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5.0 OBJECTIVES

This unit is about the Shompens of Great Nicobar. After going through the unit you
should be able to have:

® ageneral understanding of the Shompens of Great Nicobar; and

® aknowledge about their life and culture in terms of food habits; and social, political,
and economic organizations.

5.1 INTRODUCTIONAND BACKGROUND

Classified as a Primitive Tribal Group (PTG) along with the four other tribes, the
Shompen, unlike the other primitive tribes of the Andaman Islands, are not of Negrito
but of Mongoloid stock. Their light yellow-brown skins, straight hair, narrow eyes and
stocky build give them a strong resemblance to the people of Myanmar and Indonesia.
Like the Jarawa, they are skilled hunter-gatherers, but unlike them, also raise plantations
of various crops such as pandanus and lemon and colocasia. They subsist primarily on
these plants, wild boar, wild fruits, honey and fish. Like the Jarawa, they are, by and
large, disease-free (Gupta, 2007).

Only 50 years down the line, their lands have been occupied, their forests chopped
down, their animals hunted and they themselves outnumbered by people from an alien
culture. Unlike the major islands of the Andamans and some Nicobar Islands, Great
Nicobar was, by and large, undisturbed by incursions of outsiders until the late 1960s.
The Shompen lived in the interior of the island, inside the forest and along the rivers; the
Nicobarese lived along the coast, to the north of the island. The two tribes lived in a
kind of armed truce after intermittent skirmishes (Ibid.).

A major influx of population started in 1969 with the settlement of several hundred ex-
servicemen from the mainland on the south-eastern coast of Great Nicobar, and a
proposal to settle several hundred more on the western coast (Mukharjee, 1974: 107-
113).
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Even more damaging, the East-West road (measuring 43 km in length) was constructed
through pristine Shompen territory. Thus a tribal reserve area under the Andaman and
Nicobar (Protection of Aboriginal Tribes) Regulation, 1956, was opened to outsiders
(Chaudhary, 2005: 533).

Shrinking Reserve Area

The area of the reserve has also shrunk over the years. The ‘reserved area’ in Great
Nicobar, which initially covered the whole island (1044.54 sq km as per the notification
dated 2™ April 1957, issued by the Chief Commissioner of the Andaman and Nicobar
islands), has been reduced to 853.19 sq km. The population of outsiders has been
growing steadily since 1969, while the number of the Shompen, which is alarmingly
low, has remained stagnant or is shrinking (Ibid.: 531-537).

According to the Census, the population of the Shompen was 212 in 1971, 223 in
1981, 131 1n 1991, 398 in 2001 and 229 in 2011. According to census 2011 male
constitute 61.5% of total population.. These figures are, of course, estimations and the
discrepancies, particularly in the last figure, are quite obvious, as the Shompen, being
forest-dwelling, nomadic hunter-gatherers and averse to the entry of others into their
settlements, do not lend themselves to easy or accurate counting (Census 2001).

Several development activities are currently happening in Great Nicobar, all with an
inevitable deleterious impact on the Shompen. Some are security-related given the
strategic location of Great Nicobar almost at the southern end of India and its proximity
to many international shipping routes. Such activities cannot, perhaps, be avoided
(Ministry of Tribal Affairs, 2009).

Three Dangers

But the three issues that pose the greatest danger to the Shompen are not defence or
security-related: the burgeoning population of outsiders, the renovation and continued
construction of the East-West road through the heart of the Shompen reserve, and the
free food and other items being given to the Shompen by the government (Chaudhary,
2005: 531-537).

Even though Great Nicobar was severely affected by the 2004 tsunami, it does not
seem to have had any permanent impact on the number of people who wish to live
there; the population today has grown considerably from that in 2001. Apart from the
impact on the Shompen, the numbers need to be controlled and reduced from the point
of view of the Island’s carrying capacity. The Island’s ecology will definitely be destroyed
by such large numbers and so will the people who live in harmony with it (Ibid.).

The construction and repair of the East-West road is an even greater threat to the
Shompen. This road, which had been constructed long ago and abandoned, fell into
disrepair and was not used for several decades. Indeed, there was no real need to
maintain it since the settlement on the western coast which the road was supposed to
link, never came up. Since the tsunami, however, repair work on a lot of structures was
taken up, including the East-West road. Thus the Shompen are faced with the renewed
danger of incursions into their territory. Moreover, the labourers from the mainland
bring with them a totally different culture. Even more worrisome, they bring diseases to
which the Shompen have little or no immunity. Such diseases can spread like an epidemic,
as happened some years ago when diarrhoea killed a large number of the tribe (Ibid.).

But, by far, the most damaging activity is the administration’s practice of doling out free
rations. This has been in operation for some years, but increased after the tsunami, in



the mistaken belief that the Shompen were being protected from hunger and starvation
(Tbid.).

The Shompen, who are a totally self sufficient hunter-gatherer-grower people living on
wild animals, fruit, tubers, fish and honey, are being given rice and biscuits and alien
food products. They are also being given cloth, though the Shompen have an ancient
tradition of making cloth out of tree bark, which they wear swathed around their waists.
Thus an insidious culture of dependency is being created, undermining the self-sufficiency
of these people (Ibid.).

Specialized Handling

The issues of the tribes of the Andaman and Nicobar islands are so different from that
of other tribes that it calls for extremely sensitive and specialised handling. Unfortunately,
most senior officials in the Andamans and Nicobar come to the islands from the mainland,
for a brief period and do not have a clue about the approach required for these rare
heritage tribes (Rizvi, 1990: 40-42).

When there is a conflict between the interests of the few hundred tribal people and that
of the few lakh people who have settled there, the administration tends to decide in
favour of the larger number, though such decisions might have a direct and extremely
adverse impact on the primitive tribal groups. Such officials also resist any kind of
sensitization (Ibid.).

Unless the administration wakes up to the fact that they have a very uncommon and
precious commodity in the form of these heritage primitive tribes, one that needs extremely
delicate and sensitive handling, it is more than likely that these few hundred people will,
in due course, disappear (Ibid.).

5.2 GENERALINFORMATION

Shompens are one of the most primitive tribes of the Andaman and Nicobar (A&N)
Islands and constitute one-sixth of its total population (Rizvi, 1990). The Shompen
tribe is one of the dwindling Mongoloid aborigines and presently it is an ethnic oddity. It
is a forest-dwelling tribe inhabiting the Great Nicobar Island which constitutes ‘the
home of Shompens’. However, the island does not provide much clue about the origin
of'the Shompens. Probably, they might have migrated several years back from the
nearby Malaysian regions and made the Great Nicobar Island their home (Radcliffe-
Brown, 1948: 320-336).

Shompens are semi-nomadic food-gatherers and hunters with stone-age civilization.
They live in small groups in the dense interior forests of the island. Being suspicious and
shy, they have rejected all contacts with the outside world. However, they are not
hostile. They are well-built and taller than the Nicobarese. They have slightly dark
complexion and their features, especially their noses and jaws are quite prominent. The
term Shompen might be the outcome of the British pronunciation of the Nicobari term
‘Shamhap’ meaning ‘one who lives in forests’. The Nicobarese call them ‘Shompehan’
and ‘Champion’. Perhaps Shompens are the last remnants of the Malay race who
maintains a separate existence in dense forests and have their primitive culture and own
language (RCCS, 2007). Like the Great Andamanese and the Onges of the Andaman
Islands, the Shompens are a dying race being ravaged by diseases and a primitive way
of life. Among their economic activities related to subsistence, the major ones are hunting,
fishing, food-gathering and pig-rearing. Hunting and fishing are mostly carried out
throughout the year. Though the 1981 census enumerated their population to be 214,
subsequently their number reduced to 134, as an epidemic break of gastroenteritis
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eliminated nearly 100 individuals. However, their population according to the 2001
Census has risen to 395 (Census 2001).

Till the end of the 19th century, the Nicobar Archipelago remained isolated from all
points of view. It was annotated with phrases like ‘the paradise of the pirates’ or ‘the
land of naked people’. This island represents one of the greatest emporia of
ethnobotanical wealth, where aboriginal native tribes of ancient culture remain in their
virginity. Shompens are the original inhabitants of the Great Nicobar Island, which is the
southernmost island of the A&N Archipelago, situated between 6°452—7°152N lat.
and 93°372-93°562E long.6. The island covers an area of about 1045 sq. km, and is
about 55 km long from Murray Point in the north to Indira Point in the south. The island
presents a varied natural panorama of Great Nicobar Island. It is covered with virgin
lush evergreen dense tropical forests extending from the sea coast to the hilltops (http:/
/www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/cultural/oldworld/asia/nicobarese.html).

The island occupies a phytogeographical strategic position between the mainland,
Myanmar and Thailand on the one hand, and Sumatra and the Malay Peninsula on the
other. The island is highly rugged with narrow, flat land along the sea coasts and hill
ranges running in northsouth direction. Five perennial rivers — Alexandra, Dogmar, Amrit
Kaur, Jubilee, and Galathea, with their tributaries, constitute the main drainage system
ofthe island. The soils of the island are loose in texture, poor in drainage and low in
moisture-retaining capacity. The climate is that of the humid tropics with temperature
ranging from 22°C to 32°C, with mean relative humidity of about 82%. Annual rainfall
in the northern part of island is 3800 mm, while in south it is about 3000 mm. April is the
hottest month of the year. Rainy season begins in April and continues up to December.
January to March have more or less dry weather. The island is subjected to gales and
cyclonic winds blowing west to east and east to west (Ghatak, 2009).

The Shompens were the sole occupants of the Great Nicobar Island until the arrival of
the settlers. They are entirely dependent on forest resources and sea products for all
their needs. In the present work, ethnobotanical aspects pertaining to food, medicine,
shelter, hunting and canoe-making are presented. The Shompens were found to depend
on rhizomes, bulbs, tubers, roots and fruits of wild plants present in the surrounding
forests. Animal based diet of the Shompens included several kinds of fishes, turtles,
lobsters, prawns, mussels, octopus, wild pigs, eggs of megapode birds and wood insects.
The men generally go out for fishing, hunting, food-gathering and honey collection. The
Shompens like hunting wild pigs in the forest of Great Nicobar Island. They also hunt
monkeys, crocodiles, frogs, snakes, birds and lizards. Their fishing and hunting are of
the most primitive type. They use harpoons made of pointed iron rods for fishing and
hunting turtles and crocodiles. For hunting wild pigs, monitor lizards, snakes and monkeys,
they use spears and hatchets. The food collected becomes the property of the whole
community and the women usually prepare food for the men (Lal, 1985: 18).

Fruits of Pandanus leram Jones form the staple food. The Shompens use several wild
plants for treating various physical ailments. Methods of application are simple as in
most cases, the Shompens simply chew a particular plant either raw or at times it is
pounded and applied externally. Plant decoction is also used. However, no attention is
given to the quantity of plant parts used in the prescription (Awasthi, 1988: 128-131).

The Shompens build temporary huts propped on stilts 2—6 m above the ground. Inside
the huts, crude mats made from pandanus and cane strips are used and leaves of Leea
grandifolia Kurz serve as bed sheets, while a piece of bamboo is often used as pillow.
The Shompens prepare indigenous dugouts or canoes called ‘horis’, which are of two
types. Small canoes having carrying capacity of two or three persons are used for



crossing creeks and rivers. Big canoes having carrying capacity of 2—7 persons are
used for transportation and fishing in the sea. These canoes which vary in size from 6 to
10 ft are generally fixed with an outrigger for balance and moved using paddles. The
Shompens appear to be an intermediate group between the Andamanese (hunters and
food-gatherers) and the Nicobarese (gardeners and herders), as they combine their
food-gathering and hunting habits with some gardening and herding as well (Mukharjee,
1974:107-113).

The Shompens generally live in places close to a drinking water source and where
abundant pandanus fruits are available, which form their staple food. The Indian region
with its innumerable tribes and ethnic groups offers ample scope for ethnobotanical
studies. The A&N Islands are the abode of hunter-gatherer nomadic tribes leading a
contented life with limited forest resources. The Nicobarese live closer to the coast and
are sea-dependent, while the Shompens are forest-dwellers. Thus their lifestyles blend
harmoniously with nature, and they are considered as ‘eco-friendly people’ (Ibid.).

The Shompens like many other tribes suffer from various ailments like malaria,
microfilaria, elephantiasis and other fatal diseases. Strangely no tribal medicines for
such diseases exist amongst them. Ironically, these ailments together with lower population
of females, low birth rate, high rate of infant mortality and malnutrition have placed the
Shompens almost on the verge of extinction. During the last two decades, the Tribal
Welfare Directorate of the A&N Administration and Botanical and Anthropological
Surveys of India, Port Blair are involved in studying and documenting the different
dwindling sociocultural, ethnobotanical and historical aspects of the aboriginal tribes of
the A&N Islands respectively (Current Science, 2010: 907).

Check Your Progress 1
Note: Use the space provided for your answers.

1. What have you learnt about the background of the Shompens?

5.3 EATINGAND DRINKING HABITSAND LIVING
CONDITIONS

Eating and Drinking Habits

The Shompens are totally unaware of agriculture and mostly depend on forest products,
fishes from sea, a bit of horticulture and rear pigs for their livelihood. The favorite food
of Shompens is the fruit of screw pines (Pandanus lerum Jones ex Fontane var.
andamanensium (Kurz) B.C. Stone) and honey from wild bees, fishes and games
meat (Current Science, 2010: 907).

The Shompen chew “paan” leaves abundantly found in the Nicobar forests. They also
chew beetle nut. However, nowadays they also chew tobacco introduced by outside
labourers engaged by the Border Roads Organisation. It is believed that they do not
drink alcohol (Ministry of Tribal Affaris, 2009).
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Living Conditions and Situations

The Shompens build their huts on the raised platforms. The hut is of the lean-to type
and meant for individual families. They do not have community residential hut, like
Onge and Jarawa Tribes, but they sometime build such huts for dance in commemoration
of their ancestors. Men wear only loincloth and women the scants to cover their private
parts. Both men and women are topless. The cloths of Shompens are traditionally
made out of the bark (Pandey, 1997).

5.4 SOCIALORGANIZATION

What Radcliffe-Brown found about the social organization of the Andaman tribes more
than sixty years ago seems to be still valid for today. The social organization of the
Shompen is based on tradition, kinship and locality. The members of a band are related
to one another through blood or marriage. There are no classes among the Shompen
who are divided into small groups of men, women and children (Radcliffe-Brown,
1948:320-336).

The family is the most important social unit in Shompen society. The major economic,
social, and reproductive activities are centered on the family, usually composed of
husband, wife and unmarried children. The moment a son is married, he makes his own
hut in the same village and lives with his wife. When a Shompen marries more than one
woman, both the wives and their children share the same hut and hearth (Ibid.).

A Shompen family is controlled by the head of the family. The eldest male member of
the family becomes the head. All the activities carried out by the wife and unmarried
children are under the direct control of this head. The wife and children follow the
instructions and guidance of the head of the family. All members of the family are
responsible for maintaining good relations and discipline within the band. Women are
not supposed to move freely outside the settlement without the permission of the head
of the family or headman of the band. The husband-wife relationship among the Shompen
is very informal. They eat together from the same leaf-plate and sit together or near
each other even in the presence of other elderly persons of the community or outsiders
(Ibid.).

The phenomenon of leadership among the Shompen is well established. Under the
traditional authority of village head, the village life is managed smoothly and the villagers
feel a certain sense of security. Disputes and dissensions are settled by themselves. The
Shompens are divided into a number of small ‘Bands’ including men, women and
children. Usually the elder man of the band becomes the head of the particular ‘Band’.
These band members split and make further smaller bands from time to time for different
purposes viz. meeting requirement of food, requirements after marriage and for defense
purposes (Ibid.).

The head of a ‘Band’is selected on the basis of his honesty, faith, intelligence, capacity
of'social control and knowledge of the area. It is observed that generally the headmen
of'the local Bands construct their huts in such a way that it works as the main entrance
of the location. Usually they keep dogs in their huts as caretaker. The reason for
constructing huts in such a position is in fact to avoid the entry of outsiders. As soon as
any outsider comes the dogs start barking and the headman gets the idea that someone
is coming. He immediately informs the other members that someone is coming. By
getting the hints from the headman all people including men, women and children move
away silently inside the forest to avoid the outsider. The headman guides other ‘Band’



members in day-to-day work e.g. hunting, fishing and food gathering. Then headman
never allows the ‘Band’ members to contact or meet outsiders as well as Shompens of
other ‘Bands’. During monsoon the Shompen Bands of the village change their location
and build their huts on the slopes of the mountain (Ibid.).

Tribes and Sub-Tribes

The Shompens consist of two sub-divisions: the hostile Shompens and the Mawa
Shompens. The majority of the Shompens belong to the first category. The hostile
Shompens live in the regions through which the rivers Alexendra and Galathia flow and
the interior of the Great Nicobar Island in the east coast (Mohanty, 2004: 589-592).

The Mawa Shompens dwell at a place very near the coast. The people of these two
sub-sections have contrasting nature. The hostile Shompens, as the name suggests, are
very aggressive in nature, while the Mawa Shompens are quite bashful. However, the
Mawa Shompens have a great deal of interaction with the hostile Shompens. There
have been instances in the past in which the hostile Shompens have declared wars with
the Mawa Shompens. However, such wars are now a story of the past (Ibid.).

There are two groups distinct with the geographical distribution. The west-coast Shompen
call themselves ‘Kalay’, whereas the East-coast Shompen call themselves ‘Keyet’.
One Shompen band calls people of the other Shompen band Buaveia. In other words,
“the inland tribe is split into two main divisions. The larger inhabits the interior proper,
and is still hostile. The members of the other division, who form small settlements near
the coast villages, are known as ‘mawas Shompen’ (quite, or tame Shompen), and are
on intimate terms with the Nicobarese” (Rizvi, 1990: 40-42).

Rites and Rituals

Rites and rituals are important aspects of tribal life since their life is related to the nature
and the spirits.

Birth rituals

The period of menstruation and childbirth are considered as unclean among the Shompen.
A separate hut is constructed for the delivery of the child. When labour pain starts, the
woman is shifted to this hut. During delivery only the old women of the locality are
allowed to attend and stay inside the hut. After delivery the mother remains confined to
this hut for about a month (Pandey, 1997).

Except for the mother and the elderly woman attending her, nobody is allowed to touch
the new-born baby on the first day. On the second day the child is given a cold water
bath in an indigenous vessel. The food for the neo-mother is served in this hut. An
elderly lady looks after the child and the neo-mother. During this period the neo-mother
puts on a bark-cloth. The bark-trays and troughs made for the use of the new-born
baby are not mixed up with the family basketry and discharged after their utility is over.
In one corner of this small hut a stone hearth is made in which fire is kept burning. The
hearth is used for preparation of herbal medicines required for the new born baby.
Paste of some bark is applied on the head and forehead of the newborn baby. After a
month or so the neo-mother and the baby leave this hut and stay in another hut. The
neo-mother now discards the bark-cloth and puts on cotton cloth. The deserted hut is
dismantled. In the second hut they stay for another month or so and then come to their
own hut. During this period the husband is not permitted to stay with the wife (Mukharjee,
1974: 32).
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Marriage

Among the Shompen monogamy is the commonest form of marriage, but a few cases
of polygamy have been also reported and it is socially sanctioned hence tolerated among
them. The Shompens are endogamous and inter-ethnic marriages are usually not
contracted. A man is free to marry his wife’s elder as well as younger sister. Similarly, a
woman is free to marry her husband’s elder as well as younger brother (Rizvi, 1990).

A Shompen acquires his mate in different ways. The traditionally approved means of
entering into matrimony are through capture and negotiation. The latter form of marriage
is arranged by the parents, who invite the opinion of the girl and the boy concerned.
After the marriage couples can either live along with girl’s family or with boy’s family.
Couples can even move out and join a different band altogether (Lal, 1985: 18).

Death rituals

Certain rituals are performed in the event of a death. When a person dies inside the hut,
the dead is immediately taken out of the hut and placed on the ground in front of the
house. No hymns are recited and no alms are given till the burial is over. When the
person breaths his last, the members of the family start weeping and crying especially
when the deceased is a young man or woman. During this time the dead body remains
inthe ground (Rizvi, 1990: 42).

The Shompen bury their dead. A wooden bier is prepared from a log of fresh wood.
Then body is kept on the bier and tied with cane or pandanus fibers. The arms are
placed vertically on the sides and the hands are kept open. Before the dead body is
taken away from the village a party goes into the forest to catch a pig. Only two persons
carry the bier from the village to a place at a little distance from the village. The pall-
bearers place the bier on the ground and come back to the village, to return to the dead
body with the pig and the implements of the deceased. Before placing the dead body
inside the grave, the pig is sacrificed. The dead body is then untied from the bier, placed
inside the grave on komba leaves, and covered by the same kind of leaves. All the
implements are kept upside down inside the grave along with the dead body. After
these rituals the grave is closed and the members return to the village. The next day they
leave the locality where death occurred, and move to another place (Ibid.).

Check Your Progress 11

Note: Use the space provided for your answers.

1. What do you know about the social organization of the Shompens?

5.5 ECONOMIC ORGANIZATION

The human method of obtaining a livelihood is affected by both environmental
opportunities and the stage of development of the technology and the society. Both of
them impose limitations on the range of effective choice of the society. To the earliest
human population the surface of the earth, the immediate and obvious source of food
was provided by the wild plants and animal life which were also a source for their




clothing, utensils, implements and shelter. Thus hunting, fishing and fruit gathering
constituted the primary occupations to meet the simple needs of the primitive society
(Chaudhari, 2005: 531-537).

In a population where the entire economic life rotates around food gathering, hunting
and fishing and where no other means of utilization of resources is known, the forest
assumes an all-important dimension. The economic system of the Shompen is
technologically backward. They are nomadic and their livelihood depends upon food
gathering, hunting, fishing, and domestication of pigs and a bit of horticulture (Ibid.).

There are three kinds of economy among the Shompen, subsistence economy, barter
economy, and gift economy, categorized on the basis of the nature of their activities
particularly the amount of labour and time put therein, on an average everyday. The
subsistence is the predominant activity, barter economy is subordinate activity, and the
gift economy is no activity on the part of the Shompens. It is not an evolutionary
classification, since the subsistence and barter economies are contemporaneous though
the gift economy is the latest (Ibid.).

Subsistence Economy

The food sources of the Shompens are both plants and animals. They are the hunting-
fishing, arboriculture, practicing the apiculture too. The hunting and arboriculture are
complementary to each other, while the fishing and apiculture are the supplementary
activities in their diversified subsistence economy. As subsistence economy demands
whole time activity, the Shompens are found engaged in one of these activities or those
related to them most of the time. The Shompens use a variety of plants as the source of
food as indicated by ethno-botanical survey (Awasthi, 1988: 129-131). The edible
parts of most of the plants are gathered by the Shompens from the forest where these
grow in the wild. Only a few of the plants are grown by the Shompens.

Arboriculture

Shompens raise Pandanus, Colocasia, Banana, Chilli, Lemon, Betel, Betel Nut, Tapioca
and Coconut. These plants are raised with care and attention. The Pandanus is the
single important plantation crop as it is a major source of food for the Shompens.
Pandanus is raised along the stream valleys at plateaus above the water level. Such
plateaus are fertile as the humus eroded from the valley slope and hills accumulates
thereon. The Shompens sow the ripe nuts of the pandanus fruit on such a fertile tableland
and plantation comes up very well. There are varieties of pandanus fruits, some of them
ripe in the rainy season and others during the summer and as such Shompens get food
from this source round the year (Chaudhari, 2005: 531-537).

Each group/band of Shompens has a number of pandanus plantations within its territory
in such a way that at any point of time they would not face dearth of pandanus. The
pandanus fruits are collected from the plantation by the men; the women at the camp
disarticulate the nuts from aggregate fruit by using the machete, then nuts are boiled in
the bark casserole and finally dough is extracted out of the boiled nuts using molluskan
shell. The dough thus extracted contains nut fibers, which are meticulously removed by
twirling a fine thread around the spherical mass of dough repeatedly. The dough, which
is free from fibers, is made into balls weighing 4-5 kgs. The Shompens eat the pandanus
dough as such or with honey or with pork or meat. The dough could be preserved for
many days and eaten (Ibid: 31-38).

Colocasia is the next important source of plant food for the Shompens. Colocasia is
raised on hill lops by clearing the jungle and erecting a palisade around the garden.
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Chilies are grown in small garden near the camp. Green chilies are cut into pieces and
boiled along with pork as the Shompens eat chili flavored meat or pork (Awasthi 1988:
128-131). Lemon is raised in small plantation. They consume lemon juice regularly
along with best portable water. Betel nut plantations are also raised by the Shompens
along the stream valley slope. The ripe nuts are sown to raise plantation or alternatively
the seedlings are transplanted. It is not a food item but ingredient of the most cherished
item for their oral consumption with paan chewed by the Shompens (Chaudhari, 2005:
531-537).

All the bands/groups of Shompens grow tobacco. It is not raised separately but in their
camps itself. Small palisades are raised around few seedlings. Intense care is taken to
grow tobacco and sometimes crude thatched roof'is put over the palisade to protect
the seedlings from sun (Ibid.).

The coconuts are the mainstay of the coastal Nicobarese and as such the Shompens
bands/groups that interact with Nicobarese often raise a few coconut plants in their
camps. They, however, do not raise the coconut plantation like the Nicobarese (Pandey,
1997:31-38).

Hunting

The Shompen diet is mainly composed of animal meat. They do not return home unless
they get a hunt. If they do not get meat or fish they rather go without food. The pig,
crocodile, monkey, monitor lizard, megapod and other birds, bat, snakes are some of
the animals that Shompens hunt. Pig is the only big hunt available in Great Nicobar and
is an important source of animal meat for the Shompens. Dogs are of immense help to
them in their hunting activity and they are specially trained for hunting. Dogs locate pigs
from a distance due to strong smelling power and dogs chase the pig till the fatigued pry
try to hide within the buttress. When the pig is cornered Shompens spear it to kill. In the
course of hunting only adult pigs and sows are speared and the piglets are always
spared. They gather the little ones and carry them home alive, treat the injured piglets
with their herbal medicines and rear them. Hunting, dissecting and cooking of this major
hunt is the job of men (Chaudhari, 2005: 531-537).

The crocodiles are also hunted by the Shompens. The hunting of crocodiles is quite
ingenious. Shompens incite the crocodile basking in the sun on the bank of the stream-
creek by bating a long but very soft pole into its mouth. The crocodile clutches the pole
and its teeth penetrate into the pole as the pole is soft and pithy and thereby the jaws
are effectively locked together and thus the battle turns utterly defenseless, then it is
speared and killed. The crocodile hunt is a rare occasion in comparison to pig hunt. The
monkey is also at times hunted by the Shompens. The Megapod bird and its eggs are
also eaten by them. The monitor lizard is another important game for shompens. It is
next only to pig as far as its importance is concerned. Shompens often return from their
hunting expedition with the pig as well as the monitor lizard. Like pig hunting, dog is an
aid in monitor lizard hunt too. The dog seizes the lizard and the Shompens kill it with
spear (Ibid.).

Fishing

Fishing activities of the Shompens are generally restricted in stream-creek waters and
not in marine waters. They fish in the fresh as well as brackish waters. Spears are used
in fishing activities. The Shompens go for fishing in their inland-water outrigger canoes.
They mainly fish prawns, crabs and varieties of fresh and brackish water fishes. The
multiheaded wooden spear is used for fishing the prawns (Ibid.).



Apiculture

Honey plays an important role and is a supplementary food as well as exchange
commodity in the barter economy of the Shompens. The Shompens practice simple
and natural apiculture. It is neither just collecting of honey nor an artificial bee keeping.
The Shompens in a way help the bees in the forest. The bees require a suitable spot
sheltered effectively against the rains to build their hives. The hollow tree trunks serve
as ideal places for bee-hives. Such trees could be found in forest in large numbers. The
bees find their way into such hollow places if the trunk has some opening through which
they could move in and out. The Shompens in this context are instrumental to help the
bees. They locate such hollow tree trunks by resonating it with blunt edge of the machete
that they carry while moving in the forest. Then they cut an opening into the hollow
trunk and leave it as such. In due course the bees may locate this tree and build their
hives therein. The Shompens after some weeks may come back to harvest honey. If a
Shompen desires to claim the personal right over the honey, he would mark the hollow
tree that he located and other Shompens would not harvest the honey from such identified
trees on seeing the marking (Awardi, 1990: 59-62).

Barter economy

In spite of living in the interior forest of the Great Nicobar Island Shompens never had
been in absolute isolation. Their economic relation existed with Nicobarese living in
Great Nicobar from very beginning. The Shompens would visit the Nicobarese with
their commodities and exchange them with their required items, i.e. tobacco, machete
and cloth in person (Ghatak, 2009).

Gift Economy

Till recently the gift giving practice was an aid in establishing the contacts and rapport
with the Shompens during explorations organized occasionally and moreover the gift
articles were generally restricted to the items of beads, cloth, machete, etc. and as such
this practice had no adverse bearing on their self contained economy. However, the gift
economy introduced very recently includes the practice of giving away such articles as
rice, pulses, edible oil, spices, cloth and machetes on regular basis (Chaudhari, 2005:
531-537).

The gift economy would be ‘slow poison’ for the shompens, observes Chaudhari. The
food items supplied are new to them and long term effects of their consumptions are not
known. The free distribution of ration will render the Shompens finally dependent on
such charity and weaning them from their characteristic independent existence. Therefore
it would be wise to stop the free distribution of ration to the Shompens in the initial stage
itself. And moreover the gift economy is not self-sustained and hence not a viable system
(Current Science, 2010: 907).

5.6 POLITICO-CULTURAL ORGANIZATIONSAND
EDUCATION

Political Organization

The Shompens have no idea of government. In each band of mawa and hostile Shompens,
there is a recognized head, who attains his position by willing consent of others on
account of some admitted superiority —material, physical or knowledge. He grows to
this position gradually and there is no election or any other formality for this purpose.
He has a great experience and is well acquainted with the forest. He has certain privileges
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in terms of tribal influence and immunity from drudgery. His wife also commands the
same position among the women. Each subgroup possesses a stretch of territory for
hunting ground with definite recognized boundaries. Any intrusion to this hunting ground
is regarded as sufficient occasion for outbreak of inter subgroup warfare, even if they
are related by marriage (Das, 1991).

Religious Beliefs

The Shompens believe in good and evil spirits. They perform magical rites, the details
of which they do not generally disclose to others. When they plan to go for hunting and
for fishing to distant places, they worship a particular type of tree to avoid danger.
Before the burial of the dead also they do certain kind of rituals (Pandey, 1997).

Position of women

On the Nicobar Islands, men and women have approximate equal status. The women
have a lot to do with their own choice of husbands, and after marriage they are free to
live with either of the couple’s parents. The Shompen men value the women economically
because they not only take care of household duties, but also tend to the piggeries and
gardens (http:/www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/cultural/oldworld/asia/nicobarese.html).

Their Place in Indian Constitution

According to Ministry of Tribal Affairs (2009), the following safeguards, either in the
form of legislation or executive orders, are available to the Shompen living in the Great
Nicobar Island:

1) Andaman and Nicobar Islands (Protection of Aboriginal Tribes) Regulation, 1956.
2) Areareservation prohibiting only authorized persons to enter.

3) Banontransfer of tribal land to non-tribals without the prior sanction of the Union
Territory Administrator.

Education

In 1984, Andaman Administration made a Shompen complex which consisted of a
school, amedical dispensary and a community hut. But the result was still disheartening.
Rizvi observed that an Ashram type school for the Shompens was started by the
Andaman Administration in the Shompen Hut Complex but till May 1987 there were
neither Shompen enrolled in the school nor was there a teacher posted there (Rizvi,
1990). Twenty years have gone by ever since that observation of Dr Rizvi and there are
many changes now in the infrastructure. However, only the coming years will show how
much progress the Shompens will make in education and other areas of development
(Planning Commission, 2008: 102-103).

Check Your Progress I11
Note: Use the space provided for your answers.

1. What have you learnt about the economic, social, political, and cultural life of the
Shompens?




5.7 LET USSUM UP

Shompens are classified as a Primitive Tribal Group, but unlike the other primitive
tribes of the Andaman Islands, are not of negrito but of mongoloid stock. They are
skilled hunter-gatherers, but also raise plantations of various crops. The Shompen, live
on wild animals, fruit, tubers, fish and honey, and are now being given rice and biscuits
and alien food products. They are also being given clothes. The biggest threats to the
Shompens are the population of outside settlers. The Shompens like many other tribes
suffer from various ailments like malaria, microfilaria, elephantiasis and other fatal diseases.
Their social organization is based on tradition, kinship and locality. The members of a
band are related to one another through blood or marriage. There are no classes among
the Shompen who are divided into small groups of men, women and children. The
family is the most important social unit in Shompen society. The husband-wife relationship
among the Shompen is very informal. There are two sub-divisions in the Shompen
community: the hostile Shompens and the Mawa Shompens.

Among the Shompen monogamy is the common form of marriage, but a few cases of
polygamy has been also reported and is socially sanctioned. They are endogamous and
inter-ethnic marriages are usually not contracted. There are different ways of acquiring
mates. There are birth rituals among the Shompens. They consider the period of
menstruation and childbirth as unclean. The Shompens are organized under a recognized
head. They believe in good and evil spirits. They perform magical rites. Before every
hunting and fishing venture, they have a ritual for their protection and success. Men and
women have relatively equal status among the Shompens. There are legislations to
safeguard them and for their development, but the results has not been very encouraging.
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