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I.  Introduction 

India, a second most populous country in the world, has also the second largest concentration of tribal 

population, perhaps next only to Africa. There are at present more than 700 tribal groups each with their distinct 

cultures, social practices, religions, dialects and occupations and are scattered in all states and Union Territories 

in India except for the states of Haryana, Punjab, Delhi, Chandigarh and Puducherry. The tribes are heavily 

concentrated in the north-eastern states. Northeast India comprising of eight states viz., Arunachal Pradesh, 

Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim and Tripura, is inhabited by 297 communities, of 

which 158 communities are recognised by the Constitution of India as „scheduled tribes‟. Hence north-east is the 

homeland of a large number of tribes which constitute around 12 per cent of the total tribal population of India 

and 25.81 per cent of the total population of North East India. In so far as the distribution of the tribes in North 

East India is concerned, it may be stated that some tribes are widely spread out while others are concentrated 

into relatively small territory [1].  The tribes in India represents one of the most economically impoverished and 

marginalized groups. 

II. Tribes in Sikkim 

Sikkim is a multi-ethnic state comprising of more than 20 different groups, most predominant being the 

Nepalese, Lepchas and Bhutias.  According to state socio-economic Census of 2006, the Rai community with 

population of 78,671 is the largest one followed by the Bhutias with 76,070 persons [2]. The two important 

communities notified as Scheduled Tribes in Sikkim by the Sikkim Scheduled Tribe Order 1978 are Lepcha and 

Bhutia. The Bhutias includes Chumbipa, Dopthapa, Dukpa, Kagatey, Sherpa, Tibetan, Tromopa and Yolmo. 

Recently two major communities viz., Limboo and Tamang were included in the list of scheduled tribes.   

The population of Sikkim in 2001 Census has been 540,851. Of these 111,405 are Scheduled Tribes (STs), 

which constitute 20.6 per cent of the total state‟s population (Table 1). The state has registered 22.56 per cent 

decadal growth of ST population in 1991-2001 (Table 2). The Bhutia and Lepcha share 63.4 and 36.6 per cent 

respectively of the total ST population of the state. The highest concentration of Bhutias has been found in East 

district (48.3%), while the Lepcha are confined in North (33.4%). The Bhutia has 10.9 per cent urban population 

while Lepcha has only 4.5 per cent [3]. Thus, the tribal population is typically concentrated in the rural areas. In 

four district of Sikkim, the tribal population is highest in North district (85%) and lowest in South district 
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(37%). The West and East district respectively has 51 and 41 per cent of tribal population (Table 3). Except in 

North district, where tribals live in compact areas, tribals in other districts are widely dispersed in habitation. 

Table 1 
Population of STs 2001 Census 

Scheduled Tribes Total Population Proportion to total ST Population (%) 

All Scheduled Tribes 111,405 100 

Lepcha 40,563 36.6 

Bhutia 70,308 63.4 

Table 2 
Decadal Growth Rate 

Total Population Decadal Growth ST Population Decadal Growth 

1991 2001 33.06 1991 2001 22.56 

406,457 540,851 90,901 111,405 

 

Table 3 
District-wise Tribal Population Distribution 

District 

 

Per  cent 

North East West South 

85 41 51 37 

 

III. Socio-cultural and demographic profile 

The present study centres on the two prominent groups of the Bhutia communities viz., the Lachenpas 

and Lachungpas of Lachen and Lachung valley of North Sikkim. Both the valleys are „reserved‟ only for 

Lachenpas and Lachungpas where the right to settle or own land is not allowed to outsiders, irrespective of their 

ethnic origin. These tribes have their own cultures-dialects, life styles, social structures, rituals, values, etc. 

which are distinct from even the Bhutia communities in other parts of Sikkim. Unlike the other tribal groups, 

these tribes have a special status with regard to land revenue, settlement pattern and local administration. 

The valleys of Lachen and Lachung is located in the southern slopes of western half of the eastern Himalayas 

across 27‟‟ and 28‟‟ N latitude and 88‟‟ and 89‟‟ E longitude. Lachen valley, meaning Big Pass, is located at 2,700 

metres above main sea level on the right bank of the Lachen Chu. The valley with an area of 3,635.75 hectare is 

inhabited by 2,955 persons and has total of 1621 households. The valley is sparsely populated with the density 

of population of less than one person per hectare (Table 4). The valley has literacy rate of 62.62 per cent with 

1109 illiterate and 1846 literate persons (Table 5). Lachen revenue block is connected to Mangan i.e. 

headquarters of north district by a 58 kilometre long metallic road. The Lachenpas are hard working people and 

many of them are engaged in multiple occupations. The main and marginal workers of Lachen account for 60.54 

per cent and 7.44 per cent respectively, while the non-workers account for 32.01 per cent of the total population. 

The tribes of Lachen grow potatoes, turnips, radishes, cauliflowers and buckwheat. Multi-cropping and inter-

culture of crops are practiced. The cultivation of barley, maize and buckwheat is restricted in Lachen up to 2,745 

metres amsl.  The cropping pattern is fairly intensive as could be seen from the variety of crops grown in the 

area.  

Table 4 
Number of Household, Population and Sex ratio 

Village Household Household size Population Sex Ratio 

Male Female Total  

Lachen 1621 1.8 2177 778 2955 857 

Lachung 1476 1.9 2007 829 2826 986 

Source: Census 2001 

Table 5 
Distribution of illiterate and literate person 

Village Illiterate Literate Literacy rate 

T M F T M F  

Lachen 1109 510 599 1846 1667 199 62.62 

Lachung 972 435 537 1854 1572 282 68.70 

Source: Census 2001 

Table 6 
Distribution of Main worker, Marginal worker and Non-Worker 

Village Main worker Marginal worker Non-worker 

 T M F T M F T M F 

Lachen 1789 1661 128 220 108 112 946 408 538 

Lachung 1955 1591 364 260 120 140 611 296 315 

Source: Census 2001 

The Lachung, meaning little pass, on the other hand, is situated at 2,745 metres on east bank of 

Lachungchu. It is connected to Mangan town, the headquarters of north district, by a 51 kilometre metalled road. 

The average altitude of the village is 2,600 m above mean sea level. The valley has an area of 2,815.52 hectare. 
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inhabited by only 2,826 persons (Table 4). The density of population, like in Lachen, is only 1 person per 

hectare. The valley has literacy rate of 68.70 per cent with 972 illiterate and 1854 literate persons (Table 5). The 

Lachung revenue block is divided into three blocks Shertchu, Singring and Beechchu. In Lachung there are 

small fields and some apple orchards. The apple orchards in the valley are spread over 115.28 hectares. The 

main and marginal workers of Lachung account for 69.17 per cent and 9.20 per cent respectively, while the non-

workers account for 21.62 per cent of the total population. Both Lachenpas and Lachungpas are lives at a height 

of above 2,000 meters and lead a transhumant type of existence for which they travel from one ecological zone 

to another.  Den-jong-ke which belongs to Tibeto-Burman family is the language spoken by Lachenpa and 

Lachungpa. It is a Tibetan dialect and is spoken in Ha valley of Bhutan. Language offers a bond of solidarity 

among the tribes and it provides a common cultural identity among those who share a common language. 

Nowadays, the tribes of Lachen and Lachung also speak Hindi, English and Nepali. Nepali language which 

belongs to Indo-Aryan group is the lingua franca of the state as well as Lachen and Lachung valley. 

 

IV. Traditional Institutions in India 

Along with formal local bodies (like Gram Panchayat), in many parts of the country, there still exist a 

customary or informal panchayat system and enjoy a substantial power when it comes to social and cultural 

issues. And in some case these customary/informal panchayats enjoys more power than the formal local bodies. 

But what is more important is that not much effort has been made to study the role played by these customary 

institutions after the creation of formal local bodies. The general assumption appears to be that customary 

panchayats are „traditional‟ and shrinking in the face of competition from elected local bodies [4]. In actual 

practice, the relevance of these traditional institutions is equal to that of formal institutions and hence is 

emerging as important variables in influencing the process of local governance. Interestingly, one of the reason 

for the continuance of customary panchayat in different part of the country even after the enactment of 

Constitution (73rd Amendment) Act 1992 is mainly because of the fact that the Act has no where calls for the 

dissolution of customary panchayats. As a result these institutions are functioning as a parallel body performing 

a range of useful, collective functions at the village level. Such traditional institutions exist in different states of 

India with different nomenclature. Moreover, there exist various customary panchayat with different names 

within a state also. The Kulam Panchayat in Orrisa, Koot in Tamilnadu, Durbars and Akhings in Meghalaya, 

Dzumsas in Sikkim, Meetin in Chattisgarh, Jati Panch in Rajasthan, Halli Panchayati and Nadu Panchayati in 

Karnataka are some of the examples of customary institutions prevalent in our country. All these institutions are 

the apex body with jurisdiction over the entire village. Unlike formal institutions, the customary panchayats 

have no set of clearly delineated responsibilities. They are rather better comprehended as a „pattern of dialectic, 

decision and action‟[5]. Customary panchayats like other formal institutions play a vital role in village 

governance as the maintenance of social order, ensuring community harmony and fostering village solidarity 

rest completely on them. These informal institutions were responsible for regulating and governing village 

society according to the socio-political norms of the times. Customary panchayats are long standing institutions 

that draw their legitimacy from traditions and customs and are quite distinct from the modern institutions. It was 

because of this the customary panchayat are still prevalent in most of rural India in some form or other. Krishna 

(2002), for example, in his study finds the functioning of customary panchayats in every one of the 69 villages 

of Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh [6]. Likewise, Ananthpur (2004) finds such institutions in the 30 villages 

selected for the study in the three district of the Karnataka [7]. 

 

V. Tribal self governance in Sikkim: Recognition and Continuities 

Dzumsa is one of the very old traditional tribal self government systems unique to the Lachenpa and 

Lachungpa tribes. Unlike in other part of state, Lachen and Lachung the two typical villages situated in the 

present north district of Sikkim have their own system of village assembly known as „Dzumsas‟. All the heads 

of family of the villages are the members of Dzumsa. In the beginning only an adult male are qualified for the 

membership of Dzumsa. This restriction has been removed in an effort to make the system more democratic and 

participatory and at present both men and women are the member of Dzumsa. One of the striking features of this 

system is its absolute independence. Neither did the Namgyal dynasty whose rule lasted for 333 years interfere 

with the village, nor did the Britishers and the state today. The Sikkim Panchayat Act 1965 was enacted by the 

then Chogyal of Sikkim which created the formal local body -Block Panchayat- in the state. As a result many 

customary tribal panchayats (including Chhodu System of Dzongu) have been integrated to the pattern prevalent 

in the rest of the country. The customary tribal panchayat prevalent in Lachen and Lachung was however 

retained without any changes. Similarly, the British ruler though brought major reforms in the administrative 

system of Sikkim also allowed the functioning of this system in these two villages of north Sikkim. J.C. White, 

the first Political Officer in his visit to these villages observed:  “the two villages of Lamteng in the Lachen and 

Lachung in the Lachung valley have an unusual and almost communistic government of their own. On every 

occasion the whole population meet at a “Panchayat”, or council, where they sit in a ring in consultation ……… 
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The consequence is everything is done deliberately and much time is wasted in useless discussion, but the 

system seems to suit the people and I allowed it to be continued with some modification‟ [8]. 

The Government of Sikkim after its merger to India in 1975 adopted various measures to revitalize the 

grassroots democracy in the state. Like elsewhere various Acts and notifications have been passed and issued by 

the government for the establishment of formal decentralized governance system in the state. Interestingly, 

neither of these Acts calls for the abolition of this system. The Sikkim Panchayat Act of 1993 which was passed 

in conformity with Constitutional (73rd Amendment) Act 1992 has also no any provision for the introduction of 

formal local bodies in these two villages of north Sikkim. The state government has rather recognized the 

customary tribal self governing institution by enacting the law in 2001. The Act of 2001 states that „the existing 

system of the traditional institutions of Dzumsa practiced in the two villages of the Lachen and Lachung in north 

district of the state shall continue to exist in accordance with the traditional and customary laws of the Dzumsas. 

Notwithstanding other provisions of the Sikkim Panchayat Act, the traditional institutions of the Dzumsas 

existing in the villages of Lachen and Lachung shall exercise the power and functions as provided under the Act 

in addition to the powers and functions exercised by them under the existing traditional and customary law‟[9]. It 

becomes clear from the above that the government wanted to retain the system in its present form. Recognition 

to the customary tribal self governing institution by the formal state is not a common phenomenon in the 

country. Many such panchayats in different parts of the country are not recognized by the state. The customary 

panchayats in Karnataka for instance „are almost totally informal, in the sense that their existence is in no way 

recognized by the state or in state law, and their authority is accepted by state agencies only in very specific 

contexts‟[7]. As in Sikkim, the customary panchayat in the name of „the traditional authorities‟ found in African 

countries, have a formal dimension in that they are (i) recognised by formal state institutions and (ii) have 

authority in some domains- such as land allocation, “traditional” courts and “customary justice” – which is 

recognized and supported by the formal state (Keulder 1998[10]; Scharf 2003[11]; Goodenough 2003[12]). 

Unlike in other part of the country and more generally in other part of the world, where there was a demand for 

the abolition of such customary institutions, the people and the government of Sikkim were not in favour of 

abolition of these century-old institutions. Rather, they allowed the institutions to functions without any 

changes. Many states of India especially after the independence of the country abolished the old local bodies 

and instead establish the formal local institutions. But as pointed out earlier, there still exist such customary 

panchayats in different parts of the country. The demands for their abolition or radical reform were often 

intrinsic to nationalist, anti-colonial political programme [7]. As a result, many such institutions in different part 

of the world have been abolished. In Zimbabwe, soon after independence, the President Mugabe eliminated 

“traditional leaders” from rural administration mainly to “maintain a monopoly of social control‟[10]. Kwame 

Nkrumah of Ghana not only tried to suppress the powers of “traditional chiefs” but also managed to 

systematically reconstruct „chieftaincy‟ in the 1950s (Crook1986[13]; Rathbone 2000[14]). Similarly in Sri Lanka, 

the „village headmen lost their positions in 1956 [15]. However, so far as Sikkim is concerned, neither the people 

of the valley, nor the government and political parties of state have ever demanded the abolition of Dzumsas. 

They are all rather wanted to protect this institution in its present form due to uniqueness in its features in the 

state and a country as a whole. As a result, the Dzumsas like other formal local bodies (i.e. Gram Panchayat) 

continued to functions in this region and exercises all the powers and authority, provides useful services and 

implemented all the developmental schemes in the areas. 

VI. Chief of Dzumsa and other Functionaries 

Pipon and Gyapon are the two important office bearers of Dzumsas. All of them are elected directly by 

the villagers. Pipon is the highest office bearer in the administrative hierarchy and are directly elected by the 

people of village. For this, the assembly meets every year where the members of Dzumsas elect two pipons, one 

senior pipon and other junior pipon. Originally, both pipons were engaged in local administration but after the 

establishment of two tiers panchayati raj system in the state, the Dzumsas were recognized as territorial 

constituencies of the north district Zilla Panchayat and hence the senior pipon of the village has been made the 

member of Zilla Panchayat. Gyapon is another important officer of Dzumsa. He is appointed by the Pipon in 

consultation with village elders. There are two Gyapons in each village. The main functions of Gyapon are to 

assist the Pipon in performing their various duties. They act as messenger or constable to pipon. Gyapon help 

the pipon in convening the meeting of Dzumsa.  

The meeting of Dzumsas is held on public hall called as Mong-khyim (Dzumsa Ghar). It is a place 

where people meet to discuss and deliberate on their problems and transact important business of the welfare of 

the community. The house is a square roofless structure with a religious flag (tharcho) mounted on a long pole. 

The pipon- head of the Dzumsa- sits opposite the entrance on the concrete platform, while the members of 

Dzumsas sit in the middle. All the meeting is presided over by the pipon. Dzumsa normally meets once a year. 

But the pipon may call the meeting of Dzumsa at any time whenever the need for such meeting is arise, as there 

was no any rule for the frequency of meeting of Dzumsa. The meetings are generally called to conduct the 

public business, settle disputes between villagers, and now a day to distribute the governmental schemes to the 

poor. Most of the major decisions are taken in the Dzumsa meeting. The meeting covers the cultivation 
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programmes of sowing, harvesting; cutting of hay from community pastures et al. Grazing and seasonal 

migration and disbursal of government assistance are also discussed in such meetings. 

VII. Election 

The mode of election of pipon is unique and it is not like elections held elsewhere. In the day of 

election, the contestants all stand in their respective places and the gathering physically moves onto the side of 

their chosen candidate. After this, the group on the side of each contestant is counted; whoever has the largest 

number on his side is elected as the pipon for a year. The system provides a maximum freedom to the member 

of Dzumsa in electing their leader according to their choice. In olden days, the office of pipon was however not 

elective. It was hereditary at first and then thereafter the King became the appointing authority. Macaulay, 

during his visit to Lachung writes, “The raja appoints a man every year. The present man was appointed three 

years ago. The pipon has no allowance but great authority”. 

During the course of time, the office of pipon became elective and at present every year, the pipon is 

elected directly by the people of village. Normally the pipon were elected for the term of one year, but his term 

of one year may be cut short by using the devise of direct democracy i.e. recall. This method has been used to 

remove the inefficient pipon from the office if he fails to perform his duty satisfactorily. He is however eligible 

for reelection. The chief qualification demanded of a pipon includes; he must be a member of Dzumsa; he must 

be land revenue payee and possess wealth; he must be a popular person in the village; must be a male member 

preferably elder one from the family; and he must be able, intelligent and has a good family background.  

The meeting of Dzumsa is fixed by pipon in consultation with Gyapon and village elders. They have 

their own peculiar method of informing the members about such meeting. Gyapon, an office-bearer of Dzumsa 

under the direction of Pipon informs the people about the Dzumsa meeting by shouting at the top of his voice 

from the top of hillock. Being a cluster settlement in both the villages, people live in close proximity and hence 

what the Gyapon shout from atop hillock could easily be heard by all the inhabitants. The people therefore 

attend the meeting accordingly. The attendance in the Dzumsa meeting was compulsory in the beginning and the 

absentees were fined by the pipon. But in course of time the attendance in the meeting was made voluntary and 

imposition of fine to the absentee has been removed and hence no absentee at present has been fined or 

punished. 

VIII. Powers and Functions 

Dzumsas in Sikkim have exercises vast powers and performs numerous functions and in some respect 

it enjoys more powers than the formal local bodies (Gram Panchayat). These include maintenance of local law 

and order, dispensation of justice, collection of taxes, organization of social functions and distribution of 

governmental schemes. The Dzumsa is responsible for the administration of the day-to-day affairs of villager. 

All the major decision like division of cultivable land, grazing facilities, harvesting, cutting of hay from 

community pastures, problem arising from seasonal migration etc., are taken in the Dzumsa meeting. It acts as 

the custodian of all the traditional rules and norms prevalent in the regions. It debarred the members of Dzumsas 

from going against the rules and customs of the society. The Dzumsas have some ecclesiastical functions. It 

involves in collecting the funds for religious activities including the construction of Gompas (monasteries), 

repairing and maintenance and organizing religious festivals like mask dance or poojas. Village festivals like 

mask dance are considered to be important social events. The dance appeared to be pivotal in the life of the tribe 

and sacred too. The pipon, the chief of Dzumsa, decided and fixes the amount of donation in cash or kind to be 

given by each household to the monastery. 

The Dzumsa also exercises some judicial power. It acts as the dispute resolution body and settles the 

entire dispute within the valley. The types of disputes that brought before the Dzumsas are many and varied. It‟s 

jurisdiction extend to all the petty disputes, thefts, minor property disputes, family disputes and marital 

problems including spouse abuse, desertion, bigamy and alcoholism. It also try to settle the cases of murder or a 

serious offences at this level and the matter will be referred to the higher authorities (either police or court) only 

when it failed to resolve in the meeting. Dzumsa has also the power to punish or fined a person convicted in any 

offences. The nature of punishment and the fine to the convicted persons are decided by the pipon in 

consultation with village elders. The punishment could range from heavy fines levied upon the perpetrator along 

with traditional appeasement of the one wronged. Harsher crimes could invite complete banishment from the 

village. Thus, in an overall, the Dzumsa act as the court of the region. Its decision is considered final and 

binding.  

Dzumsa looked into the social affairs of the village. Whether it be death or marriage it was binding 

upon each family to attend and contribute their bit to the event. The pipon was assisted by Gyapon who carried 

out the role of an organizer and informer. Gyapon inform the news of a death or marriage in the village and 

managed all such social events. It also provides social services and support to the needy persons in the village. 

This apart, the Dzumsa has been invested with the function to implement all the rural development schemes 

launched by centre and state government. The identification of beneficiaries, selection of site for the work to be 

undertaken, demarcation of contractual work area on infrastructural development etc. were done at the annual 

meeting of Dzumsa. The process of selection of beneficiaries for poverty alleviation programmes takes place in 
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the meeting. All adults in the village are member of Dzumsa and are allowed to participate in the selection 

process. All state aid meant for the development of village were assigned to the pipon for disbursement. It also 

distributes old age pension to the beneficiaries of the area. Dzumsa‟s other responsibilities includes 

dissemination of information to the people on development and welfare programmes; provide feedback on the 

performance of development programmes undertaken and mobilize local resources to augment the finances of 

Dzumsa. Another important function of Dzumsa is the collection of taxes. Pipon with the help of Gyapon 

collects all the governmental taxes that include land revenue, forest tax, grazing tax etc. Elsewhere in the state, 

the tax collection function is assigned to the officials of respective line department and not to the Gram 

panchayat. This clearly indicates that Dzumsa in this respect is more powerful than the formal elected Gram 

Panchayat.  

IX. Protection of traditions, culture and identity 
Social, cultural and ethical issues primarily came under the purview of Dzumsa, the tribal self governing bodies. 

Culture, traditions and customs are the backbone of tribal self governing institutions. It is natural that the 

Dzumsa, like other tribal self governing institutions, care for the preservation of the culture and customs and 

assert for the maintenance of the separate identity of these tribes. Be it birth, marriage, death, feast, divorce, 

adoption, mutation of property, etc. are all controlled by Dzumsa. Moreover, the whole social behaviour is 

morally binding on everyone and is regulated by traditional tribal bodies. Furthermore, the families to which the 

deceased family belongs gather, and with the help of pipon they organize the events and arrange for the guests. 

Death is a particularly important moment both for the concerned family and society, and Dzumsa offers its 

support to the former by monopolizing the entire community. In rest of the activities, apart from pipon the 

whole village participates. Hence every events and activities go on under the desirable supervision of Dzumsa. 

X. Concluding Remarks 
Lachenpa and Lachungpa tribes like any tribes in India have different customs and practices around birth, 

marriage and death. Over and above these, cultural components like dialect/ language, dressing, dance, music, 

etc. are more prominent in shaping tribal identity. There is a strong sentiment among tribes to retain social life 

and values, for example, language, traditional music and dance and social practices.  Dzumsa, the tribal self 

governing institution acts as a guardian and protector of the cultural components and cultural identity of tribes. 

It is regulatory body for social, cultural affairs - rituals related to birth, death, marriage, religious and cultural 

festivals. Its resolves conflicts arise from ancestral property distribution, land, physical and psychological 

harassments, violation of social norms, divorce, etc. The customary tribal self governing institution has provided 

a political space for autonomy, self respect and separate identity of Lachenpa and Lachungpa tribes.  Like 

elsewhere in the country, there still exist the customary tribal self governance institutions in Sikkim. Even after 

the establishment of formal elected local bodies, Dzumsa in the state are not at all redundant as they provided 

valuable services to the tribes of the area which are not offered by formally elected Gram Panchayats. It plays a 

significant role in local governance both as social institutions and as agencies that impact the development 

process. Dzumsa, the tribal self-rule in Sikkim is not only considered as a mere administrative autonomy or 

coordination of tribal people into the state administrative machinery but it also plays a vital role in preserving 

and safeguarding the culture, customs, traditions and identity of tribes of the valleys. This clearly indicates that 

tribal self governance system in Sikkim is not disappearing; it is rather reinventing themselves with 

development and modernity and adapting itself to changing socio-political circumstances.   
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