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4.0 OBJECTIVES

In this unit, we will learn about the tribal communities of Sikkim. After introducing the
tribal scenario in the State, we shall discuss the geographical location, socio-economic
life, beliefs and customs of the major tribes of the State. The unit will also discuss in
brief other minor tribes found in the State.

After reading through this Unit, you should be able to know:

Briefly the tribal scenario in the State of Sikkim,;
® The geographical distribution of the tribes in the State;
® The socio-economic life of the tribes in the State; and

® The beliefs and customs of the tribes in the State of Sikkim.

4.1 INTRODUCTION

A former Kingdom and a fascinating Himalayan Jewel, Sikkim is situated in Eastern
Himalayas spreading below Mount Kanchenjunga (8,534 m), the third highest mountain
in the world. The various ethnic groups have their own nomenclature for this enchanting
land — the Nepalese call it Sukhim or new home, while Tibetans refer to it as Denzong
or the valley of rice and to the Lepcha, the original inhabitants of Sikkim, it is Nye-al-
Ale or heaven. Lying between 27° to 28°N latitudes and 88° to 89° E longitudes,
Sikkim is bounded on the north and north-east by Tibet, on the east by Bhutan, on the
west by Nepal and on the south by Darjeeling district of West Bengal. It has an area of
7096 sq. km. The population of Sikkim is 6,10,577 million according to 2011 census
and is scattered over 4 districts and 452 villages.

The people of Sikkim are modest and simple by nature. They take much pride in their
glorious culture and beliefs. There are three main ethnic groups in Sikkim, namely, the
Lepcha, the Bhutia and the Nepalese. Of these, the Lepcha are considered the original
inhabitants of the State and the other two groups migrated to the States at different
intervals. The Bhutia came from Tibet while the Nepalese migrated from Nepal.
According to 2011 census, the Scheduled Tribal population constitutes 33.79 per cent
of'the total State’s population. Of these 33.72 percent are Bhutia while the Lepcha



constitute 20.7 percent. Even though, the Nepalese were the last to migrate into Sikkim,
soon they gained the recognition of being the most dominant group since they comprised
approximately 75% of'the entire population of Sikkim. The Nepalese are not considered
tribals, although some groups among them have been accorded the status of scheduled
tribes in recent years. Besides, there are also groups from the plains like the Marwar,
the Bihari, the Bengali, the Punjabi and the South Indians, who settled in Sikkim. They
are mostly engaged in business and government service.

The three major languages of the State are Lepcha, Bhutia and Nepali. Nepali has now
become the lingua-franca of the State. Lepcha and Bhutia languages belong to the
Tibeto-Burman linguistic family. Besides these three, there are also other languages
spoken by minor tribes like Magar, Tamang, Rai and Limbu. However, there are four
official languages in the State namely, Lepcha, Bhutia, Nepali and Limbu.

The two major religions of Sikkim are Buddhism and Hinduism. Majority of the Lepcha
and the Bhutia are Buddhists, while majority of the Nepalese are Hindus. Besides these
two main religions, there are also Muslims, Christians, Sikhs and Jains. Buddhism was
earlier the State religion of Sikkim.

Shrouded in heavy mist, the guardian deity Kanchenjunga protects the inhabitants of
Sikkim. Omnipresent and mystical, Kanchenjunga finally yields to nature’s power and
sheds its monsoon veil in autumn. People celebrate it with great pomp and ceremony
during the Pang Lhabsol festival. The natives believe that the great God created, from
beneath the slope of this sacred mountain, the original man and woman from whom all
Sikkimese are descended. Other festivals of Sikkim belong to two distinct religio-
cultural groups namely, the Lepcha-Bhutia culture based on Buddhism and the Nepali
culture based on Hinduism. The Lepcha-Bhutia Buddhists of Sikkim have five major
festivals namely, the Tibetan New Year, the Lhabab-Duchen the Sagadawa, the Pang-
Lhabsol, and the Losoong. The Nepalese have three major festivals, namely, the Dasain,
the Tihar and the Maghe Sankranti. The first two festivals of the Nepalese are known
in the other parts of India as Dussehra and Diwali respectively.

4.2 LEPCHA TRIBE

The Lepcha are the original inhabitants of the Sikkim and Darjeeling hills. They are
mostly concentrated in the central part of Sikkim. They lived in Sikkim much before the
Bhutia and the Nepalese who migrated to the State but now they have become a
minority in their own State and have a reservation allocated to them in the Dzongu
region of North Sikkim.

The Lepcha are often referred to as Rong-pa which means ‘ravine people.” The term
‘Lepcha’ is a mispronunciation of Lap-che, a name given to them by Nepali dwellers.
However, the Lepcha like to call themselves Rongkup Rumkup or Rong, which mean
respectively ‘the son of the snowy peak’ or ‘the son of God,” and also as Mutanchi
Rong or ‘Mother’s beloved children’.

Religious Beliefs and Social Customs

The original faith of the Lepcha is called Mun-Boongthingism — a sort of Zoroastrian
monotheism. Itis also called the Bon cult or the Mun religion. The religion is a sort of
shamanistic form of worship of the supernatural. The ancient Lepcha worshipped nature
in all its various forms like rivers, lakes and mountains. The creation is attributed to /¢-
mo, the ancient mother, and her husband. The father was meant to maintain order after
the creation, which was attributed to female deities. The children of /+-mo were Nazong-
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Ngyu and Takbo-thing. Nazong-Ngyu had a son Tashey-thing who is the most
popular male deity. The Lepcha are said to be the progeny of Nazong-Ngyu and her
brother husband Takbo-thing. The concept of heaven is Rum-Lyang, a place above
the sky, where the Rum or Gods reside. Beneath the earth are said to be water, fire
and wind. There is a great number of evil spirits, demons and devils who live on trees,
rocks, mountains, etc. The same Gods seem to be both good and bad. The Lepcha
also believed in the concept of Mun or Boongthing, who is an intermediary between
the Rum and the humans and even the evil spirits. Lepcha sacrifices seem to be directed
towards requesting the spirit to go away. Both Boongthing (priest) and Mun (priestess)
assisted the people in performing various religious rites. Ata later period, the Lepcha
gradually absorbed Buddhism under the Lama (Buddhist priest). Thus both the Lama
as well as the Boongthing co-existed in the Lepcha religious system. By the 19
century, many of the Lepcha embraced Christianity.

The Lepcha tribal community also has various festivals. One of the major festivals is
Namsoong, which is popularly known as Lossong. This festival marks the beginning of
the New Year which is usually the time when the farmers rejoice and celebrate their
harvest. Pang Lhabsol is another festival which they celebrate to worship Mount
Khangchendzonga as the guardian deity who protects the land and looks after the
people.

The Lepcha live mostly by trade or agriculture. Their favourite crops are paddy, oranges
and cardamom. They are excellent weavers and make fine and excellent tribal cloth.
They are also expert in bamboo and cane weaving. Generally, they build their house
with woody stems of bamboo, rectangular in shape and 4 or 5 feet above the ground.
In their huts, life is very simple. They also have a very close link with nature.

The Lepcha are hospitable, docile, peace loving, sociable and very intelligent. Physically
they are well built and fair in appearance. They love sports and games. Their language
is Lepcha which falls under the Tibeto-Burman group. They appreciate the importance
of education. Thus, there are many highly educated people from their community.
Regarding their social set-up, they follow a patri-lineal society.

With regard to marriage, they have a custom of polyandry and a tradition of bride-
price. For the Lepcha, marriage amongst men and women of the same clan, Agif or
Putso is prohibited. Marriage amongst sons and daughters of sister and brother is a
taboo Jyenktak or Namtak. It portends disaster. It is against the nature of humankind.
The couple committing such taboo is excommunicated by Boongthing or Mun and
expelled from the clan for good. The people of the locality particularly the Lepcha
stops any kind of transaction with them. They cannot belong to the Lepcha community
anymore.

With regard to funerary rites, there are three alternative methods for the disposal of the
dead - cremation, burial or throwing the corpse into rivers. The method they adopt
depends on the condition of the deceased and the advice of the Lama. Traditionally,
the Lepcha used to bury their dead but with the advent of Buddhism, cremation of the
dead has become a common practice. However, muns and boongthings are normally
buried facing Mt. Khanchendzonga, the guardian deity of the tribe. When children die
they are sometimes left in caves or thrown into a river. If a Lama or a Mun die in the
wet season, the body is thrown into a river, depending on the dictates of the Lama. The
direction in which the corpse should be removed for disposal is settled by the Lama
according to the position in which the person expired and the hour thereof has also to
be taken into account. A Lama is summoned immediately after death to help the soul of



the deceased to reach heaven. The dead body is kept in the house for a long time, from
one to forty-nine days, according to the decision of the Lama. The death ceremony is
called sanglian.

Regarding inheritance, the members of a family have the following properties: Athiu
(ancestral properties) and Athyul (self acquired) properties. Athiu is partitioned amongst
the members of the family, but Athyul property is retained by the member acquiring it.
Sons and grandsons succeed to the ancestral properties, belonging to grandfather,
grandmother, father and mother. In absence of a son or an adopted son, the above
mentioned shall succeed to the properties belonging to the paternal uncle.

4.3 BHUTIA TRIBE

The word ‘Bhutia’ sometimes spelt and pronounced as ‘Bhotia,’ is derived from their
original habitat ‘Bhot’ (Tibet). The Bhutia tribe has several sub-tribes: the Dukpa are
the Bhutanese Bhutia, the Chumbipa are the Bhutia from the Chumbi valley (eastern
Tibet) and the Dhopthapa are the Bhutia inhabiting Dhopthap, a place in south Tibet.
Similarly, other Bhutia sub-tribes include the Tromopa or Do-mu-pa, who are the
inhabitants of Do-mu, the Lachenpa, who are the people of the Lachen valley in Sikkim,
and the Lachungpa, who are the people of the Lachung valley in north Sikkim. The
Bhutia migration to Sikkim seems to have started in the sixteenth century. The migration
took place continuously in many ways and through different routes, from the northern
and western passes of Sikkim

The Bhutia are distributed in the four districts of Sikkim, but their main concentration is
innorth Sikkim. They live in hilly terrain, of high altitude and cold climate, where there
is high rainfall with medium snowfall and high humidity with dense forests. They speak
Bhutia which uses Tibetan script. A majority of them can also speak Nepali.

The Bhutia are divided into two groups: (1) Tondu rus-shi, within which they have 4
rus, namely, Chechu thapa, Shandarpa, Kachopa and Shengapa; and (ii) Beb tsen gye
which includes 8 rus, namely, Gansapa, Namchangopa, Chungiopa, Ithenpa,
Phenchungpa, Phenpunadik, Namnakpa and Nachangpa. The Tondu rus-shi groups
are superior to Beb tsen gye groups.

Religious Beliefs and Social Customs

The majority of the Bhutia follow Buddhism. In fact, they came into Sikkim in the wake
of the spiritual sway of Buddhism in the latter half of the 17" century. As regards to
dress, the Bhutia men wear k%o, a long-sleeved coat with belt or kera, locally called
the boku, while the women wear the sleeveless kho with the honju, a blouse with long
sleeves. The male Bhutia also wear the tson-ta-ti, a shirt underneath the boku.

Before their migration from Tibet, marriage was endogamous at the community level. In
Sikkim, except among the Lepcha, the Sherpa, and the Tamang, marriage is still
endogamous at the community level, but exogamous at the ru level. They also practise
sororate junior and levirate junior. Marriage records show that adult marriage is in
vogue and generally the wife is younger than the husband but there are many cases
where the wives are older. Modes of acquiring mates are negotiation and service.
Monogamy is the general practice, except in the north district, where fraternal polyandry
is noticed. Till very recently there was polyandry on a wide scale in Lachung and Lachen
areas but now its occurrence has declined. The married Bhutia woman wears a striped
apron called the pangden as a sign of the married state.
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During the period of pregnancy (phuchain) there is no restriction on women, though,
after the birth of a baby, both the mother and the child are cleaned and kept in a
separate room. But no restriction as such is imposed. As soon as the mother is able to
walk and work, she goes to the kitchen. After three-days, a priest comes to purify the
child, the mother and the house. After the child is born, a little butter is given to the child
with one or two drops of honey. From the second day, powdered rice with butter is
given to the child. The purificatory and name-giving ceremony, called the phangsang
or phyakay, is fixed depending upon the physical fitness of the mother and the child.
Their priest (Lama) gives the name. Relatives and friends are invited and a feast is
arranged. The maternal uncle gives a cash gift and other presents to the child.

The Bhutia cremate the dead in their own cremation ground. The dead body is kept for
a period varying from 3 to 49 days, depending on the status of the deceased in the
society. Thereafter, the body is embalmed with preservatives and wrapped in plastic
sheets and put into a square coffin and carried between two horizontal bamboo poles.
The Lama conducts the final rites. Nobody will touch the body before the Lama gives
his blessings (pho). The Lama lights the fire first. Then other villagers light the fire.
After cremation, people come back to the house and at night, perform puja to drive
away the demon who has taken the soul of the dead.

Property appears to be the main source of conflict. As for rules of inheritance, property
is inherited only by the sons. Sons get equal share except the youngest, who generally
stays in the house and looks after his mother and younger sisters and therefore is entitled
to a little extra over the others. Other sons usually go out and seek other professions.
Generally, one of the sons will become a monk but he will also get a share of property.
Succession is by the eldest son. In festivals and religious rituals, the families come
together.

Check Your Progress I
Note: Use the space provided for your answer.

1) How is Sikkim known among the different ethnic groups that inhabit Sikkim?

4.4 MAGARTRIBE

Magar is one of the Nepali tribes found in Sikkim. They live mainly in south Sikkim and
are also scattered in the eastern district. The Magar villages are situated in the sparse
forest slopes at an average altitude of 4,000 ft. to 6,000 ft.

The community is divided into a number of exogamous and patrilineal thars, namely,
Pulami, Ala, Kepchake, Guranga, Darlami, Pun, Lungalim, Lamichani, Khapangi,
Sibakota, Purbachane, Rana, Mangratey, Lumrey, Gholey, Maske, Balangpak, Molalay
and Sitong. All of them have equal status in the society. They speak in their own Magari
dialect at home but communicate in Nepali with other groups. They use Devnagari
script. Mager males wear the general Nepali dress, namely, a knee length shirt (daura)
and narrow trousers (suruwal) for the lower part of the body. The women wear the
gunui as the lower garment and the choli or blouse as the upper garment.



Religious Beliefs and Social Customs

The main function of the thar is to regulate marriage alliances. Each of these thars
might have one or more gotras. Marriage alliances are made on the basis of these
partrilineal ancestral gotras. Atrayee, Tali, Ram, Atrisha are some of the gotras found
among the Magar. Gotras have a specific role at the time of performing of rituals,
especially those performed after death. The members of the Magar tribe are followers
of Hinduism and faithfully perform all its tough customs and rituals. The people are
polite and hospitable.

Usually there is no pre-natal ceremony. Alcohol is prohibited for the pregnant mother
because it is believed that it could damage the child’s brain. After childbirth, the pollution
period (sutakari) continues for 22 days. During this period, mother and child are kept
separate. If her health permits, the mother cooks her own food. There is no taboo on
friends and relatives taking food in the house. The name-giving ceremony (nauran)
takes place after five or seven days in the case of a male child and after three or five
days in the case of a female child.

Asregards the funerary rites, a corpse may be cremated or buried, depending upon the
situation. Ifthere is a river near the place where the person dies, the body is cremated.
In the past the dead were usually buried but now under the influence of Hinduism there
is a growing preference for cremation. Unmarried persons and infants are generally
buried. The corpse is carried in a box (bon) to the cremation ground. A Brahmin usually
accompanies the party and helps the son/s to perform the funeral rites. The body is
placed on the pyre and the eldest son sets it on fire. They normally immerse the bones
in the water. Ancestor worship is part of the last rites, after which the son/s take bath
before shaving their heads, eyebrows and faces. The pollution (kuri) or mourning period
continues for thirteen days, after which the Brahmin performs the k7iya ceremony.

The nuclear family is the most prevalent type but vertically extended families are also
found. All the members of a family are bound together by the bonds of love and aftfection.
Rules of avoidance are observed between a younger brother’s wife and the husband’s
elder brother and also between daughter-in-law and father-in-law. A free relationship
exists between an elder brother’s wife and the husband’s younger brother and also
between grandparents and grandchildren. The father’s property is equally divided among
the sons. Daughters, if unmarried, also get a share from their father’s property. The
eldest son succeeds the father. All families are expected to help one another in times of
need and distress.

4.5 TAMANGTRIBE

Like Magar, Tamang is also a Nepali tribe. The word Tamang is derived from Tibetan
words ‘ta’ and ‘mang’, meaning ‘horse warrior.” In Sikkim, Tamang occupies an
important position among the tribes of Sikkim. The entire community of Tamang is
vertically divided into several sub-groups known as thars. All of these clans are
exogamous, but each clan’s members can intermarry with any other clan except in the
case of the two clans Goley and Dong, who consider themselves to be ‘brother clans’.

All the members of one clan are said to be descended from the same ancestor. In the
case of brother clans the common ancestors were brothers. Theoretically all the clans
are equal in social and ritual status. But the offspring of marriages between Tamang and
non-Tamang women are considered lower and are not allowed to share the common
cup with other Tamang despite the fact that they take the clan name of their Tamang
father. In some places the terms baro jat and athara jat are used to describe people
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of'higher and lower status respectively. The terms mean literally ‘twelve clans’ and
‘eighteen clans.” Intermarriage between these two divisions usually does not take place.
This is the only horizontal division in the otherwise completely vertically divided
exogamous and patrilineal clans of the Tamang.

A Tamang man can marry any girl from any clan except his own and his brother clan.
Preferred marriage is between cross-cousins, that is, to one’s mother’s brother’s daughter
or father’s sister’s daughter. Parallel-cousin marriage of a man to his father’s daughter
or mother’s sister’s daughter is not tolerated. Sons and daughters of one’s father’s
brother belong to the same clan as oneself.

A widow can marry her late husband’s younger brother but not the elder brother.
Polyandry is absolutely forbidden, but there are a few cases of polygyny found among
some rich men. There is no stigma attached to a young man marrying an elderly widow
oradivorcee. Likewise, an unmarried girl becoming pregnant is not looked down
upon by the Tamang society. The love affairs of unmarried girls or boys do not prejudice
their future marriages. If the lover of an unmarried pregnant girl refuses to marry her, he
can take the baby after it is weaned and pay some compensation to the girl. Then the
mother is free to marry anyone she likes. But marriages or sexual relationships between
members of the same clan are never tolerated. Offenders are expelled immediately and
they have to go to an entirely new area and settle there.

In cases of wife-abduction the new husband must pay sixty rupees as compensation to
the former husband of the woman he has taken. Adultery is punishable by a fine of 40
rupees, which is given to the aggrieved husband as compensation. The husband can
keep his wife it he so desires after receiving the payment from an adulterer. The Tamang
follow Lamaist Buddhism.

4.6 OTHERNEPALITRIBES

The Nepali community is composed of different sub-cultural stocks with considerable
differences in physical characteristics and customs. Each group is sub-divided into many
classes. Government has declared some of these groups as tribes. The most important
of these tribes are Limbu, Gurung, Magar, Rai, Tamang, Mewar, etc. Of the caste
Hindus, there are the Brahmin, Thakur, Chettri, Ghurkha, Sherpa, etc. The Scheduled
Castes among the Nepali community include Kami, Damai, Sarki and Majhi. The
Nepalese are spread throughout the east, south and west of Sikkim. Except for the
Sherpa and Tamang who are Buddhists, other Nepalese groups like Limbu, Chettri,
Gurung, Gurkha, Magar, Damai, Kami, Rai, etc. follow orthodox Hinduism. We have
already described briefly the characteristic features of both Magar and Tamang tribes
in the previous sections. We shall now take up the characteristic features of some other
Nepali tribes.

A. Limbu

The Limbu are affectionately known as the Yakthumba which literally means ‘archer.’
The Limbu in Sikkim share their line of descent with that of the Rai and the Sunuwar, as
they all belong to Kiranti group which is also known as the Kirat. The Limbu bear an
absolutely uncanny resemblance to the Mongolians due to their broad temple and
elongated lower lips. Owing to this distinct quality, they also cherish the designation of
being called the Mongolians. They speak Limbu Kura.

The Limbu of Sikkim also possess an integral bond with the Lepcha. The Limbu easily
enter into matrimonial relations with the Lepcha. As a matter of fact, the Limbu, in



general, are in favour of inter-caste marriages. Another tribe that also shares a good
bond with the Limbu are the Rai or the Khamba. Majority of the marriages of the
Limbu at Sikkim are conducted without asking any kind of permission from the parents
of both the bride and the bridegroom.

The Limbu across Sikkim are further bifurcated into a pair of sects namely, the Lhasa
gotra, who descended from the domain of Lhasa, and Kashi gotra, who hailed from
Benares, the religious hub of India. The high priests who perform all their major and
minor ceremonies are known as the Phedamba. The bulk of these ceremonies include
the various religious rituals and the omens and future predictions.

B. Gurung

The members of the Gurung tribe are regarded as the most hard-working and down to
earth people residing in Sikkim. They invest much of their time in cultivation, tilling the
ground, sowing crops and various other miscellaneous tasks that can be linked to
agriculture.

The Gurung share a common line of descent with that of the robust Mongolians. This is
because their facial features and life-style are strikingly similar to those of the Mongolians.
They speak Gurung Kura.

The Gurung practise Hinduism with respect and devotion. They also include the Brahmins
in their religious ceremonies. The Gurung are divided into two groups namely, the Char
jat and the Sora Jat. As far as marriages are concerned, inter group weddings are
very common.

C. Rai

The Rai also known as Khamba, bear a peculiar similitude with the Limbu. They are
mostly Hindus and are ardent followers of all the various rituals and customs performed
by the Hindus in other parts of India. The Rai are also noted for the way they summon
the males of their family. The male members of the family also perform all sorts of rituals
as they have all the powers that are usually possessed by the high priests.

Since superstitions are still embedded deep inside their minds, the Rai across Sikkim
make it a point to employ Bijuwa in order to drive away the evil spirits who, according
to them, cause plenty of harm.

With regard to marriage customs, the Rai within Sikkim have a lot of similarity with that
of the Kirati tribe. The primary means of earning a livelihood among the Rai is farming.
They have developed their own special dialect and are gifted with artistic talents.

Check Your Progress 11
Note: Use the space provided for your answer.

1) Write about the characteristic features of Gurung tribe.
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4.7 LET USSUM UP

In this Unit we discussed briefly about the tribal scenario in Sikkim. Lepcha, Bhutia
and Nepali are the major communities that reside in Sikkim. The Lepcha consider
themselves to be the original inhabitants while the other two communities migrated to
Sikkim at different periods. Today, the Nepali community which is not strictly tribal,
constitutes the sizable population of the State. Besides the Lepcha and the Bhutia,
there are also some other tribes that are associated with the Nepali community. Each
of'these tribes has its own distinct culture, customs, habits, language, religion and other
features although most of their members speak Nepali, which has become the lingua
franca of Sikkim. As to their religious affiliations, we notice that many of these tribes
followed their own traditional religion in the past but later on embraced either Buddhism
or Hinduism and at a later stage many of them became Christians. Other religions are
also found in Sikkim.
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