangible Cultural Heritage identified five domains in which it is manifested. Tattooing as 
an intangible cultural heritage comes under three of these five domains. Those are: oral tradition and 
expressions, social practice and rituals, and traditional craftmanship. Tribal communities do not just 
wear tattoos as a motif inscribed on the skin. There are folklore, myths and beliefs which strongly 
recommend to wear a tattoo, though the traditional stories and characters differ from community to 
community. Tattooing is also considered a social practice or ritual, where it is mandatory for people 
from different age or sex group. It is a ritual which has been practiced for centuries and believed it 
would be practiced by next generations too. It is weaved in the culture and expresses the uniqueness of 
a community. The traditional craftmanship to draw a tattoo on the skin is very special and it is known 
by a few. The process differs according to the communities in every step starting from ink making, 
to the instruments used to make the impression. These oral traditions and craftmanship should be 
protected and that could be done by growing awareness among young generation so that the ritual 
does not fade away with its special stories and art.

3.1 Different Uses of Tattoos

Wright (2009) says that in tribal community tattooing is done for a number of reasons, including 
denotation of adulthood, fertility or tribal rank. These are generally non-consensual and indicate 
membership in a particular group. On the other hand, in a ‘modern society’ wearing a tattoo is a 
fashion statement, which indicates uniqueness and beauty in an individual. Krutak (2015) explores 
five ways in which tattoos, as instruments that transmit culture, has been deployed through time. 
These are identity, adornment, status and position, therapy and apotropaic. Interestingly, it is often 
observed that in different cultures, though the way of using tattoos is similar, the purposes they serve 
are very different from each other. 

3.1.1 Identity

Identity probably is the most important purpose of wearing tattoos. For most indigenous groups 
a tattoo signifies attachment to a particular clan: it symbolizes togetherness. Whereas, tattooing 
in ‘modern societies’ is a result of ‘individualism’: it denotes uniqueness and helps the tattooed to 
stand out of a crowd. For instance, getting tattooed with religious symbols, for example, the date 
of a pilgrimage to Jerusalem once was a common practice for Christian pilgrims (Sinclair, 1908). 
Therefore, a tattoos may be considered as a mark of a personality (Ferguson-Rayport et al. 1955). 

3.1.2 Adornment

Similarly, tattoos worn by urban people are mainly to enhance outer beauty. It’s a kind of fashion 
statement for young adults. Nowadays, it even became a part of makeup. Eyeliner and eyebrows are 
being tattooed to make them permanent. On the other hand, there are tribes like the Apatanis of 
Arunachal Pradesh, India who tattoo their women to make them unattractive so that other rival tribes 
do not abduct the prettiest ones (Baruah 2011). 

3.1.3 Status and Position

In many indigenous groups tattoos advertise the social position and status of an individual. Tattoos 

http://www.unesco.org
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cannot be worn by anyone, at any time or on any part of the body. Ascribing a member a special 
status, such as, being adult, being eligible for marriage, being married etc.,  involves a ritual. For 
instance, the married women of the Singpho tribe of North-eastern India were tattooed on both legs 
from the ankle to the knee, men could wear tattoo on their limbs, while unmarried people were not 
allowed to wear a tattoo (Baruah 2011). In some cases, tattoos are worn by people with special powers 
or special status like priests or the head of a clan. As Raveendran (2017) reported in The Hindu Daily, 
the Konyaks ‘head-hunters’ would wear tattoos on different parts of their bodies to display courage 
and honor chopping someone’s head. Thus, tattooing is also associated with honor and pride. But 
there was a totally different story of tattooing linked with disrespect and taboos. Even in the early 
1900s Western society, tattooed people were thought to be pimps, homosexuals and neuropsychiatric 
disables (Ferguson-Rayport et al. 1955).  In the colonial India prisoners were forcefully tattooed as a 
method of identification. Criminals were often tattooed with the word “thug” on their forehead.

3.1.4 Therapy

Tattoos are often believed to have healing powers used as a substitute of acupuncture. Tattooing, for 
some culture is an alternative medical treatment which is either magico-religious or pseudoscientific. 
The ‘iceman’ mummy discussed before also had therapeutic tattoos. At present this type of tattoos are 
used by the Kayan tribe of Myanmar. In contrast, present day biological research shows that the ink 
used during tattooing, when exposed to sunlight, damages skin cells. Puncturing of epidermis gives 
way to bacteria and viruses which cause skin infections. Tattooing, without proper hygiene can lead to 
serious diseases like, hepatitis B and C, tuberculosis or even HIV/AIDS (Poli et al. 2012).

3.1.5 Apotropaic 

Tattooing in most traditional societies has been a custom often attributed to supernatural entities. 
For some tribal community it is a way to allure good luck by keeping evil spirits away. For example, 
Sinclair (1908:365) wrote: “If the Dakota believed that the ghosts of none of them could travel the ghost 
road in safety  unless they  had a tattoo device on their forehead or wrist, it is certain that all Dakota  had 
this mark” . Some people mimic an evil spirit by wearing tattoos similar to those worn by the spirit itself. 
“So that tattooed spirits see the tattooed human as a fellow spirit and not as a prey” (Krutak 2015:4). 

Thus, tattooing being an intangible aspect of cultural heritage, serves multiple purposes in different 
societies. This is an age-old practice, with great stories and art skills handed down from one generation 
to another with continuous modifications. Perception towards tattoos changes cross-culturally through 
time. A case study of the Santhal tribe helps understand how a ‘ritual’ like tattooing changes over time 
in an indigenous society.

3.2 A Case Study of Santhal Tribe

The Santhal tribe is one of the oldest tribes of Indian subcontinent and belongs to the Proto-
Australoid racial group. According to the Census of India 2011, it is the country’s third largest tribal 
group with 7.4 million population, concentrated mainly in the states of Jharkhand, Bihar, West 
Bengal, Orissa and Assam. They are also found in some parts of Bangladesh and Nepal. The main 
occupation is agriculture, though hunting is practiced during festivals. The characteristics of Santhal 
society is well depicted through their festivals, marriage alliances, annual hunts, economic activities 
and religious practices (Gogna 2011). Sarnaism is the traditional religion, and they worship several 
‘bongas’ (spirits). At present they also worship Hindu Gods and Goddesses, while many of them are 
converted to Christianity. Superstitions, witchcraft, thought of afterlife strongly influence their social 
beliefs. 



Payel Ghosh / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 295-304 299

3.2.1 Tattoo as Body Art

Tattoo is known as ‘Khuda’ in Santhali language, meaning ‘Making Impression’. Mainly are worn 
by Santhal women, though men also have a kind of body modification known as ‘sikka’, i.e. ‘coin’. 
These are coin-sized burn marks usually found on the upper side of left hand (Fig. 1). Some common 
tattoos of the Santhals are: 

•	 the Nekkii Khuda: Nekkii means ‘wooden comb’ in Santhali (Fig. 2).
•	 the Had Khuda: Santhals called themselves Had/ Hor. Having this tattoo on the body implies 

that the owner belongs to the Santhal community 1 (Fig. 3).
•	 the Kadam Baha: Baha means flower in Santhali, and the kadam is a common flower found 

locally. This tattoo represents the Kadam flower (Fig. 4).
•	 the Pan Sakam: it implies the leaf of beetle nut (Fig. 5):
•	 the Miru Khuda: Miru means Sun. The Santhals worship sun as one of the most powerful 

bongas (Fig. 6).
•	 the Sim Kata: Sim means hen and kata means its leg. The tattoo looks like the legs of a chicken 

(Fig. 7).

These common designs with a particular name were observed and photographed during the field 
survey, but why these particular designs are being tattooed again and again is not known, at least to 
the people with whom the author has interacted. The main reason of the ignorance might be because 
tattooing is perceived as a ritual by the community and the main focus is to gain the virtue of wearing 
it. That is why the pattern to be inked is a matter of choice.

3.2.2 Tattoo as Craftmanship

Tattoos are drawn in the winter season by the ‘Khudnis’, mainly referred to the womenfolk of a 
particular group of people, who do not belong to the Santhal tribe; most probably they are nomads 
and believer of Islam. The process of making a tattoo on one’s skin is very painful. Tattoos are drawn 
by injecting pigments into the skin with the help of a bunch of very fine needles. Traditionally, the 
pigment is made from the carbon remains on the back side of the cooking utensils. Such carbon 
is generally mixed with water to make the ink to be inserted into the skin. Sometimes lactating 
‘Khudnis’ use their breast milk instead of water. The pigment is primarily black but after applying it 
in the skin it becomes greenish. 

3.2.3 Tattoo as Ritual

In the Santhal community a  tattoo is mainly used to show the identity and social status of a 
person, especially women. Tattoos are inscribed by different natural objects. And these are mainly 
painted on both hands, along the neck, shoulder and outer part of the palms. Unmarried girls usually 
have tattoos on their right hand whereas married women have tattoos on left hand. But these rules are 
not strictly maintained. In March 2019, during the informal interaction about forty Santhal people 
were interviewed (individually and through focused group discussions) to know the importance of 
tattooing in their lives. According to the elderly people of this tribe, ritual of tattooing comes from 
the belief that nothing could be taken from the material world once death happens, hence tattoos or 
body marks are the only things which could help survive in afterlife. Because Santhali myth says that 
a person without a tattoo would be eaten up by insects after death (Kislaya 2013).

1 The ‘Nekki’ and ‘Had’ are the most common designs.
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3.2.4 Changing Pattern of Tattooing

With modernization, the concept of tattooing is changing rapidly in the Santhal community. The 
observation is that perception in the Santhal society regarding tattoos differs according to sex and age. 
Globalization connects tribal communities with the outer world and accelerates cultural change. Yet, 
“for some reason the disruptions created in rapid culture change hit the men more directly, leaving the 
women less changed and less anxious” (Spindler and Spindler 1958: 217). Thus, traditional tattooing, 
both process and motifs, is more common among women, while men choose ‘modern’ designs over 
traditional ones. Similarly, formal education teaches that there is nothing like afterlife at all. So, young 
adults are losing interest in traditional tattooing; they are either ignoring tattoos or making very tiny 
ones just to fulfil a mandatory social norm (see Figure 8). According to Kislaya (2013) youngsters are 
reluctant to get a tattoo and those who got one wish to remove it. On the other hand, elderly people 
still think tattooing is a mandatory part of life and traditional motifs and stories are important for 
them. Gradually, a sense of inferiority is being associated with tattooing. This problem is common 
not only among the Santhals, but also among other Indian tribal groups. For instance, college-going 
girls of the Oraon tribe in Ranchi, Jharkhand, want their tattoos removed because they think having a 
tattoo in an exposed part of the body is embarrassing and people would treat them differently (Kislaya 
2013).

Contrary to this, having a tattoo on one’s body is fashionable for many. In India, tattoo parlors or 
tattoo studios are mushrooming everywhere. Urban citizens are spending huge sums of money to get 
a pattern, designed thousands of miles away, to be inked on their bodies. On the other hand, people 
are being ignorant about ancient tattooing methods and motifs associated to their own culture. That 
is why the conservation of this ‘art’ or ‘custom’ is needed. Yet, preserving tattoos is not an easy task. 
What to preserve, the designs, the mythological tales regarding tattoo or the instruments, is a big 
question. However, it is well known that goods and services go better in a market driven economy. 
Youngsters have a typical choice to decorate themselves. Thus, as to tattoos, the target may be a 
segment of the population who are prospective consumers. To popularize positively young people, 
psychological statements may be made to circulate through different electronic and print media. 
In market places, aggressive demonstrations may be made emphasizing the price, package, place, 
population and performance. Promoting traditional tattoos in a modern way of life can make them 
gain back  their popularity. A ray of hope can be seen after the report by Das (2012) in Times of India 
daily, about a Manipuri artist, who has set a school where he teaches the ancient practice of tattooing 
on the body to both experts and as well as novices. Santhali tattoo designs too can be promoted in a 
similar way. Researchers can definitely think of a model tattoo parlor, where people would get a tribal 
motif inked on their bodies with modern tattoo machines, while witnessing the ancient tools of tattoo 
drawing exhibited in the parlor and listening about the stories and myths about getting a tattoo a 
particular tribe once believed. 

Conclusion

Tattoo culture in India has had its origin since immemorial time. As a cultural practice it must have 
evolved as an ethnic marker through cultural contacts among the members of a community. Over 
time this cultural heritage experienced a lot of ups and downs. Being an intangible cultural heritage, 
it is considered an animated part of tribal culture. On cross cultural comparison, it is ascertained 
that this ancient practice is not just an art, but an important custom of tribes with myths and stories 
associated with it. Perception regarding tattooing reveals a huge variation among different cultures 
at different times. It is a mandatory custom for some societies, while for some it is prohibited. Some 
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use it for body beautification, some for safety purposes because of its magical tenets. Some believe it 
has health benefits, while others consider it the cause of skin diseases. However, among many tribes, 
despite having a lot of taboos, tattoos are inseparable cultural traits. To preserve this custom one has 
to understand tribal cultures, which includes worldview, social norms, beliefs and a lot more things 
about their life. Tattooing has two broader forms. The traditional one with age old tools, strongly 
believed tales and recurring designs, mainly associated with a tribal society.  And the modern one 
with advanced less painful output through machineries with colorful artistic patterns and a sense of 
fashion, initially believed to be associated with culture of the Hippies. The former one is dying while 
the latter one is burgeoning day by day. To retain both forms, a link between these two is needed. In 
contemporary modern society this vanishing practice can revive a new life if traditional tattooing is 
made a market-driven service of body care. 
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Images

1. ‘Sikka’, traditional body mark worn by male members of Santhal tribe

Figure 2. ‘Nekki Khuda’ Figure 3. ‘Had/Hor Khuda’
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Figure 4. ‘Kadam Baha Khuda’

Figure 5. ‘Paan Sakam Khuda’ Figure 6. ‘Miru Khuda’
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Figure 7. ‘Sim Kata Khuda’

Figure 8. Smaller version of ‘Miru Khuda’ worn by school going girls
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The present research was conducted to inquiry into the meaning of empowerment that has 
different meanings in different socio-cultural, economic and political contexts of the various 
dimension of empowerment on economic, social, physical and political. The research put 
forth the concept of economic empowerment of women in the marketplace of Ema Keithel of 
Manipur. The economic independence, strong cord of mutual understanding and collective 
identity among the women aside construction of feminism among the Meitei women in the 
traditional valley society. In the context of Ema Keithel of Manipur why the concept of economic 
empowerment plays a critical role in understanding the real meaning to the development of the 
women in their culture through embedded social, political domain of the society.
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Introduction

Empowerment as a concept has been interpreted and analysed by social scientist in various forms 
from their respective disciplines. But to conceptualize and contextualize “empowerment” as a matter 
of subject discussion has been started since United Nation works on development projects across the 
world. One of the most recent studies conducted by UN on the World Survey on Role of Women in 
Development especially focused on the impact on the role of women in the economy at the national, 
regional and international levels (UN, World Survey on the Role of Women in Development, 2019).

The World Survey focused on the reasons for the high levels of income poverty and time poverty 
among women and contains an analysis of the rationale for taking an integrated policy approach 
to addressing the double blind experienced by development, for low-income in particular. Many 
international organizations focused on improving status of women and empowering them for 
development process in low and middle-income countries. According to the World Bank (2004), 
“Empowerment” it is the process of increasing the capacity of individuals or groups to make choices 
and to transform those choices into desired actions and outcomes. The United Nations declared the 
year 2001 as the International Year for Women’s Empowerment’. And, the same year even in India 
2001 was declared as the ‘Women’s Empowerment Year’ (Mandal, 2013) .Women empowerment as 
a concept was introduced at the International women Conference in 1985 at Nairobi, which defined 
it as redistribution of social power and control of resources in favour of women (Panucha & Ankita 
Khatik, 2005).

http://www.antrocom.net/upload/sub/antrocom


Rajkumari Nonibala Devi / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 16, n. 1 (2020) 305-313306

The UN on “Empowerment” as Being empowered, indeed, is beneficial not only for the women 
themselves but for their whole family (UN, 2012). In one of the meeting the most appropriate definition 
of empowerment as “ iterative process  with keys components including  an enabling environment 
that encourages popular participation in decision making  that affects the achievement of goals lie 
poverty eradication, social integration and decent work for all as well as sustainable development ” 
(UN, social.un.org, 2012).

Some of the characteristics described for Empowerment in previous findings are people -both 
women and men- having the characteristics of freedom, values, autonomy, equal mindedness, self-
determination, attitude, self-reliance, having own agenda, gaining skills, solving problems, strength 
to face religious pressures, challenges male dominance etc. But UNECO, on gender mainstreaming 
framework opinion that “No one can empower another: only the individual can empower herself or 
himself to make choices or to speak out”. However, institutions including international cooperation 
agencies can support processes that can nurture self-empowerment of individuals or groups (UNESCO’s 
Gender Mainstreaming Implementation Framework, 2003).

In view to these, the present research was conducted to inquiry into the meaning of empowerment 
that has different meanings in different socio-cultural, economic and political contexts. An exploration 
of local terms associated with empowerment around the world always encompasses a wide variety 
of definitions (Mandal, 2013). Of the various dimension of empowerment on economic, social, 
physical and political. The research put forth the concept of economic empowerment of women in the 
marketplace of Ema Keithel of Manipur. In the context of Ema Keithel of Manipur why the concept of 
economic empowerment plays a critical role in understanding the real meaning to the development of 
the women in their culture through embedded social, political domain of the society.

Methodology

The present research attempts to study the market as a place which helps in enhancing unity among 
diversity and analyze the diverse nature of the market through various networks and linkages in the 
whole society. Through this study, it will give a picture of how the market serves as a centre to other 
markets in the state by means of flow of goods from farmers to the consumers for daily consumption 
and how it affect the whole system when one part of it affect the other part of the market. It also 
attempts to understand how women play a vital role in the market affairs and the state as a whole. 
The research tries to explore the function of market in empowering women and to understand socio-
cultural implication of the market place with relation to womenfolk.

The research methodology used is that of an ethnography employing an interpretive paradigm along 
with multi data collection process. Being a feminist anthropologist collecting data on women market 
was one of the added advantages above being native during the study. The study was conducted for six 
months among the women in the Ema market. During the fieldwork observations and audio recorder 
for interviews were employed without disturbing the natural settings of the market. At various spots, 
researchers self-engaged in participant observation by shopping at and through sitting with these 
women while interacting with the customers. These direct participant observation from several spots 
proved to be very effective for data collection. During the study the researcher have established a 
good rapport with some of the key informant comprises of the office bearers of the women’s market 
association. 
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The markets open around 7 am in the morning till late evening in all the three marketplaces. But 
those of the street vendors they have a different time slot starting from as early as 3 am in the morning 
and ends around 8 am. The early morning market comprises of fresh vegetables, fruits and poultry 
items which are sold by either farmers directly or one of the collector from farmers, of remote villages. 
As the farmers are  selling their products directly one finds it at a much cheaper price as compare to 
when one buy at the latter hour of the day through a middleman.

There are quite a few association of women’s union present in the Ema Market. Each one of them 
having a different motto and objectives by themselves but one common to all of them is for the welfare 
of the women sellers. 

Results

Ema Keithel or Khwairamband Keithel serve as the power house of women empowerment, a 
marketplace where women from different part of Manipur come and share their ideas, socio-economic 
life. It represents as a symbol of women solidarity among various groups in Manipur society. It not 
only serves as a market place but also a place where the women shared their views when state is 
under socio-economic turmoil with the negative movement of the political affairs. They play crucial 
roles exerting their voices against the pessimistic nature of the state affairs and helps in bringing a 
constructive result for the welfare of the collective involvement of women in bringing peace with 
socio-economic prosperity in the state. A unique feature of the women in Manipur is that they take 
the central role in the business of marketing of almost all goods-the products of agriculture, handloom 
and handicrafts. The women in the ‘Ema Market’ which is also known as Sana Keithel of the capital 
town is constituted both the women of the town, rural and hilly areas. In the rural areas also there are 
markets after the model of Sana Keithel run by women. The Ema market can be divided into three 
main building comprises of the first established one Purana bazaar locally known as Leimarel Shidabi 
ema keithel (Leimarel Shidabai is Goddess of Supreme Household). The second is Laxmi bazaar locally 
known as Emoinu Ema Keithel (Goddess of prosperity, wealth, and kitchen). The last one is the New 
market locally known as Phouoibe ema keithel(Goddess of bounty). 

 In all the three markets, they have women association who act as social support and law maintaining 
bodies inside the markets. The rules inside this marketplace is being followed and maintained till date. 
As upon, any violation of the rules strict action are taken by the association against the defaulter. 

Women empowerment in Economic Domain

 In Manipur, it is common to find that the marketplace occupied by women traders and middle 
women who do the transaction of commodities and they are the women who fixed the price of the 
commodities. In fact, it is the women who control over the market transaction in the society. But 
when we inquire all most every women are selling the commodities on a mere margin of profit. 

One of the women traders narrate “I am selling the local daily wear phanek cloth for lower portion 
of the female body; my profit is Rs 20 per phanek it depends on occasion and festival the profit also 
varies per day. But the minimum profit I can earn on a day range from Rs 100 to Rs 500 on a day 
from which I can feed my family of five members with food and expenditures for children education.” 
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When inquired further why the profit margin is very low she replied “the phanek that I am selling 
is a normal daily one which starts from Rs 200 and range upto Rs 1200 for silk woven phanek. I am 
buying these phanek from the middle women who collect these phanek from the villages in bulk, so 
I have to give her share of profit too resulting in mere profit for selling a phanek”. One of the unique 
features of women market is that these women are abide by the age old tradition of the marketplace 
that “one trader one commodities rule” which have been strictly followed from ages in Ema Keithel. 
With coming up of western cloth and import of cheap clothing materials from outside the state there 
is a huge impact on the trade of these women as the demand from the population is decreasing at the 
fast rate. Not only declining in consumer preference but also the increasing price of raw materials by 
the nonlocal wholesale retailers in the state make a way for these women traders in hardship of earning 
money and profits. 

So, it came to light that the raw materials are supplied from the nonlocal retailers in the Imphal city. 
The primary handloom weavers bought raw materials from the nonlocal retailers and their finished 
products are collected by the middle women from the weavers and the products is bought to the 
women traders of Ema Keithel.

 The amount of income generated by the primary weavers is also a small amount paid for their 
handloom labour. Handloom weavers are found in many houses of villages of Manipur and at the 
periphery of Imphal city. In fact, it can be summarised that women in Manipur society are economically 
self-dependent in view that these women earn for their living and contribute for the household. 

The findings suggest that being economically self-dependent women and economic independent 
women  to refer as economic empowerment are two different meaning in the case of Ema Keithel where 
previous scholars used to define ‘self-dependent’ women as  ‘economic empowerment’. Economic 
empowerment can be achieved only when these indigenous women gets their raw materials at the 
government standardised rate being supplied to the nonlocal retailers.

In one of the case from primary weavers who was visiting the Ema Keithel market for direct selling 
to the traders had opined that “I came from nearby village of Imphal city, generally the lalonbi came 
and collect my finished products and she give me money based on the quality of the products and 
is not profitable at all, so I came here directly to the women traders after I received the money I will 
buy the raw material from the shop retailers of nonlocal. The problem we face every time as weavers 
is the rate kept on increasing for the raw material and the retailers conveniently clarifies by giving so 
many issues based on transportation, social problems and shortage of raw material import etc”. So, 
how can we make a living and run our houses as the middle women will try to bargain for the lowest 
possible price. The government should take intervention from time to time for the primary producers 
if economic empowerment of women meant to be meaningful in the society.

The women of Manipur are economically self-dependent since time immemorial and so many 
research has been conducted on the role of women and particularly focusing on the Ema Keithel. One 
needs to analyse the real nature of the women in economy through the emic view how the flows of 
income and transaction goes where for the development of the society. This can be one of the reasons 
why even after ages of struggle and hardship by women in Manipur society are not enable enough to 
improve the development of the society.

In actual meaning the real economic empowerment will be happen when this primary producers 
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get their raw material at the fixed and fair rate approved by the government and it should be followed 
everywhere. 

Women empowerment in Social Domain

In Manipur, women place a very high social position unlike one finds in other parts of India. This 
is very much rooted in the family and household activities. It is usual that one will observed in society 
of Manipur during festivals of holi (yaosang) where large numbers of young unmarried and adolescent 
young girls along with boys and man are seen holding hands together and dance in circular motion 
at night in every corner of valley in Manipur. The particular form of dance in circular motion with 
sounds of drums and music also known as Thabal chongba is a social approved power given to the 
young girls of marriageable age. These kinds of tradition are part of social structure to give power to 
young girl and women of the society where they can choose their own life partner. It is socially being 
observed on every season during holi festival, Meitei Cheirouba (New Year) celebration in Manipur. 
One of the peculiar features of this social festival is that the young girls and unmarried women join 
and gather together for the collection of money from every house in the locality and nearby shops. The 
collected amounts of funds are managed together for the expenses of the Thabal chongba. This means 
the sole organisers of the Thabal chongba are managed and operated by young girls and unmarried 
women from the locality. Even the adults’ women member of the locality actively supports these 
events through strict vigilance over the large crowd if any unwanted incidences might happen they 
will control it. Not only in traditional festivals even among modern family the women are not lagged 
behind bit sports, education, jobs or labour work. In Manipur, women are held with exceptional in 
all the fields that they have gone through. Even in sports, women from Manipur are the foremost 
contributors in the achievement of success around the world. 

The women’s movement has been actively involved more than century in social affairs of the society 
through Meira Paibi and Nisha Bandh in every locality also known as Leikai in Manipur.  The Meira 
paibi are middle aged women association of locality who assemble together on daily or weekend basis. 
The purpose of these associations comprises of maintaining moral behaviour of the men and youth 
in the locality, ban of liquor and drugs consumption and production in the society and also acts as 
social support group for women in the locality through Marup. Marup in Manipur means friends but 
is literally a group of members who collectively contribute money on monthly or weekly basis and 
support one member of the groups through that money. This system of Marup has been part of the 
society and help member as a chit bank improving social and economic life of the people especially 
among women. As many young women formed Marup not just for money but also for household 
items like utensils, clothing materials, jewellery, daily needs etc. So, these women can contribute their 
small amount of money in an instalment and their needs and requirements are easily meet. In a way 
the women make ways through collective social action to empower themselves.  

Women empowerment in political Domain

In an interview with one of the women leader of the Ema Keithel women’s association narrate the 
various incidence of the women’s movement in the society of Manipur.

One will never find the strong solidarity of Manipuri women in the rest of the country other 
than the society of Manipur. The history of Manipur has witness numbers of women’s war and social 
movement. Still every member in the society do remember till days and observed the women’s war 
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on 1906’s and 1939’s against the Colonial order which was not in favour of the people in the society. 
Even the ruler has to change the order if the woman in the society stands solidarity and unite for the 
common goods. Such were few examples of the role of women in Manipur society. Even in modern 
society, the women of Manipur still hold firm and stand together against any unlawful activities from 
its own people or outsiders. Women are fearless in the society of Manipur when they unit against any 
misbehaviour from men by local, outsider or even the military. Of one such incidence was the protest 
of Assam Rifles to go back from the Kangla fort, a place for religious and earlier used to be King’s 
residence. This incidence was happen in 2004 when the Indian paramilitary force Assam rifle army 
took a woman for investigation and later bullet-ridden, brutally raped and badly mutilated dead body 
was found. Some women leaders from different parts of Manipur come forward and march naked 
towards the Headquarter  of Assam Rifles in front of the Kangla fort shouting slogan  “Indian Army, 
rape us too... We are all Manorama’s mothers». From this unfortunate and eventful day the women 
of Manipur has marked a Legend in the history of not only Manipur but also in the whole World. 
From this day onwards, the state government immediately enforced that Assam Rifle to be shifted 
away from Kangla fort. In other words, it can be said that these women in Manipur acts fearless and 
stand-up for their rights and fight back to protect their dignity.  In Manipur women’s unite themselves 
as solidarity between various ethnic groups and stand for their rightful status in the market and the 
society at large. These can be one of the factors that the Ema Keithel stood to be one of its kinds in 
the whole world. The unique features of the market are that being not only the women traders selling 
commodities but even the middle transaction all being done by women. Starting from the primary 
producers as women weavers from the household unit of the villages of Manipur are all embedded 
network of women’s solidarity from the family to the political decision makers of the society. These are 
not only for handloom weavers but also for other producers like bamboo and cane industry, puppet 
and clay making artisans. The bases of the unit of production are mostly women from the society. 

Discussion

According to Unifem, the process of empowerment has five dimensions, viz. cognitive, psychological, 
physical, economic and political. There are different methods of empowerment which can be achieved 
by means of acquiring assets and properties – economic, social, physical, and intellectual; by attaining 
education – conventional, vocational, scientific etc. Economic empowerment as described by (Mandal, 
2013) as a means by which the poor, landless, deprived and oppressed people of all societies can be 
freed from all kinds of deprivation and oppression and basic necessities of the person can be achieved. 
In the case of Ema Keithel of Manipur these women are traders who have a social role as housewife, 
mother, daughter, sister and mother-in-law. At the same time, these same women also fight back as 
political leaders in groups against any policy and antisocial activities that will affect the welfare of the 
society and the women in the society. These women have an active role in political decision making 
process of the society and for the welfare of the state as a whole.  The women in this part of the India 
hold a very high position in religious, political and social dimensions. Market women’s consciousness 
of the traditional political culture without any institutionalized base and mobilization is age old 
phenomenon due to historic forces which the British paramount realized well before (Sudhir, 2003; 
Chingtham, 2014). As social actors, women (and men) continually strategize to defend and improve 
their own positions in relation to gender and other power hierarchies, by choosing from among the 
options currently available to them (Clark, 2003).The Ema market is not just a marketplace for these 
women traders in Manipur but as a centre of solidarity and cooperation among these women. The 
women’s contribution in the economic sphere is great and unlike any other parts of India. And the 
concepts of solidarity amongst women’s groups are fairly strong (Tanuja, 2011) 
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Women are mostly perceived as individuals are not independently capable of earning an income 
(Mlambo-Ngc (Mokta, 2014); they are relegated mainly to household duties and poorly paid labor 
(Terry & Gomez, 2011). In the case of Manipur society women take the lead role in the matters of 
household decision along with their husband, they share an equal role in the family (Ch., 2012). In 
context of Ema market and other markets in Manipur Women are the sole traders in the state. The 
Khwairamband bazar besides being an epicentre of all women’s marketing network it also serves as 
the main socio-political where state’s affairs emerged and prepared a promising place of interactions 
on various socio-political issues through constant mutual exchanges within and in between different 
customers and visitors to the market. (Sudhir, 2003). According to Sudhir H. (2003), there was a rule 
for that a male member of the house to serve for the Princely state for one month in a year as a tax 
payer. When the man of houses went for the services to serve the Kingdom, all burden of child rearing 
and earning were left at the hand of female. So, with no choice women left to feed their children 
and look after the elderly in the house women came out to sell their surplus vegetables and others 
daily items at the nearby adjoining field or place and river bank.   Thus, the prevailing conditions of 
the society make ways for the women of Manipur to cross the barrier of male dependency towards 
making of the present Ema Keithel of Manipur. Ema market is considered as the principle’s square of 
women’s politicization and community life where developed commonality, unity, self-confidence and 
collectively among themselves (Sudhir, 2003).

All the women traders were like an ‘extended family’ living together each other making their business 
to sustenance of the families. The economic independence, strong cord of mutual understanding and 
collective identity among the women aside construction of feminism among the Meitei women in the 
traditional valley society. Before fly shuttle for handloom was introduced in Manipur, Meitei women 
weavers used loin looms and purchased cotton yarn made by tribal women and silk yarn and loom 
accessories made by lower castes, who then bought finished products from the Meitei weavers. Thus, 
the process of weaving helped in the integration of the various ethnic groups of Manipur, ensuring 
interdependence and economic exchange (Ch., 2012). There was interdependence of trade among 
various ethnic groups in Manipur before economic reforms of 1990’s and women were self-reliance 
in the society. Markets women collectively are involved the state affair indirectly in collective capacity 
in multi forms towards shaping of the state policies and correction of the administrative fallout of the 
state (Sudhir, 2003). It is these women who are coming from different villages of Manipur represent 
the mobility of women in the region (Chingtham, 2014).

The share of female worker to the total worker of national worker comparison is around 39% in 
Manipur but in National figure is sometimes less and around 25% over the decades. The percentage 
of female cultivator (37.9), household industry worker (14.1) and other worker (34.5) in the state are 
high compare to the national figure. Even the female literacy rate in the state is increasing with 39.6% 
(Census, 1991) to 73.2% (Census, 2011) (Thingbaijam & Das, 2015) . Manipuri women’s role in the 
socio-economic and cultural life is significant. 

Women’s economic empowerment is central to realizing women’s rights and gender equality. 
Women’s economic empowerment includes women’s ability to participate equally in existing markets; 
their access to and control over productive resources, access to decent work, control over their 
own time, lives and bodies; and increased voice, agency and meaningful participation in economic 
decision-making at all levels from the household to international institutions. (Nation, 2018). There 
is increasing rise in the number of women entrepreneurs and women self-help groups (Thingbaijam 
& Das, 2015). In Manipur, women are not just empowering themselves but are aware of their rights 
and taking very possibilities of the various governmental schemes for the welfare of women. For these 
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hardworking women of the society a small act of support from the government and public would 
easily make them stand for themselves to contribute in the economic development of the society.

Conclusion

It becomes cleared that “Empowerment” as a term itself conveys different meaning depending 
on the context and content that we can conclude from the analysis of the Ema Keithel of Manipur. 
Being economic empowerment does not literally mean that the person of the community as a whole 
is economically self reliance. This can be drawn from the case of economic domain of women traders 
in Ema Keithel that the primary producer of the products for handloom basically depends on the 
non Manipuri who are outsiders for raw materials. In short, it can be conclude that true economic 
empowerment for the women traders of Manipur will be achieved only when they can control or 
bargain for the raw material in the price which they can be afforded by the women in the society.
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