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Introduction:

Malinowski (1921) mentioned food as the first and the most important need of man. Every 
community, whether simple or complex, they primarily preoccupied with extracting physical necessity 
of life from its natural environment (Beattie 1964:183). The resources available in the natural 
environment are extracted with different adaptive strategies. Therefore, humankind has adapted and is 
adapting to varied environmental zones and different topography of the world.

The present paper discourse how the Mao Nagas an indigenous tribe in northeast India adopted 
terrace cultivation as a means of adaptation to their given environment and how this form of practice is 
tied to their socio-cultural life apart from economic spheres. But before we try to answer these questions, 
it will be appropriate to have a quick general overview of the Mao Nagas, their history and ecological 
habitat as a backdrop to our further discussion.

The Mao Nagas are mountain-dwellers situated in the north-eastern part of India.  The traditional 
homeland of the Mao Nagas is spread over the present state of Manipur and Nagaland where the 
majority lives in Senapati district (Fig. 1). Their economy is predominantly agrarian in nature and 
rice is their staple food. Shifting and terrace cultivation are the dominant land-use system in their 
traditional economic activities. They live in compact villages having their own ‘Chief’ called ‘Movuo’ 
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as the head of the village. Their society is patrilineal descent group and they trace their ancestry through 
a male line. The immoveable properties like terrace field, homestead, forest, etc. mainly ‘land based’ 
are inherited by the male in the family. These immoveable properties are handed down from father to 
son. The Mao Naga ancestral land is one of the legendary places for the Nagas. It is considered a place 
of great importance in the Naga history as it is believed to be the origin place for the Nagas. There 
are numerous ancient monuments and relics which are revered by the Nagas. The ‘Sacred Wild Pear 
Tree’ (‘Chitebu Kajü’), the ‘Banyan Tree’ (‘Marabu’) and the ‘Trio Megalith monuments’ (‘Okhe tu, 
Orah tu, and Omei tu’) are firmly anchoring the culture, history and the identity of the Nagas (Neli, 
2014:182). The different Nagas communities particularly the Tenyimi group lived at Makhel 1 and later 
they migrated to different directions after taking a discourse under a ‘Sacred Wild Pear tree’ and settled 
where they are situated now. Being the dispersal point of the Nagas, different Naga communities spread 
out to different directions and occupied all the surrounding areas of Makhel. For instance, the Angami 
Nagas and Chakhesang Nagas occupy the areas which lie to the North; Poumai Nagas occupy the areas 
which lie to the East and Maram Nagas to the South. Therefore, there is no space for the Mao Nagas 
to expand their territory since the areas adjacent to them are all occupied by the other Naga tribes who 
dispersed from Makhel. Thus, the Mao Nagas have used their land very skilfully since they have limited 
land resources and there is no scope for expansion. One of the adaptive strategies by the Mao Nagas is 
the practice of terrace cultivation.

Terrace cultivation

Terrace cultivation is an extremely labour-intensive crop to grow. Seedling are sown then transplanted 
one by one to ensure equal spacing in the fields. The sowing of seed is determined by the variety of 
paddy, as some grow faster than others. Crop management includes weeding by hand, the repairing of 
the irrigation system, and the fight against insects, aphids and rodents. Harvesting is also a strenuous, 
time-consuming task involving spending many hours under a scorching heat.

Terrace cultivation is widely practised by the Asian countries. This technique of terrace cultivation 
is mostly practiced by the people who live in the mountains and hills where irrigation system is possible. 
Terrace cultivation is also known as step farming. It is a way of farming crops on the hillslopes, mountains 
and other elevated regions. The terrace cultivation system in the Naga Hills has been developed long 
before the British and the Christian Missionaries arrived in the 1830s (Shishak, 1996: 25). These terrace 
cultivation practices in Mao-Naga region are considered the most advanced forms of the cultivation in 
the hill districts of Manipur and the neighbouring tribes (Mao, 1992:4) of Nagaland. It may be observed 
that the neighbouring tribes like the Angami Nagas, the Chakhesang Nagas, the Poumai Nagas, the 
Maram Nagas, etc. who migrated from Makhel also practice the same form of terrace cultivation.

Hodson remarks, “We have large Mao-Naga villages with extensive terraced fields magnificently irrigated 
with water brought from considerable distance in channels so well aligned... By means of long and tireless 
labour, a field may be built up and provided with water so that the large terraces represent the expenditure 
of a vast amount of energy and farming ability, as well as much practical engineering skill” (Hodson, 1911 
:50). The terrace fields (Fig. 2) of the Mao Nagas are very old, they were made by their forefathers.

Construction of Terrace Field 

The forefathers of the Mao Nagas were expert in construction of terrace field. In olden days as per 

1  Makhel is considered a place of great importance in the Naga history. It is an ancient village situated in the Mao 
Nagas territory where many Naga tribes trace back their place of origin.
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the interview from the subjects, services of the Mao Nagas expertise in this field were often requested by 
even other neighbouring tribes for the construction of a new terraces. Construction of terrace fields is 
a labourious job and involves a large number of people. It is treated as a community affair. The family 
who intends to construct terraces would inform their clansman, or the village elders to obtain free 
community labour (Puni 2018:23). Once the family finalised the day to call the community for the 
construction of terraces, the very family or the owner would begin the customary preparations of the 
food and drinks to provide on the day of the work for the construction of terraces. Terraces are cut along 
the rugged hill slopes, and depending on the slopes of the hills and the width of the terraces they range 
from as narrow as two feet to as broad as forty-fifty feet. Each terrace is bound by raised mud at the 
edges, which not only retain water but also prevent soil erosion.

There are two types of terraced fields practise by the Mao Nagas: 

i. ‘Moko Do’ (permanently wet-terraced field), and

ii. ‘Dothu Do’ (dry terraced field).

In the ‘Moko do’, the water is constantly supplied either from natural spring or from the rivers or 
streams through a small canal. It is usually situated on the side of the river bank or the area where the 
soil is capable of retaining water throughout the year. This kind of field remains wet throughout the year 
except when there is unusually scanty rain in the area. While in the case of the ‘Dothu do’, the supply of 
water is only during the time of cultivation. For this type of field, rain water and springs are the main 
sources of water although river, and stream water is also used.

Construction of Water Channel

Water is the most import element of terrace cultivation, and it is practiced only where irrigation is 
feasible or an underground spring is available. An irrigation system is put in place to feed the terraces with 
water which is essential for paddy cultivation. Water is channelled from a stream or river continuously 
flows from one terrace to another. The length of these water channels varies from one to twenty 
kilometres, passing across rocky hills and mountains to reach the terraced fields. The construction of 
canals (Fig. 3) is done with simple implements and measurement as well as alignment is taken without 
the aid of modern tools. The terraces are constructed so systematically that the water flows to every 
terraced field. The water channels open into the topmost terraces of the fields from where water flows 
down into the lower and adjacent terraces. In other words, each terrace from the top to the lowermost 
obtains water from the terrace above it. Therefore, the construction and maintenance of water channel 
from the streams or rivers is a community affair. 

Seed sowing and transplantation

Paddy seedling is transplanted from the bed of the nursery sown on a patch of land (Fig. 4). Right 
timing of seed sowing is very crucial for transplantation. A difference of a day or two in seed sowing and 
paddy transplantation matters a lot in the final yield of the crop. Therefore, the Mao Nagas link seed 
sowing and paddy transplantation with natural phenomena for better result of the crops. The farmers 
are able to know the right time and season of agriculture activities from the various indications of nature 
such as singing of birds, blooming of a certain plant’s flowers and observing the position of sunrise on 
a particular mountain range, etc. For instance, when peach and bauhinia flower are in full bloom, they 
were reminded through such indication for sowing paddy seed (Neli, 2016:187).
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When the rainy season commences at the end of May, the process of paddy transplantation begins. In 
order to have good harvest, they also have traditional technique of manuring the field. Their cultivation 
system is well organized and advanced in term of sustainable development. They do not use chemical 
fertilizer in their fields. The farmers use compost manure and cow dung for the fertility of the terrace 
fields. Cow dung is very commonly used by the farmers for maximum yields and also for maintenance 
and enhancement of soil fertility. Preparation of the fields for crop consists of digging out the soil and 
puddling them. The puddling of the paddy fields draws the weeds out and soften the soil in order to 
enable plantations. When the weeds are sufficiently decomposed and the mud is well puddle, then the 
field is ready for transplantation. The process of transplantation is carried out by the end of May and 
continue as long as one could hear the singing of the cuckoo birds which coincides with the ending part 
of the month of June.

The seedlings are approximately 12-15 centimetres in height at the time of transplantation (Fig. 5). 
Usually, whenever they start any agricultural activities, they perform rituals and pray to almighty for 
his blessing and mercies. Because an entire crop could be destroyed by natural calamities like fungal 
infection or adverse weather conditions and climate change. Therefore, the village chief or some elders 
in the village perform rituals and initiate 2 the process of transplanting. The seedlings are planted in rows 
approximately at a distance of five to seven centimetres between them. If the soil is fertile enough, then 
they are planted at a greater distance because the plant will grow bigger in that area. The seedlings are 
never planted more than one piece at a time. There can be two reasons for this practice; first it might 
be due to proper usage of manure and the soil could be very fertile. Second reason could be economical 
for using the seedlings. Whenever farmers start their transplantation, they always begin by saying: ‘othe 
shupe ojü shuzhu’ which means ‘may the seedling last and accomplish the task quickly’. Traditionally, 
the transplantation is done in groups through ‘exchange of labours’ called ‘Ava Kocho’ in Mao Naga 
language. This makes the work easier and convenient for them because transplantation takes a lot of 
time. The process of transplantation mainly happens in the month of June; therefore, the farmers could 
not afford to waste any single day especially the month of June.

When the seedlings have taken roots after transplantation, the ‘process of weeding’ (called ‘odo 
mohrü’ in Mao Naga language) starts. One or two times of weeding is necessary to keep the field clean 
and healthy for the crops. This process is mainly done in the beginning of August and September. Weeds 
are manually removed with hands. At this time of cleaning the weeds, the farmers also found small 
fishes and edible insects in the fields like the ‘cat fish’ (‘khokhe’), ‘snail’ (‘khosanabvü’), ‘dragonfly Naiads’ 
(‘topfüe’), ‘great diving beetle’ (‘kodzüa’), ‘spider’ (‘shihri’). Thus, the farmer usually ties ‘Shübvü’ (a 
small basket made from cane) on their waists during weeding season so that when they catch any fish or 
edible insects, the same can be put in the basket for consumption.

The harvest is usually ready by the end of October and the process of harvesting starts and continue 
till the first week of December (Fig. 6). Harvest is done with sickle, feet, fork, and basket. The sheaves of 
the paddy are collected and brought to a convenient place usually in an open dry place of terrace field for 
threshing the grain. In the past, according to the Mao Naga Customary practice, two good bunches of 

2  By transplanting a few paddy seedlings at one of the corners of the field along with erecting the ‘Sumac’ 
(‘Emosü’) branch tied with ‘Cogon grass’ (‘Eva’) on the edge of the field. Then they pray to almighty for good harvest 
by invoking like this:

‘Ora tho’ – ‘Worship God’
‘Orobu sü peno evabu mareipio ye’ – ‘May the seedling grow like Cogon grass’ and
‘Otho kro sü peno emosü kru bvüo mashipio’ – ‘The grains may bear like the bunch od sumac fruits’
Since cogon grass grows very well and sumac tree bears good bunch of fruits, they are used to remind them of what they 

should pray for. They pray that their paddy plant may grow like the cogon grass and bear the grains like the fruits of sumac.
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paddy grain are selected and are taken to the threshing ground to start the threshing by saying; ‘otheh leno 
vu aku adzü pio’, which literally means ‘may good amount of paddy grain be gathered in the threshing-
ground’. Threshing is done with feet and ‘fork’ (‘Khroda’ - made of bamboo). After separating the 
paddy grains from the sheaves, the farmers do not simply throw away the stalks. The stalks of the paddy 
are collected and used as a fodder for cattle. Threshing is followed by winnowing to take out the chaff 
from the grains. The threshed paddy grains are held overhead in the basket and pour down slowly by 
one person, while the other person vigorously fans the pouring grain with ‘shünga phoro’ (a rectangular 
shape made of bamboo or cane). The clean paddy grains are then loaded in the special ‘back baskets’ 
(‘Othojie’) and sacks to carry home and store in the ‘granary’ (‘othobe’) for consumption.

Conclusion

In the light of the fact above discussion, we see the Mao Nagas had ingeniously transformed the nature 
to their advantages. Land and land-based resources are central to their social and cultural existence. 
Although their ancestral land is small due to the fact that Makhel being the dispersal point of the Nagas, 
different Naga communities spread out and occupied all their surrounding areas. They have adopted a 
unique strategy to cope up the situation by practicing terrace cultivation for their survival. Unlike the 
shifting cultivation, terrace cultivation is an advanced method of cultivation where it can be cultivated 
permanently at the same plot of land. Shifting cultivation required a large among of land. The basic 
characteristics of this cultivation method is to cultivate a plot of land for three to four years and shifted 
to a new site for fresh cultivation. The former field is abandoned to lie fallow for fifteen to twenty years 
to regain the fertility. Therefore, shifting cultivation is not suitable for the Mao Nagas since they have 
shortage of land resources. Another reason is that the work-load in shifting cultivation is much more 
than the terrace cultivation but the output of the product is less than the terrace cultivation. Owing to 
the limited land holding by the Mao Nagas, we can safely conclude that they most likely have adapted to 
terrace cultivation ahead of many other surrounding Naga tribes both as a means of livelihood, and as 
well, sustaining and preserving the limited and fragile ecology.
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Images

Fig. 1 Map of India and Northeast marking the Mao Nagas land. (Source: Google)

Fig. 2: Terrace Field
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Fig. 3: Repairing of Canal

Fig. 4: Seedling Nursery
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Fig. 5: Transplantation

Fig. 6: Harvesting


