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Abstract 

Hmars are one the tribe of India whose population is less than a hundred thousand in 

the whole country and whose residence is mainly concentrated in the northeastern provinces 

of Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram – is as yet beyond the purview of the 

systematic planning and development in the northeastern region of the country. In 

comparison to other tribes in the northeastern part of the country, the tribe under 

consideration is relatively much more backward and lagging. Being very small with regard to 

population and area of residence, Hmar has been unfortunately quite neglected section of the 

society in the district, situated in the southern part of Assam. That is, the problem of tribal 

poverty is still unresolved in the country. In aggregative studies of tribal societies, the 

specific economic conditions of numerous small tribes are not properly and adequately 

reflected, and this is so much true about the Hmar tribe. There is a second level of problem 

which relate with the fact that there is abundance of sociological and anthropological studies 

of the tribal in the northeastern region, including Assam. Profound and in-depth economic 

studies and analysis of economic aspects of tribal life has however suffered in between. It is 

quite difficult to find economic studies of the life and society of Hmar in Cachar district of 

south Assam.  In view of these inadequacies, micro-study of occupation, income and savings 

of specific tribe, for example Hmar, is highly warranted and important to articulate the levels 

of economic backwardness and poverty in a more realistic manner. We do precisely that in 

this paper. Such endeavor is undoubtedly also useful in formulating specific strategies of 

development. 

 

Background of the Study:  

The Hmars of Cachar district, Assam are one of the earlier settlers among the tribal in 

the state. The name ‘Hmar’ was unknown to most of the Indian even after 70 years of Indian 

independence. When the Indian first Prime minister Late, Mr. Jawaharlal Nehru first met by 

Mr. Rochunga Pudaite (A Hmar Educationist) in October, 1953, Nehru asked in astonishment 

that “I have not heard anything about this tribe” (Pudaite, 1963, preface). There was much 

confusion among the other communities about the Hmar tribe of Cachar district, Assam till 
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today. The British called them as ‘Old Kuki’ and the Bengalis of the district sometime called 

them as ‘Kuki’ or even Naga (Dutta, 2006, p.496). The term Kuki was first used by the 

Bengalis and later on by the British colonial to identify the hills tribes other than the Nagas. 

In the writings of J. Shakespeare in his Lushai-Kuki Clans, he included Hmar in the Old Kuki 

clans and also used the term Khawthlang (people who lived in the west) and Khawchhak 

(people who lived in the east) interchangeably to mean Hmars (Grierson, 1904). J.W. Edgar, 

who accompanied the British column to Tipaimukh on April 3, 1972 also reported that “the 

name Kuki has been given to the tribe by the Bengalis and is not recognized by the hill men 

themselves and I have never found any trace of a common name for the tribe among them, 

although they too consider different families belonging to a single group, which is certainly 

coexistent with that we call Kuki tribe” (Mackenzie, 1979). 

The populations of the Hmar in various states vary from state to state. Manipur has 

the highest Hmar population, followed by Mizoram as per 1991 and 2001 census, and 

Meghalaya has the smallest Hmar population in India. In Assam, there are also numbers of 

Hmar populations, but the number of Hmar population are counted in the census (Data on 

Schedule Caste and Schedule Tribe) records, only from the two hill districts. Though, we 

have no census record of Hmar population in plain districts of Assam, but the Barak Valley 

Hill Tribes Development Council, Silchar, has recorded the Hmar population of Cachar 

district as 36,684, with 5,216 houses and 99 villages in the year 2001.  

In the past, economic analysis of Hmar tribal life received very little attention from 

the academicians. Only a few scholars have attempted to study the tribal economic problems. 

Prominent among such economic researches are ‘tribal in transition - a socio-economic 

history of study’ by P. J. Goswami, and ‘a socio-economic history of south Assam’ by 

Subhas Chatterjees. The present study which is a micro-study of a single tribe over a small 

geographical area is an attempt to fill the gaps by focusing tribal poverty in terms of 

occupation, income and savings.  
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Table: 1 Hmar Population of 1991 and 2001 Census: State-Wise 
 

Serial 
Number 

State Total 
(1991) 
Census 

Percentage to 
the total 
Schedule 

Tribe 
Population 

Total 
(2001) 
Census 

Percentage 
to the total 
Schedule 

Tribe 
Population 

1. Manipur  35,767 59.5 42,960 - 
2. Mizoram  12,535 20.08 18,155 2.2 

3. 
Assam  
(Two Hill Districts) 

11,189 39.38 14,460 - 

4. Meghalaya  651 1.1 1,146 - 
5.  All India  60,142 100.0 76,721 - 

Source: Compiled on the basis of census reports 1991 and 2001, collected from Office of the 
Registrar General, Government of India.  
 

Objectives of the Study: 

The main objectives of the study are  

1. To highlight poverty of the Hmar in Cachar district in terms of their occupational 

practice, income and their savings. 

2. To recommend ways and means of their poverty upliftment.  

 

Methodology 

 In this study, the required primary data are collected from the heads of the Hmar 

households. Among the Hmar, the male is the head, generally an old aged male. We have 

collected both primary data as well as secondary information. Primary data was collected 

through personal interview and group discussion in the field of two villages of Cachar district 

namely, Saisel and Hmarkhawlien. Secondary data was 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 i.e., 

there is face-to-face contact with the persons from whom the information is obtained.  

 

Scope, Significance and Limitations  

The study deals with only Hmar tribe of Cachar district. There are other tribes like the 

Barmans, the Khasi, 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 socio-cultural, 

religious, and other dimensions of the life and universe of the Hmar tribe. The scope of the 
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study is therefore limited. Its focus is on certain main economic issues such as occupation, 

income, savings, which determine their economic problems.  

 One of the characteristic of Hmar economy in Cachar district is overall poverty. This 

poverty is associated with their occupational practice, low level of income and savings. This 

poverty affects not only their economic life, but also their education, social, cultural and 

political too. Further the study does not cover the entire geographical area where Hmar are 

spread over in Assam. The primary data was collected from only 02 sample Hmar villages 

namely, Hmarkhawlien and Saisel from Lakhipur town of Cachar district.  

 

Tribal Poverty:  

Occupation, Low Income and Savings 

Poverty can be defined as a social phenomenon in which a section of the society is 

unable to fulfill even its basic necessities of life. When a substantial segment of a society is 

deprived of the minimum level of living and continues at a bare substance level, that society 

is said to be plagued with mass poverty (Datt and Sundaram, 2004). According to United 

Nations, Fundamentally, poverty is a denial of choices and opportunities, a violation of 

human dignity. It means lack of basic capacity to participate effectively in society such as 

lack of enough food to feed and lack of cloth in a family, not having a school or clinic to go 

to; not having the land on which to grow one’s food or a job to earn one’s living, not having 

access to credit. It means insecurity, powerlessness and exclusion of individuals, households 

and communities. It means susceptibility to violence, and it often implies living in marginal 

or fragile environments, without access to clean water or sanitation (United Nations, 2011, 

p.5). According to World Bank, poverty is pronounced as deprivation in well-being, and 

comprises many dimensions. It includes low incomes and the inability to acquire the basic 

goods and services necessary for survival with dignity. Poverty also encompasses low levels 

of health and education, poor access to clean water and sanitation, inadequate physical 

security, lack of voice, and insufficient capacity and opportunity to better one’s life (World 

Bank, 2005, p. 4). In short poverty is characterized by lack of minimum levels of living and 

basic necessities of life.  

On the other hand, occupation and income is also an important indicator of socio-

economic condition of a community. A community with higher income level can meet their 

basic needs and enjoy their livelihoods (Abu, Mullah, Parveen and Ahshanullah, 2007). 

Occupation means the various ways by which one earns his living by engaging him or 
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herself. Social scientist and economist have always shown a keen interest in income, for 

instances in their economic inequality and poverty, and in most surveys containing question 

on economic and social well-being, the only measure of access to economic resources is 

income. Indeed, income is an important (arguably, the most important) component of any 

access to economic resources, thus deserving careful investigation of its own (Christelis, 

Japelli, Paccagmella and Weber, 2006). In other words, income is an important indicator of 

socio-economic condition of a community. A community with higher income can meet their 

basic needs and enjoy their livelihood. The main source of household income is service, 

agriculture and business (Abu, Mullah, Parveen and Ashanullah, 2007). Since, agriculture is 

one of the most important sources of income for all the tribal’s in India. The tribes of 

northeast India living in the hill areas mainly practice jhum (shifting cultivation). A few small 

communities living in the extremes of the north eastern parts of Arunachal Pradesh and the 

eastern boundary of Nagaland carry on non-monetized exchange system. These tribes are 

involved in market economy through a large number of weekly and by-weekly rural markets. 

Thus, shifting cultivators also supplement their earning working as wage laborers and petty 

businessmen (Ali and Das, 2003). The common practiced of agriculture is Shifting (Jhum) 

cultivation. In a typical Jhum model the system produced itself at the end of every production 

period, production was for subsistence only. In other words, the system produced just enough 

to maintain itself; it did not produce any effective surplus. There was no accumulation and 

investment for surplus for ‘expanded reproduction’ and no effective growth of output from 

year to year. It was a sort of stationary that the method of production did not entail any 

substantial imported from outside the system to pay for imports and or accumulation 

(Ganguly, 2006). In the words of Arthur Lewis, a vast majority of agriculturists and more 

especially the agricultural labor, hundreds and thousands of casual workers working for just a 

few coins (Shrivastava, 1996).  

A majority of tribes follow very simple occupations based on simple technology. 

Most of 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 
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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 primitive. They do not 

know anything about trade and commerce.  

 

Structure of Occupations 

So, the Hmar tribe of Cachar district also follows the same pattern of occupations like 

other tribes of India. The main stay of their economy is agriculture and they used a very 

simple tools which result in low level of income which is not sufficient for savings and they 

remain under the vicious circle of poverty. We have found in our field study of two Hmar-

inhabited villages in Cachar that the tribal household members are engaged in a multiple of 

professions or occupations to earn their respective livelihood throughout the year. Except for 

the pure profession of a service job-holder (whether private, semi or government service), 

rest of the professions are of mixed in nature. For example, there are pure Jhumia, who does 

nothing except practicing shifting cultivation throughout the year. But there are some 

Jhumias who are in the slack season also looks after the livestock and produce the 

supplement to livelihood. They are not pure or all-round Jhumia. We have also a category of 

profession called horticulture marketeer. These are the tribal people who are either do not 

have livestock or do not have access to the group of Jhumias, and therefore, they are 

dependent upon employment and income generated by the marketing of horticulture products. 

We have found in our field survey four types of principal occupations: pure shifting 

cultivator, shifting cultivator-cum-livestock rearer, horticulture marketeer and 

private/government service job holders. 

Table: 2 Types of Occupation among the two Sample Hmar Villages:  
September 2018 (Cachar, Assam) 

Serial 
Number 

Types of Occupation Numbers of 
Household 

Percentage  

1. Pure-Shifting (Jhum) Cultivator  19 38.0 
2. Shifting Cultivator-cum-livestock Rearer  06 12.0 
3. Horticulture Marketeer  14 28.0 
4. Private / Government Service job holders 11 22.0 

5. All Occupations (Professions)  50 100.0 
Source: Primary data collected form Field Survey 
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Out of 50 sample Hmar households, we find that 19 (38.0 percent) are engaged in pure 

shifting cultivator. There are also 06 (12.0 percent) households whose occupation is shifting 

cultivator-cum-livestock rearer and about 14 (28.0 percent) households belong to horticulture 

marketeer. The Hmar sample households are also engaged in private/government service job, 

in such occupation about 11 (22.0 percent) households have earn their livelihood. We found 

that majority of the Hmar are engaged in pure-shifting cultivator. The low level of 

occupational choice which requires huge amount of human labour and very low rate of return 

is one of the main reasons of the Hmar poverty in the district. Further, more we have also 

investigate their level of annual income and savings which is very important to determine 

their economic backwardness and poverty.  

 

Income and Savings  

The economic wellbeing of a household is judged by their total incomes. The size of 

total income and savings of the household depends upon the number of earning members. It 

is, however, incorrect to say that larger the number of earning members in the households, 

greater is the size of income because, if the income per member on an average is less, the 

total income of the household will also be less. But, even under these situations, the 

households having larger number of earning members do enjoy a better life as compared to 

those having one or two earning members. Hence, in order to examine the economic 

background of the Hmar households, information about earning members in their households 

was collected during field investigation. 

In this study, household savings and income are the measure of the combined savings 

and incomes of all the people sharing a particular household or place of residence. It includes 

every form of savings and incomes of the Hmar sample households. Generally, we find that  

Income = Consumption + Savings 

Savings = Income – Consumption 

However, we do not adopt this method in our studies because the Hmar sample 

households do not maintain any written record on their income, savings and consumption 

expenditure. Here, we adopt direct oral interview to obtain information on income and 

savings. The data may have some limitations because it is a recall method and the 

respondents have some quarries from the memory. 
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In the Hmar economy, the figure suggest that there are 40.0 percent one earning members and 

only 4.0 percent have five or more earning members. We have also found that there are 24.0 

percent have two earning members and 18.0 percent have three earnings members. There are 

also 14.0 percent earning members in the family. It means that majority of the Hmar people 

have one earning members in the households.  

 

Table: 3 Number of Earning Members in the two Hmar Sample Households:  

September 2018 (Cachar, Assam) 

Serial  
Number 

Number of Earning Members in 
the Household 

Total Number of 
Households 

Percentage 
Distribution 

1. One  20 40.0 
2. Two  12 24.0 
3. Three 09 18.0 
4. Four  07 14.0 
5. Five or More 02 4.0 
6. All Numbers in the Household 50.0 100.0 

Source: Primary data collected from Field Survey 

It is thus very clear that majority of the Hmar households have one or two earning 

members. But it is to be remembered that the larger number of earning members in the tribal 

households does not always lead to higher income of the households. The number of earning 

members is high mainly due to large participation in shifting cultivation which requires large 

numbers of labor but less income. The following table: 4 show the annual average income of 

the Hmar households. 

Out of 50 sample size, 24 (48.0 percent) households have annual income of rupees 

12,000 to rupees 72,000 only and they belongs to very low income group. About 11 (22.0 

percent) of the Hmar households have an annual income ranges from rupees 72,001 to rupees 

14,4000 and they are under low income group category and 9 (18.0 percent) Hmar 

households have an annual income of rupees 14,4001 to rupees 21,6000 and they belong to 

middle income group. Only about 6 (12.0 percent) household have a considerable annual 

income of rupees 21, 6001 to rupees 25, 2000. It is found that majority of the sample 

households belong to very low income group and low income group. Due to low level of 

income, they cannot save and they remain in the clutches of poverty.  
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Table: 4 Average Annual Income of the two Sample Hmar Households  
in Cachar, Assam: September, 2018 

Serial  
Number 

Income Size Group  
 

Annual 
Income  

(in rupees) 
 

Total Number 
of Households 

Percentage 
Distribution 

1. Very Low Income Group 
12,000 

to 72,000 
24 48.0 

2. Low Income Group 
72,001 

to 14,4000 
11 22.0 

3. Middle Income Group 
14,4001 

to 21,6000 
09 18.0 

4. Considerable Income Group 
21,6001 

to 25,2000 
06 12.0 

5. All Income Groups - 50 
 

100.0 
 

Source: Primary data collected from Field Survey  
 

Savings 

 Though saving occupies a very important place in modern economy. But we find in 

our sample study that due to the low level of income, majority of the Hmar household cannot 

save. It is only those Hmar sample households who have government service job holder in the 

family have savings. Their savings are in terms of life insurance corporation (LIC) and a 

small percentage of households have also savings in the bank.  

Out of 50 samples households from the two villages, majority of them have no savings, that is 

18 (36.0 percent) and the remaining households have a very less savings in terms of Life 

Insurance  

 

Table: 5Average Annual Savings of the Hmar Sample Household of two villages in Cachar, 
Assam: September, 2018 

 
Serial 

Number 
Annual Amount of 

Savings 
(in rupees) 

Number of 
Household 

Percentage to the Total 
Household 

1. Zero Savings 18 36.0 

2. 
1,200.0 to 

6,000.0 
08 16.0 

3. 
6,001.0 to 
12,000.0 

08 16.0 

4. 
12,001.0 to 

18,000.0 
06 12.0 

5. 
18,001.0 to 

24,000.0 
05 10.0 
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6. 
24,001.0 to 

30,000.0 
03 06.0 

7. 
30,001.0 to 

36,000.0 
02 04.0 

8. Total 50.0 100.0 
Source: Primary data collected from Field Survey 

 

It is also found that about 08 (16.0 percent) households have annual savings of 

rupees.1,200.0 to rupees.6,000.0 only and another 08 (16.0 percent) households have savings 

ranges from rupees.6,001.0 to rupees.12,000.0 only and 06 (12.0 percent) have savings in 

between rupees.12,001.0 to rupees.18,000.0. There are also 05 (10.0 percent) households who 

have savings in between rupees.18, 001.0 to rupees.24, 000.0 and another only 3 (0.6 percent) 

households have savings in between rupees.24, 001.0 to rupees.30, 000.0. There are also 2 

(0.4 percent) households who have annual savings between rupees.30, 001.0 to 

rupees.36000.0. Further, no Hmar households were found who have annual savings more 

than rupees. 36,000.0. If we looked to the savings of the Hmar households, about 36.0 

percent have no savings, and the amount of savings of the remaining households are also very 

low which is regarded as one of the main reason of poverty. In the words of Saxena, the tribal 

economy was characterized by disinvestment; there are no savings to fall back upon in lean 

years (Saxena, 1964).  

 

In the light of the facts regarding occupational choice of Hmar tribal households it is 

clear that the agricultural method of production of crops, horticulture and livestock products 

practices are not economically modern, improved and efficient ones. The surplus generated 

are bound to be low, given the low level of productivity and yield and large level of wastages 

of resources associated with the shifting cultivation and individualized private forces 

cultivation and livestock rearing. In the backdrop of low surplus but fixed quantity of family 

consumption, the savings are either zero or sometimes negative. These two facts of traditional 

methods of production and abysmally low overall savings are evident of poverty among the 

Hmar tribe in the district.  In other words, poverty and backwardness is conceived in terms of 

proxy variables of inefficient technique of crop cultivation and livestock rearing and low 

capacity to generate surplus and savings of the household.  
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Policy Prescription:  

The study calls for few suggestions for improvement in the economy. If properly 

implemented it is expected to overcome their backwardness and poverty.  

Firstly, most of the Hmar villages in Cachar district are not electrified and the villages are 

located 10 kilometers to 15 kilometers away from the main road. They spent huge amount of 

income for maintaining light from their monthly income. So, the study suggest introduction 

of rural electrification as earlier as possible in the Hmar villages. So that, those villagers 

should come to the main stream of development.  

Secondly, the study also calls for more encouragement of poultry farms and cattle 

rearing in those Hmar sample villages of cachar district. Since shifting cultivations is not 

profitable. In this connection, the policy makers should make arrangements for loans to the 

sample villages with a subsidies rate so as to minimize participation of Hmars in shifting 

cultivation in the district. Since majority of the sample households are indebted in an 

informal credit institution with a very high rate of interest, the study suggest that the 

government should set up more institutional credit like- rural banks, gramin banks etc. to the 

Hmar inhabited areas to minimize borrowing from informal credit institutions especially 

private money lenders. In this connection, the financial institutions should accept community 

owned land documents and documents provided to the village headman by forest department 

of Assam which is not accepted at present. So that all the Hmar sample villages should avail 

credit at a minimum interest rate and the production is expected to increase.  

Thirdly, the government should make necessary arrangement in providing scientific 

methods of production like tractors, pump-sets, HYV seeds for the tribals so as to increase 

their production. 

Lastly, the study also suggest that the government should encourage more 

engagement in higher education of the sample Hmar households. More engagement in higher 

education will lead the Hmars to participate more in service job and business which is most 

profitable occupation as we find in our survey.  
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