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Foreword

The 84,000 sq. km. expanse of Arunachal Pradesh in
the Eastern Himalayas is justly famous for its rich assembly
of cultures and communites. Among the indigenous
inhabitants, the Monpas of Tawang District in the extreme
north west of the State occupy a distinctive and, one might
say, unique position. The Tawang Monpas have created a
life-style in the misty highland habitat in which the inspirations
emanating from Mahayana form of Buddhism blend with their
specialized economy, cultural activities, social institutions and
moral order to create a harmonic whole. The Tawang
Monastery acts like a fountain-head of their culture. Hemmed
in between Tibet-China in the immediate north, the
Brahmaputra Plains of Assam in the far south, Bhutan in the
west and the Nyishi and other tribes-inhabited areas of
Arunachal Pradesh in the east-south-east, the Tawang Monpas
present a case of cultural-autonomy and culture contact

simultaneously.

Dr. Bibhash Dhar, a trained anthropologist with quite
considerable experience of field research in various parts of
the country, has been wise in choosing to portray the character
and tenor of social change among this fascinating people.
The Monpas of Tawang in Transition has turned out to
be a very readable and informative account of how a
mountain people have internalized new forces and factors of
socio-cultural changes within a relatively short period of time.

This has happened without too great sacrifices being made



v

in the age-old ethos and culture. The old and the new seem
to combine in a harmonious way.

The pages that follow are not merely readable but carry
the flavour of authenticity and painstaking research. It is a
book to be read and consulted by everyone interested to
know about Arunachal Pradesh and its people. For the
anthropological community, the book should prove to be of
great ethnographic value. ’

Dr. Annada C. Bhagabati
Former Vice-Chancellor of Arunachal University
& Retired Professor of Anthropology,
Dibrugarh University and
Gauhati University

Preface

The Monpas of Arunachal Pradesh are colourful people
living in the high altitude border areas of the district of Tawang
and West Kameng. The Monpas differ from the other tribes of
the state in their religion, technique of building stone houses
and their tradition of trans-Himalayan indigenous trades
through the caravan routes. The people wear warm,
appropriate and aesthetically pleasing dresses. Verrier Elwin
(1957) observed, “the Monpas are great gentlemen, their way
of life is higher than that of many of us.” It may be mentioned
here that till date except the descriptive ethnographic work by
Neeru Nanda, published in 1982, there is no other reasonably
good account of the Monpa life and culture.

In recent years, especially after 1962, the year of the
Sino-Indian border conflict, a sharp rise in the modern
economic opportunities in the Monpa country is noticed. A
large-scale influx of people from the pan-Indian scenario has
ushered in enormous changes due to contact. This has resulted
after the development of a network of road communication.
Soon, the whole Monpa traditional static life came to be
changed overnight following the Chinese aggression in 1962.
The Monpas are known to the world at large as a highly
religious minded community who professed Buddhism from
the twelfth century and their life and culture is known to
revolve round the majestic Tawang monastery which is one
of the largest, functional Tibetan-Buddhist monasteries of the

world, built in the seventeenth century.

The Monpas are also known for their tradition of long




distance indigenous trade in the markets of Assam, Bhutan
and Tibet in the pre-independence days. They were thus
known to quite a few number of communities in the Himalayas

but perhaps were not that known in the other parts of India.

The present attempt is thus an endeavour to understand
as to how a community which was under the ecclesiastic
authority for centuries before independence and was relatively
lesser known to this part of the country is in transition within
a span of three decades giving access to the secular, Western

concept and ideology and material elements.

Anthroplogical Survey of India BIBHASH DHAR
N. E. Regional Centre,

Mawblei, Madanriting
Shillong - 793 021

E-mail : bibhash@sancharnet.in
Tel : 364-2228283
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About the Book

Arunachal Pradesh, the largest
state in the conglomeration of the
states of the Northeast region of
India, is the habitat of about twenty-
five major colourful tribesmen
group. It is considered the
anthropological treasure of the
country. The state is full of
geographical and cultural
diversities. The Monpas are a band
of colourful tribesmen group of the
state and are found in the high
altitude regions on the western
border. They differ from the other
tribes of the state by their technique
of building houses. The Monpas are
acclaimed mountain agriculturists,
they believe in the Tibetan-Lamaist
type of Buddhism since time
immemorial, they rear livestock in
the mountain meadows, they are
also expert long distance caravan
traders through the mountain
passes and are quite known in the
Arunachal Himalayas. In spite of all
the diversities the community has
achieved, till date no systematic
anthropological information is
available on the people. The
Monpas at present are on a phase
of transition after the Sino-Indian
border conflict of 1962 that has
ushered in the wave of
modernization that has entered the
Monpa country through their
contact with the people of the pan-
Indian region with the establishing
of the offices of both the State and
Central Governments and the
setting up of the network of road
communication along with other
facilities brought in by
modernization. The present work is
an attempt to systematically study
the socio-cultural life of the Monpas
in the remote past and also
examine the changes that have
entered the life-style of the people
through a study conducted in the
township of Tawang, the district
town of the Tawang District of
Arunachal Pradesh, for the benefit
of the social scientists and the
students of anthropology.
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