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Abstract 

Cachar district is situated in the southern part of Assam and the district is bounded by 

the Barak River and sometime the district is known as centre of Barak Valley. The district is 

inhabited by the major communities like the Bengalis, Muslims and Manipuri’s. Along with 

these communities there are large numbers of tribal communities both hill tribes and plains 

tribe. The plain tribes enjoy all the development funds come from both the central and state 

but the hill tribes do not enjoy. Consequently, the hill tribes of the district are forced to stay in 

the communal land and practiced a traditional type of agricultural occupation which has a 

very low rate of production and income. Owing to these, all the villages dominated by the hill 

tribes have a problem of infrastructure which becomes the stumbling block to increase their 

production and they remain in a backward economy. So the present study is an attempt to 

articulate the problems faced by the hill tribes in increasing their product which hinders their 

development.  

Keywords: Low Productivity, Tribal, Agricultural Land  

Introduction:  

The definition of the term ‘tribe’ has long been a subject for discussion among 

anthropologists, but so far, there is no generally accepted definition (Naik 1968). A 

distinctive racial type, known by physical anthropologists as belonging to the proto-

Australoid stock, they are somewhat darker than other Indians and have features that are 

sometimes Mongoloid in appearance. They live in their own villages, many of which are 

wholly homogenous. Perhaps the most distinctive feature of tribal life is the very attitude 

toward life itself. In contrast with their Hindu neighbours, the tribal are a carefree people, 

hedonistic in their simple pleasures (Mathur, 2006). These are stylized constructs about a 

tribe-an ideal picture. According to Oxford Dictionary "A tribe is a group of people in a 

primitive or barbarous stage of development acknowledging the authority of a chief and 

usually regarding them as having a common ancestor. Majumdar (1986) defines tribe as a 

social group with territorial affiliation, endogamous with no specialization of functions ruled 

by tribal officers hereditary or otherwise, united in language or dialect recognizing social 

distance with other tribes or castes.  
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In Cachar district of Assam, there are two types of schedule tribes, namely schedule 

tribe (Hills) and schedule tribe (Plains). It is our contention that the schedule tribe of the 

Autonomous Hill Districts resides permanently in the plain districts they must not be treated 

as schedule tribes in the plains. They must be called ‘Hill Tribes in the Plain’ that is Schedule 

tribe (Hills). Similarly schedule tribes for plains districts, residing permanently in the hill 

districts, they called as ‘plain tribes in the hills’ that is schedule tribe (Plains). In this study, 

we have selected Cachar district of south Assam because many of the hill tribes are also 

residing along with the plain tribes and other general communities. 

 

There are twenty three tribes excluding unclassified tribes. The total schedule tribe 

populations were 2,874,441 in 1991. It has further increased to 33, 08,570 in 2001, which 

indicated that the schedule tribe population in Assam was increased by 434,129 in a period of 

ten years. In 2001 census, there are 26,655,528 general populations in Assam. It means that 

the percentage of schedule tribe population to the general population in 2001 census 

constitutes 12.41 percent.  

In 1991, Boro tribe has the highest percentage (44.1 percent) of population among the 

schedule tribe in Assam and they remain the highest even in 2001 census and their population 

was increased by 434,129 in a gap of ten years. It is surprised to see that all the number of 

populations of tribes had gradually increased in a gap of ten years, but in the case of tribes 

like Chakma, Hajong, Lakher, Man (Tai speaking), Hojai and Kachari Sonowal has been 

decreased and the tribe Pawi, which was found in 1991 was no more in 2001 census of 

Assam. Further, the table: 1 also shows that the Hmar population was 11,189 in 1991 

constituting 0.4 percent of the total schedule tribe populations in Assam. Their percentage to 

the total schedule tribe population was remained unchanged even in 2001 and the number of 

population was increased only to 3,271 within a period of ten years. 

It is important to note that, the population of Hill tribes should have been increased 

furthermore, but the census department has counted only from the two hill districts of Assam, 

namely North Cachar Hill district (Now Dema Hasou) and Karbi Anglong districts. Numbers 

of hill tribes are also residing in the plains districts of Assam, but their population is not 

added into the data on schedule caste and schedule tribe in both 1991 and 2001 census. 
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According to Promila Rani Brahma, Minister of Welfare of Plain Tribes (WPT) and 

Backward Classes (BC) Assam, there are 555 tribal villages in south Assam (Barak Valley). 

Cachar district of Assam has 319 tribal villages, whereby Karimganj has 139 villages and 

Hailakandi has 97 villages respectively. There exists a population list of schedule tribe (hills) 

communities in Barak valley. We deserves populations of Hmar as 96,576, such that Chiru at 

2,488, the Naga tribe at 27,094, Khasis at 60,779, Riang at 28,204, Mizo at 9,202, Kuki at 

13,153, Chakma stand at 5,386, Mogh at 711, Karbi at 3,821, Vaiphei at 8,279, Paite at 

2,833, Simic at 757 and Gangte at only 750. The total populations stand at 2, 60,033 (The 

Sentinel, 28th March 2008, p.3). The schedule tribes (plains) communities’ populations in 

south Assam are divided and the Barmans stand at 13,479 Boro - Boro Kachari at 380, but 

Miri at only 17. Whereas, the populations of Sonowal Kachari are at 7,548, Rabha at 46 and 

the population of Lalung is at 22. It is however surprising to find of Deori being only 19 

(Census of India 2001).  

 

Table: 1 Distribution of Populations of Tribes in Assam:  
1991 and 2001 

Serial 
Num
ber 

Name of Tribe 1991 Percent
age to 
the ST 
populat

ion 

2001 Percentage 
to the 

Schedule 
Tribe 

Population 

Change in 
Population 
between 

1991-2001 

1.   Chakma   
 

4,187 0.1 2,478 0.0 (-)1709 
2. Dimasa  65,009 2.3 11,0976 3.3 45,976 
3. Garo 17,998 0.6 21,112 0.6 3,114 
4. Hajong 1,638 0.1 256 0.0 (-)1383 
5. Hmar 11,189 0.4 14,460 0.4 3,271 
6. Khasi  11,358 0.4 12,722 0.3 1,364 
7. Any Kuki Tribes  21,883 0.8 28,273 0.8 6,390 
8. Lakher 36 0.0 11 0.0 (-)25 
9. Man (Tai speaking) 2,582 0.1 739 0.0 (-)1,814 
10. Any Mizo (Lushai) 

tribes 
1,031 0.0 2,957 0.0 1926 

11. Mikir 285,811 9.9 353,513 10.6 67,702 
12. Any Naga Tribes 15,354 0.5 21,706 0.6 6,352 
13. Pawi 777 0.0 - - - 
14. Syntheng 368 0.0 336 0.0 (-)32 
15. Barmans 13,375 0.5 15,877 0.4 2,502 
16. Boro etc. 1,263,015 44.1 135,2771 40.8 89,755 
17. Deori 35,849 1.2 41,161 1.2 5,312 
18. Hojai 4,582 0.2 1,882 0.0 (-)2,700 
19. Kachari Sonowal 251,725 8.8 235,881 7.1 (-)15,844 
20. Lalung 143,746 5.0 170,622 5.1 26,876 
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21. Mech 6,738 0.2 8,997 0.2 2,259 
22. Miri 467,790 16.3 587,310 17.7 119,520 
23. Rabha 236,931 8.2 277,517 8.3 40,586 
24. Unclassified/  

Generic Tribes. 
7,466 0.3 47,013 1.4 39,547 

25. All tribe 2,874,441 - 3,308,570 - 434,129 
Sources: Compiled from Data on Schedule Caste and Schedule Tribe, Census of India, 1991 
and 2001(Office of the Registrar General, Government of India).  
 

Against this backdrop, if we look into the amount of economic production of the hill 

tribes in Cachar district it is very low and they are sustained with a very backward economy. 

The land they occupied and the methods of agricultural practiced are very backward and most 

of the villages inhabited by the hill tribes have very poor infrastructures.  

Objectives of the Study: 

The main objectives of the study is 

1. To determine the main reason behind the low level of production in terms of land 

resource, agricultural practiced and the availability of infrastructures.  

2. To make suggestion for increasing their productivity.   

Methodology 

 In this study both primary and secondary data are used as and when required. The 

required primary data are collected from the heads of the four tribal village households from 

Hmar, Khasi and Naga Rongmei tribes. Primary data are collected through personal interview 

and group discussion in the field of four tribal villages of Cachar district namely, Dolakhal 

and Muoltluong (Hmar village), Kalabil (Naga Rongmei village), Harinagar Khasia punji. In 

this way the study covers fifteen households from each of the selected villages and in total it 

covers 60 households. There are also other hill tribe’s villages in the district, but they are very 

small in numbers so the study is confined only to Hmar, Khasi and Rongmei Naga tribes of 

the four villages in the district. Secondary data are also collected from published book, copies 

of journals and government records including the census handbook, available in the library. 

We conducted direct personnel interview with the help of interview schedules.  

 

Scope, Significance and Limitations  

The study deals with only Hmar, Khasi and Rongmei Naga tribes of Cachar district. 

There are also other tribes like the Barmans, the Karbi, the Riang and the Tripuri etc who are 

also residing in this district. But the study does not aim to cover such tribes. Only occasional 

reference to such other tribes is made. Further, the study does not cover comprehensively the 
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socio-cultural, religious, and other dimensions of the life and universe of the Hmar, Khasi 

and Naga Rongmei tribe. The scope of the study is therefore limited. Its focus is on certain 

main economic issues such as land resource, agricultural occupation and infrastructure which 

stand in the way of production.   

Land and Forest 

Land is the most important household asset for households that always depended on 

agriculture for their livelihoods. Access to land has been a basic requirement for farming. 

Agriculture is the main source of livelihood for all the Indian tribes. In fact, it is not possible 

to think of agriculture without the use of land. The size of land-holdings owned by the 

household determines its economic and social position in the society (Sadhu and Singh, 

1996). This is an interdependent relation between land and agriculture. Besides agriculture, it 

also provides space for building house, roads etc. The system of land ownership differs from 

place to place. In most of the tribal areas of the world, land is owned by the community as a 

whole. In short, land has been an economic resource in agriculture as well as a social property 

in tribal settlement. Among the tribes, cultivable land (including the land for homestead and 

kitchen garden) and the forest are crucial resources. In case, the tribes are alienated from land 

and leftover land is not put the beneficial uses, this would set in backwardness. In modern 

age, deforestation and uprooting from the forest area have played havoc with the traditional 

livelihood pattern of tribes. This in turn has led to keep the tribes to remain underdeveloped. 

Even in the case of the Hill tribes of Cachar district, Assam, land is an important 

resource for their economy. All production depends on the availability of land. It gives not 

only their livelihood, but also important for building houses, construction of roads etc. The 

size and fertility of land determines their income. A fertile land generally gives more 

production and thereby increases their income. The common occupations of the tribal are 

jhum cultivation, settled land cultivation, cattle rearing, and horticultures totally depend on 

the availability of land.  

In our sample survey, there are three types of land owned by the tribal peoples of 

Cachar district- communal land, forest land and private (patta) land. All these categories of 

land are used for cultivation and are useful in generation of livelihood for tribe. In a 

communal land system, land is treated as communal property and managed by the community 

through various sets of rules practiced over generations. The cultivable land is divided among 

the households by the village headman for cultivation purpose only. The council’s members 

under the leadership of the Headman selected the sites for jhum cultivation from the 
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community owned land. Usually the villages are named after the village headman and “his 

post is generally hereditary”. The position of the headman is always coveted as he is the most 

honored person in any social, religious or cultural transaction in the village.  

In a communal land system, a land document is only in the hands of the village 

Headman. No one can transfer land or sell to another person. Land is allotted only for 

production purpose in cachar district; we called this type of land as ‘Jhum Land Permission’ 

because the government allotted un-surveys khash land to the Headman only for jhum 

cultivation purpose.  

But in the case of villages under forest reserved land, the Headmen are not authorized 

to distribute land for cultivation like the village under jhum land permission. Village 

Headmen are selected by the villagers according to their customary law only to run the 

village administration. Under forest reserved land, no one is entitled for land documents. 

Cultivation and selection of land fully depend on the relation between the villagers and the 

forest officials. The sample villages, for example, Dolakhal is under forest land.  

There are no pattas systems of land in the villages under jhum land permission and 

Forest reserved land. However, there are some households who have pattas land nearby the 

village in plain areas, which are used for paddy cultivation we called as private individual 

land. The first two systems are based on community owned land. The only difference is that, 

in case of Jhum land permission, the government allotted about 100 bighas of unsurveyed 

land (khash) to the village headman for the community use on written documents (all the 

Jhum land permission in Cachar district are issued by Deputy Commissioner) and the 

headman distributes among the villagers for building house and cultivation purpose. But no 

one has the right to purchase or sell the land under jhum land permission, i.e., no personal 

ownership rights are granted.  

 
 
 

Table: 2 Land Type of the Tribal Sample Household: 2018 (Cachar, Assam) 
 

Serial 
Number 

Land Type Total Land in 
Acres 

Percentage 

1. Private Land 90.0 36.0 
2. Communal Land 85.0 34.0 
3. Forest Land 75.0 30.0 
4. All Types 250.0 100.0 

Source: Primary data collected from Field Survey 
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From the table we find that the sample tribal villages have 250 acreages of land. Out 

of 250 acreages, private land occupies the highest which is 90.0 (36.0 percent) acreages of 

land. The communal land has occupied about 85.0 (34.0 percent) acreages of the total land 

and the forest land covers 75.0 (30.0 percent) acreages of the total land. It indicates that most 

of the tribal sample villages are situated in communal land and forest land. 

Table: 3 Particulars of Land Resource among Sample Tribal Households: 2018, Cachar, 
Assam  

(In Acreages and Percentage) 
Serial 

Number 
Particulars Acreages Percentage 

1. Cultivated Land 160.0 64.0 
2. Uncultivated Land 36.0 14.4 
3. Land Under Cultivation (Without 

Irrigation) 
39.0 15.6 

4. Land Under Irrigation 15.0 06.0  
5. All Land Types 250.0 100.0 

Source: Primary data collected from Field Survey 

 

Out of 250.0 acreages of land, about 160.0 acreages (64.0 percent) is cultivable land 

and more than 36.0 (14.4 percent) acreages of land are found uncultivable. Land under 

cultivation occupies (without irrigation) 39.0 (15.6 percent) acreages but irrigated land 

accounted only 15.0 (06.0percent) acreages of the total land owned by the sample tribe. 

In this study, the percentage covered by irrigation is less because nearly 70 percent of the 

total land is under communal and forest land. All the communal land and forest lands are 

located in the hill slopes where irrigation is not possible as we found in plain land.  

The table shows the size of land holdings by an individual tribal household in Cachar 

district. It is found that out of 60 sample households, about 08.0 (13.4 percent) households 

are under the category of marginal land having less than 2.3 acreage of land. It is also found 

that about 13 (21.6 percent) of the sample households are small land holdings which have 

land in between 2.6 acreages to 5.0 acreages, and 09 (15.0 percent) household belong to the 

semi medium land who have land 5.2 acreages to 9.9 acreages.  
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Table: 4. Size of Land Holdings by Individual Sample Household  

Cachar (Assam): 2018 
Serial 
Number 

  Size-Class of Land Holdings (in Acreage) Number of 
Households 

 

Percentage 

1. Marginal Land (Acreage below 2.3) 08.0 13.4 
2. Small Land (Acreage 2.6 to 5.0) 13.0 21.6 
3. Semi Medium Land ( Acreage 5.2 to 9.9) 09.0 15.0 
4. Unclassified Acreage size-class 30.0 50.0 
5. All Land size-classes 60.0 100.0 

Source: Primary data from Field Survey 

 

It is also found that about 30 (50.0 percent) households who belong to the unclassified 

category of land. The unclassified households mainly belong to communal land and forest 

land so we cannot classify the size own by those households. The above data suggest that, 

most of the sample households are under unclassified land residing in communal and forest 

land. So the above data suggest that majority of the sample households belongs to the 

communal land and there is no scope for applying irrigation, scientific tools like tractors, 

tilling machine and high yielding variety seeds (HYV) which results in low level of 

productivity.  

 

Agricultural Occupation  

Most of the Indian tribes follow very simple occupations based on simple technology 

and their occupations fall into the primary occupations such as hunting, gathering, and 

agriculture. They used simple and primitive technology. There is no profit and surplus 

making in such economy. Hence, their per capita income is very meager much lesser than 

that of the Indian average. Due to practice of traditional occupation, their income is low 

which is not sufficient for saving. In the words of Saxena (1964) agriculture forms the 

principle source of livelihood of the overwhelming section of the population. As a result, 

dependency ratio on agriculture was more pronounced than that of the country as a whole. 

The fact that stands mostly in the picture of tribal economy was the general mass poverty of 

the populations. The economies of these tribes are subsistence type and generally their 

standard of living was below the level of subsistence. There was acute unemployment and 

under-employment for a good part of the year. Due to low return in agriculture, production is 

not sufficient for commercialization. The tribal do not know the new changes and invention 

in different fields of production. Their methods and implements of cultivations are very 
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primitive. They do not know anything about trade and commerce. Hence the economic status 

of Indian tribes is very much backward (Sharma, 1994).  

Table: 5 Types of Agricultural Occupation among the Sample tribal Households:  
2018, (Cachar, Assam) 

 
Serial 

Number 
Types of Occupation Numbers of 

Household 
Percentage 

1. Pure-Shifting (Jhum) Cultivator  25.0 41.7 
2. Shifting Cultivator-cum-livestock Rearer  09.0 15.0 
3. Horticulture Marketer  11.0 18.3 
4. Cultivators cum Settled cultivator (paddy field in 

the plains)  
15.0 25.0 

5. All Occupations (Professions)  60.0 100.0 
Source: Primary data collected form Field Survey 

 

Even in this study, we found that out of 60 sample households, 25 (41.7 percent) are 

engaged in pure shifting cultivator. There are also 09 (15.0 percent) households whose 

occupation is shifting cultivator-cum-livestock rarer and about 11 (18.3 percent) households 

belong to horticulture marketer. The tribal sample households are also engaged in both 

shifting cultivator and settled cultivations in the plains area, in such occupation about 15 

(25.0 percent) households have earn their livelihood.  It is clear from the table that majority 

of the tribal’s in cachar district are engaged in pure-shifting cultivator which is very much 

unproductive. 

 

Methods of Cultivation: Jhum Cultivation 

 A majority of tribal subsistence farmers are Jhumias (slash burn type of rotational 

cultivators) by occupation. Over a large unit area of jungle for cultivation, the vegetation is 

felled in the months of January to February and is burnt in March.  In shifting cultivation, 

seeds are sown in the burnt up vegetation ashes in the month of April and these are harvested 

in the winter months of November to December. Normally, a jhum plot is left fallow for five 

to ten years before it is cultivated again. This is a standard cultivation practice among the 

tribes of Cachar district till date (Pakhuongte, 1983, p.20-21). In the occupation of shifting 

cultivation, the sample tribal households grow rice, maize beans, ginger, cucumber, 

vegetables, cotton sugarcane and various seasonal fruits.  

In spite of primitiveness and less profitable, shifting cultivation occupies an important 

place in the hill tribe’s economy due to the following reasons.  
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a) Majority of the tribal peoples inhabit the hill tops and slopes under jhum land permission 

and forest reserved land and find the available land on the slopes in close proximity to 

them for exploitation. They have less contact with outside world and suffer from 

ignorance of alternative means of gainful employment that may be available to them. So, 

their ignorance forced them to practice the traditional shifting cultivation even though it 

is not profitable.  

b) Secondly, the scarcity and high prices of land in the plains in relation to demand forced 

the tribal in the district to practice their traditional shifting cultivation. Besides this, it is 

also difficult for them to manage large funds for purchasing bullocks, fertilizers, seeds 

and other agricultural implements which are necessary for settle cultivation.  

c) Thirdly, in settle cultivation, there is no scope for mixed cropping pattern. But in shifting 

cultivation, they can produce different items like rice, turmeric, ginger and vegetables at 

a time. 

d) Lastly, in shifting cultivation, all the members of the household -the father, mother, and 

children can work together. In this type of occupation family members constitute a unit 

of production.  

In shifting cultivation, the tribal use very simple tools, like hoe, axe, spade, bamboo 

made basket for production process. We name ‘shifting’ because the tribal people change the 

cultivated area year after year without rotating the crops. Most of the sample villages have 

shifting cultivation at least one of their occupation.  

Though jhum cultivation is regarded as traditional and unprofitable method of 

production, but majority of the sample households practice jhum cultivations. It is a form of 

agriculture in which the cultivated or cropped area is shifted regularly to allow soil properties 

to recover under conditions of natural successive stages of re-growth. In jhum cultivation 

system, at any particular point of time a minority of fields is in cultivation and a majority are 

in various stages of natural re-growth. Over time, fields are cultivated for a relatively short 

time, and allowed to recover, or are fallowed, for a relatively long time. Eventually a 

previously cultivated field will be cleared of the natural vegetation and planted in crops 

again. Fields in established and stable shifting cultivation systems are cultivated and fallowed 

cyclically. This type of farming is also called shifting cultivation.  

In jhum cultivation, the main production is rice. The tribal peoples of Cachar district 

grow all kinds of vegetables including cucumber, watermelon, melon, beans, yams, potatoes, 

red chili and corn. The jhum is good only for one year, and the next year the cultivator starts 
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all over again in another region. In jhum cultivation, production involves the use of only land 

and labor. Since it is a labor intensive method of production, it requires large amount of labor 

in course of cultivation though it is not profitable.  

In our sample study, we found that jhum cultivation is practice by most of the tribal’s 

who are residing in communal land (jhum land allotted by the government to the headman) 

and those tribal inhabited in forest lands. The size of land use by individual household for 

jhum cultivation is difficult to measure since the land belong to the whole villages. But, 

approximately it will be at least half acreage of land. Since it is a labor intensive method of 

production, it requires huge amount of labor in the process of production. Many of the sample 

households hire labor for payment of wages in daily basis. It indicates that over emphasis on 

shifting cultivation which has no scope of scientific method of agriculture is one of the main 

reasons of low level o productivity in the tribal economy.  

Infrastructure 

 Economic development of a society depends very much on the availability of its 

infrastructural facilities. The development of agriculture and industry depends solely on its 

infrastructure. Without having a sound infrastructure, a society cannot develop its economy. 

These infrastructure facilities include various economic and social overhead viz., Electricity, 

Irrigation, Transport and Communication, Banking, Finance and Insurance and social 

overheads like education and health. 

 During field work, the respondents were asked about main obstacle of development in 

their life. Most of the respondents replied that their economic backwardness was due to lack 

of proper infrastructure like mattled roads, electric supply, lack of marketing facilities in the 

local place is also one of the main reason of low productivity. Most of the villages are 

situated more than 8 kilometers to 10 kilometers from the main road. Transportation of 

agricultural product from their villages to the nearest markets is done by human labor and no 

vehicle is available. Consequently, they do not produce much for the market due to 

transportation problem. Lack of proper infrastructure, especially electric current, transport 

and communication are one of the main causes of their economic backwardness and low level 

of production.  

 From the above studies, it is clear that low level of production of the tribal’s is mainly 

concentrated in the communal land where there is no scope for scientific methods of 

production which contains only hill slopes. The concentration of tribal’s in the communal 

land forced to practice shifting cultivation which is very much unproductive and labor 
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consuming. Besides these, infrastructure developments of the sample villages are very poor 

which discourage the tribal’s to increase production.  

 

Findings and Suggestion 

1. Firstly, the study finds that majority of the sample villages are residing in the 

communal land, viz, Jhum Land Permission and Forest land where only shifting type 

of agriculture is possible. Moreover, the land documents are not accepted by any 

financial institution for providing loans to the tribal. In this case, mentioned must be 

made that in shifting cultivation production is very less and its create deforestation. So 

the study suggest that the central or state planners should make an alternative 

arrangement for providing financial benefits for the tribal by accepting their available 

documents so that production will increase by reducing the practiced of shifting 

cultivation and increasing animal husbandry and poultry farms.  

2. Secondly, all the sample villages have a common problem of infrastructure which is 

one of the causes of low level of production in the tribal villages of the district. 

Common problems are totally absent of transportation of their product other than 

human labor, lack of electricity, water supply etc. So, the planners make a necessary 

arrangement in providing infrastructure facilities as earlier as possible so as to 

improve production. 

3. Thirdly, education is to be more encourage in the tribal villages in the district. So that 

the villagers should change their traditional agriculture to modern and scientific 

agriculture and also engaged more in government jobs.  
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