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’ essentially divided into four broad sections viz., Society, Polity,
Economy and Environment. Each section carries articles written by
scholars, professionals and policy-makers most of whom have
worked in Sikkim in various capacities. Some of them were instru-
mental in introducing policy changes in Sikkim based on their re-
search studies, experiments and findings.

II

The post-merger Sikkim has consistently followed a policy
of indigenous cultural plurality while placing an abiding faith on
an explicitly secular Constitution of India. The vast corpus of
Sikkimese culture has been a mature, complex and explicit pheno-
menon in its evolution. Many of these rich and diverse bodies of
cultural resources are yet to be reinterpreted. It is again in Sikkim
that the traditional mysticism is found to be bound up with a unique
social rigidity. Despite a distinct ethno-centric character and the
perpetual presence of local variants in all spheres of culture, it has
always managed to portray itself as a single cultural entity. The
fear that post-merger Sikkim will have to strive for ‘resurgence of
submerged civilisation® in fact always inherently dominated the
psyche of the local people. If this fear had been confirmed, the
Sikkimese would have, in all likelihood, developed a disdain for all
cultural history. But this was not to happen. This is not at all to
discount the role of modern means of communication in transform-
ing the Sikkimese culture thereby opehing up new potentials for
manipulation of culture.

In fact, the traces of mobilizing the mass in support of deliber-
ately cultivated values such as on the lines of caste, religion and
language could now be seen in the once socially highly progressive
soil of Sikkim. Equally shattering are the facts that this divisive
deviations have come after the advent of political democracy and
have deracinated urbanites as a strong support base. So much so the
heavily politicized character of social life has forced the state appa-
ratus to acquire exceptional authority in the form of a political
doctrine. This certainly is not desirable. One really wonders as how
the modernizing agents would be able to stop this new process of
social stratification based on caste cleavages. This is a formidable
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challenge to the local political elites. A satisfactory synthesis there-
fore, requires ideological separation of democratic means to ac-
quire power from the present approach of coercion, sectarian prac-
tises, racial parochialism and communal inducements.

The history of the quest for ethnic parity in Sikkim is much
older than the saga of merger. All the successive Chogyals had
increasingly realised the depth of disparity that historically existed
among various ethnic groups in Sikkim. This disparity transcended
the frontiers of economics and touched the annals of society, cul-
ture and polity. For them to inject sustainability to their regimes,
the only device was to minimise the magnitude of this disparity.
The Maharaja abolished charges like Bethis and equalised Dhuri
Khajanas as paid by the Nepali subjects in 1949. This was soon fol-
lowed by the abolition of another discriminatory practice of Jhar-
langis. The 30th August 1956 Proclamation of the Maharaja of
Sikkim declared that within ten years, the difference in the rates of
land revenue payable by the Nepali subjects of Sikkim and the
subjects of Bhutia and Lepcha origin would be equalised.

However, the entire disparities mainly against the Nepalese
Sikkimese subjects had been so deep rooted, that it was virtually
impossible to bring them at par at least socio-economically with
their native counterparts. This was one crucial reason which was
said to- have influenced the Sikkemese to opt for the merger. The
question of providing equal opportunities to all the. three ethnic
groups will continue to predominate the political agenda of the
state. The only likely difference will be the intensity of asseitive-
ness of various groups, the interplay of extra fegional forces and
the changes in the responses of the Centre, -

11

Sikkim’s political development has in it all the ingredients of a
progressive democratic society except for the fact that the political
institutions have not reached a level of maturity. The virtual ab-
sence of both pressure groups and interest groups have seriously
hampered this process over the years. In the last fifteen years, the
competent democratic leadership by inspiring the popular participa-
tion has been able to mobilise greater involvement in the tasks
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of economic development. This could be one very convincing
attribute as to why instability and disorder usually found in a transi-
tional society could hardlysbe noticed in the case of Sikkim.

An eminent fall out of the advent of democratic politics in
Sikkim was expected to be the impending threat from the mood of
frustration of the locals so common where there is an excessive gap
between aspiration and reality. This threat should have been pro-
portionately more gigantic for Sikkim because of the historical
nature of its nationhood, its political socialization and the related
firmament of political culture. Amazingly all these fears were
misplaced by the inconceivable manner in which the Sikkimese
accepted the Indian acculturation. They adapted to the essence of
political stability by their ability to absorb perpetual change amidst
a strict adherence to continuity. In the process, they have distin-
guished themselves as one of the most harmonious; compatible and
progressive communities of India.

v

After Sikkim emerged as a constituent state of India, all the
basic instruments of development were geared into action. This
needed 10 be done to give an Indian identity to the Sikkimese
economy which primarily had been a feudal state with aristocracy
usurping the cream of development. Since the mid-seventies the
entire fulcrum of development in Sikkim has undergone a meta-
morphosis in social, economic and ecological fronts. Socially
people have become more outward-looking, economically the qua-
lity of living has far more improved and ecologically the state con-
tinues to remain relatively a more protected region.

However, the planned development has its own adverse fall
out. Like in many parts of the country, the sector managers have
been primarily bureaucrats and not the polished professionals. This
has not only made the growth prospects limited but also lopsided.
The need for professional managers become more striking and im-
perative in a state like Sikkim because it possesses a very narrow
maneuverabilily to adopt varied development strategies. One can-
not afford to try and always fail. The professionals with their far-
sighted and more balanced perceptions and perspectives could have
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allocated and utilized both men and material resources in the opti-
mum possible levels. Or at least they are trained how not to waste
the precious little resources. Most of the bureaucrats on the other
hand, by the very nature of their training and assignments, tend to
evaluate and manage every issue in a very short-term perspective,
thereby injecting a certain degree of disorientation to the economy.

This is certainly not to undermine the roles of some committed
bureaucrats who have shown exceptional quality of efficiently han-
dling the economic affairs in the state. Hence the development
debate in Sikkim should first address itself to the issue of who
should manage the economy given the experience and perspective
of last twenty years. In fact this management dichotomy can largely
be resolved by initiating a state level planning authority in the
framework of State Planning Board. This should draw professionals
and experienced bureaucrats into its structure-which would essen-
tially look after otherwise non-existent all three critical channels
viz., planning, monitoring and evaluation.

Apart from the question of economic management, four other
critical macro-economic issues that will have crucially decided the
future orientation of Sikkimese economy are: i) historical outflow
of multiplier, ii) reproduction of poverty, iii) sectoral priorities, and
iv) the pressure on the existing infrastructural amenities.

Firstly, it is a fact that the overwhelming presence of merchant
capitalist from the plains has been largely responsible for stagnat-
ing the generation of income and employment in Sikkim despite a
hefty jump in the plan outlay year after year. These merchant capi-
talists have traditionally played the role of economic anchormen in
Sikkini, thereby intensely influencing the pattern of both resource
allocation and mobilization. The net result has been the constant
outflow of income from the state both as unaccounted money and
investment outside. The siphoning off of this cream of development
to the plains has made the additional generation of income and
employment in Sikkim virtually impossible. This is a phenomenon
very few locals are consciously aware of.

Secondly, though the nature of poverty in Sikkim is over-
whelmingly characterized by similar symptoms of socio-economic
deprivation, politico-cultural alienation, inaccessibility to state re-
sources and technology and particular type of spatial distribution,
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its identitication-has always been a ‘complicated and administra-
tively problematic exercise’. Over the years, the very profile of
poverty lias become multi-dimensional requiring a comprehensive
and well devised measures to combat it.

The State Government has followed various strategies to
directly attack incidence of poverty and malnutrition both through
centrally sponsored and locally devised schemes. However, the .
dominant appfoach to development did not make a major dent into
endemic poverty and could not reverse the process of poverty re-
production. The failure of this traditional intervention has been
attributed to three glaring assessments: i) the stock of knowledge
that was perfected and experimented in the industrialized countries
were forcefully transferred and imposed on this region also. The
poverty-stricken mass could not technically and socially adapt
themselves to this borrowed intervention,; ii) it assumed poor com-
munities to be harmonious entities thereby disregarding the hard
realities like dominance-dependence relationship in a village and
gender and equity conflicts which adversely influence the effec-
tiveness of delivery system; and iii) it neglected the issue of income
distribution. When cumulative benefits failed to trickle down to the
poor, all kinds of state mechanisms were used which paid insuffi-
cient attention to detail. This failure of delivery approach could
largely be traced to the heavy reliance on bureaucratic system.

Unlike many other regions, as the magnitude of crises widened,
no micro-level mobilization and non-governmental intervention
against poverty have appeared in Sikkim. Similarly in other re-
gions, learning from the tedious delivery systems of the state
mechanism, a new understanding began to emerge and focus
gradually shifted from macro interventions to participatory micro-
development organizations. In the absence of the very concept of
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), a state like Sikkim has
never been drawn into this process of evolving a new intervention
mechanisms. )

All the micro-level success stories of poverty alleviation have
indicated that where *‘poor participate as subjects and not objects
of the development process, it is possible to generate growth, hu-
man development and equity.” Most of the success stories are built
upon participation and community effort. They are also “‘incre-
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mental in nature in the sense that they rely on societal experiences,
memories and mobilization systems and outside resources are mar-
ginal.” Sikkim because of its very compact geographical size and
coherent ethnic composition can in fact make these micro-level
interventions as the real conduit of poverty eradication. Besides the
empowerment to the existing Panchayats, could the state authorities
allow some space for the NGOs, the emerging nucleus, to display
few independent economic stratagems?

Thirdly, for a state like Sikkim, the proper sector identification
for both development thrust and strategies should top the develop-
ment agenda of today. This becomes more stark and imperative in
the fast unfolding background of the structural changes in the na-
tional economy. How long the already overburdened agriculture
can sustain both commercially and ecologically? The state govern-
ment has been able to free the local farmers from the shackles of
the feudal modes of production to a very significant state. This has
made the farming community more exposed to the modern technol-
ogy and market forces. But within the agriculture too, the primor-
dial sentiments in terms of land ownership remain largely intact,
the non-farm activities have not been able to strike firm roots and
the pauperization of landless, marginal and small farmers continue
to exist. Therefore, the sustainability can be ensured only through a
thorough review of the existing land distribution, diversification in
cropping pattern, massive extension support in farming technology,
credit arrangement and marketing and rededication to micro-level
planning.

Equally indicative is the fact that industrial activities except for
the fiscal measures-induced artificial boom in the early 1980s con-
tinue to remain nascent. A striking feature of Sikkim’s industrial
development in the last fifteen years has been its changing indus-
trial structure. The State Government’s policy vis-a-vis the concept
of joint sector management and privatisation indicates the direction
of future industrial management in Sikkim. How to reattract the pri-
vate investment without disturbing the social fabric? And in what
way they can be made more export oriented so as to plough back
that return to generate more employment, income and confidence
among the entrepreneurs, should now increasingly garer the atten-
tion of the planners in Sikkim.
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All said and done, the best bet in a hill state has always been

the service sector and most importantly, the tourism. With the na-
tional policy of glasnost in the services sector, a sensitive state like
Sikkim cannot remain unaffected. Thats why a clear policy per-
spective should emerge in this front to tackle the nuances and to
grab the advantages of opening and reemphasising on the services
sector. :
And finally the improvement of infrastructure, the crucial link
among all the developmental parameters, needs to be the real
thrust. This should inevitably involve reorganisation of existing
arterial routes, quantum jump in the energy generation, introduction
of more banking and other finance related facilities and more mar-
keting and storage provisions. Any price hike announced by the
Centre very adversely affects Sikkim. More than anything else, the
degree of adverse impact has been much higher and serious in
Sikkim than on many other states. Every requirement is to be car-
ried to its vagious districts by road transport alone. This is because
of the very difficult terrains alongwith other features like poor
infrastructufe and its square dependence on other neighbouring
states. In fact, these price hikes have a cascading effect on the
overall inflation on which the State Government has no control.
The State Government has been finding it extremely difficult to
convince the people about such a situation. Expectedly impact of
this price hike of late has taken a serious tumn into political vio-
lence.

\'4

Though Sikkim’s ecological status continues to remain rela-
tively much protected, the destabilising forces have already started
showing syndromes of eruptions. The conservation dichotomy that
relates to whether trees are crops or not, if they are, then what
should be the intensity and mode of cropping cycle, has started
reeling the minds of forest managers and environmentalists in
Sikkim also. However, the immediate fallout of deforestation on
gravity areas like wildlife, soil cover and hydrological balance has
not really been conspicuous in Sikkim. Besides the trees, the asso-
ciated ground flora and its slow but steady destruction have failed
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to attract the scientists and social environmentalists alike. While the
botanical study and research thrive on the very existence of these
plants, a scientific inventory is yet to be. made of these resources.
The social awareness regarding the devastating impact of ‘commer-
cial deforestation” is again limited to the microscopic elites, thereby
pushing the State on the verge of disturbing the original complex
webs of life among several living species and abiotic factors.

What is rather dreadfully alarming is the sprouting up of a
chain of high rise concrete buildings in the fragile urban conglo-
merates like Gangtok. The vulnerable physical background of the
township with changing critical safety angle and height of soil
slope have made Gangtok absolutely unstable against slips. This
has failed to draw the attention of the right authoritics in the gov-
emment, may be because of the politics of construction boom.
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The Bhutia-Lepcha Women of Sikkim:
Tradition and Response to Change

APARNA BHATTACHARYA

Introduction

The Bhutia of Sikkim are the people of Tibetan origin having
almost same physique and feature, way of living, cultural pattern,
language and scripts and also the same religious faith. It has evi-
dently been accepted that the people from ‘‘Kham” province of
eastern Tibet first started to come down and to settle in Sikkim
from about 10-11 centuries, due to various socio-political, eco-
nomic and religious reasons. Shortly, Sikkim became the colony of
the Tibetan settlers. By the middle of the 17th century, three vener-
able Lamas of Tibet came to Sikkim and established the
““Namgyal” dynasty in 1642 just as the proto-type of the Lamaist
Tibet. This Namgyal Dynasty ruled Sikkim through 12 succeeding
““Chogyals” or the «‘Dharmaraja” of Bhutia lineage till its merger
with Indian Union in the year 1975.

During that period, Lepchas were only and the aboriginal in-
habitants of Sikkim. The Lepchas call themselves as ‘‘Rong-pa”, a
totem which means people living in ravines or Rong-Folk. When
the Tibetan immigrants started 1o settle in Sikkim, these Rongs or
Lepchas easily accommodated them with peaceful submission by
enjoining perpetual friendship. The Tibetans, who came down io
Sikkim from the upper region of Tibet, were devout Buddhist and

brought with them the Tibetan Mahayana Buddhism, known as
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‘‘Vajrayana’’ sect, which ultimately was recognised as the state re-
ligion of Sikkim. The Lepchas, who were the Nature and Spirit
worshippers, were gradually brought under the fold of Vajrayana
Buddhism by the help of the Bhutia Lamas.

The Bhutias and the Lepchas are considered as belonging to
the same ethnic group as they have had centuries old contacts and
relationships founded on the social, marital and religious inter-
course. The Government of Sikkim Act, 1974, finally, provided po-
litical recognition to the common ethnicity of the Bhutia-Lepcha
people by grouping them as the ‘‘Sikkimese of Bhutia-Lepcha Ori-
gin”. After the merger of Sikkim to the Indian Union, the
Sikkimese of Bhutia-Lepcha category including Sherpas, have been
declared as the scheduled tribe under the Scheduled Caste and
Scheduled Tribe Order (Amendment) Act, 1976.

The lives of the Bhutia-Lepcha women of Sikkim are also
unique in more ways than one. Like everything else in Sikkim they
also truly manifest the influence of the silvan serenity of the august
hills of the Himalayas and the deep pervasive influence of the
quintessence of Buddhism. These influences have made their lives
free from many discriminatory inequalities from which the women
suffer elsewhere. The scenic beauties and grandeur of the Hima-
layas have inculcated in them an inherent sense and aptitude for
beautification. And the great faith that in anything and everything
around them, the will of the Buddhas will be fulfilled and demon-
strated, has made them amenable to the new influences of moder-
nity, accepting them as the will of the Lord. As a result they have
never been hostile or averse to the influences of modernity when-
ever those were not incompatible with their traditional faith and
creed. The lives of the Bhutia-Lepcha women have, therefore, be-
come shining examples of the confluence of the old and new, the
traditional and the modern.

Position of the Female Child

Bhutia-Lepcha girl-child enjoys same position and attention in
the family as well as in the society. There is no visible distinction
between a daughter and a son, regarding sex superiority either
in the family or in the society. Girls are equally accepted and
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welcomed. Rather, the parents, who are going to have the first
issue, become happier if they get a daughter. Because they have a
faith if the first child is daughter, she will bring good luck to her
parents. The Bhutia-Lepcha parents, in general, take equal care for
the daughter and give them equal protection and affection as that of
a son.

Both boys and girls of a family do some light domestic works
in the rural areas such as looking after the animals, collecting wood
pieces and dry leaves for fuel from the nearby forest or carrying
water from a rivulet. But the parents never make any difference by
asking the daughter only to do such works. It depends on the age,
health and capacity of the child as to whom they would ask to
work. Hence the girls never become jealous of their brothers and
hardly fight among themselves. The children can enjoy their child-
hood. The girl-children are never oppressed or neglected by the
family. Rather, they are better looked after than the boys.

The unmarried girls have full right of protection and of being
cared for in their father’s house. If the father is not there then they
are looked after either by their uncles or brothers whoever be the
head of the family. Even after their marriage the relatives of their
paternal house keep an eye 10 watch on the welfare of the girls and
their children and come to their assistance whenever necessary. If
some one becomes widow or deserted by her husband then the par-
ents or other relations give her shelter and protection without any
hesitation.

Family System

The Bhutia-Lepcha people follow the patriarchal family system
i e the father is the head of the family. He is the decision maker and
his word is final regarding the family matters. But the mother also
occupies a respected position in the family. She is the centre of the
household. The wife is never exploited by the husband. Both hus-
band and the wife share the responsibility of the maintenance of the
house and children equally.

It will be interesting to note that in the Bhutia-Lepcha commu-
nity no family surname is used as strictly as in the other parts of
the world. They use the first name only which is selected by the
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Lamas. The women, therefore, have no obligation to use the sur-
name of her father in her maidenhood or of her husband after
marriage. They are identified by their own name. '

Both men and women of Bhutia community are tall, well built,
robust and fairer in complexion. They are a finely made_race,

_Tibetans in their feature, language, culture and religion. Their gen-
eral character is somewhat inaccessible. The Bhutias are more in-
dustrious than the Lepchas and being better cultivators are in a
sense better off. The women in the rural areas take part in cultiva-
tion in the land by sowing, reaping and plucking fruits.

The Lepchas, on the other hand, are a short but well bullt race,
mongoloid in feature and not very handsome. They are very polite,
humorous, good natured and open hearted people. Before the Tibet-
ans came and settled in Sikkim, the Lepchas had no proper idea of
agriculture and being the skillful woodsmen they used to live in the
products of the wood. Cultivation of patches of land, where they
grow dry rice, millets, buckwheat and marwa, is now improving in
tie Lepcha village. The Lepcha women also take part in that kind

- of cultivation.

In Sikkim both Bhutia and Lepcha women in the rural areas
work in the fields and there is no hard and fast division of labour
between he sexes, although the heavier works are done mostly by
men. There is with them practically no such distinction as men’s |
work and women’s work. Both men and women run small business
or shops. The women never feel any disgrace in maintaining a shop
in the market place or in the road side. The women also work as
porter and any outsider will be surprised to see the Bhutia or Lep-
cha women carrying heavy load on their back walking the upward
slope of the mountain road. Rearing the animals is another common
tivelihood of the Bhutia-Lepcha people in Sikkim. In each and
every house in the villages herd of cattle or piggery or poultry can
be seen under the room they live. The Bhutia-Lepcha women are
" strong and hardworking. Practically they constitute the main power
force in the family as well as in the society.

Health Care

The Bhutia-Lepcha women living in rural areas are still not
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very much aware of their health care. Shortage of time, family
problems and communication difficulties are the main reasons of
avoiding modern treatment in the health centres. Moreover the
Bhutia-Lepcha people are used to follow the Amji system i.e. a type
of Ayurvedic System of treatment done by the Lamas by herbal
medicine. But the aptitude is changing, no doubt, and they are re-
sponding to modern treatment and coming to hospitals or health
centers in general for medicine and child birth etc. There are 20
primary Health Centres and 127 Primary Health Sub-centres all
over the state. These centres are also providing health education
and awareness among the villagers.

The Bhutia-Lepcha women are found to be less fertile as com-
pared to their Nepalese counterparts in Sikkim. The average child
birth to Bhutia-Lepcha women, even in the rural areas, is 3 10 4.
The husband and other members of the family take special care for
the woman who is pregnant. They give her good food, proper nutri-
tion and rest so that she can give birth to healthy baby. She is never
allowed to do hard work during her confinement. She is expected to
lead a quiet homely life and not to go out much, specially at night.
The Bhutia-Lepcha village folk have great faith on the auspicious
power of the Lamas. The Lamas in the village do some special puja
for the pregnant woman and give her some stones and thread to
wear to facilitate child birth. After the birth of a child the position
of the woman in the village improve considerably, the mother ac-
quires more authority in the social life.

Marriage System and Conjugal Life

The social norm regarding sex and marriage seems to be very
elastic among the hill tribes of eastern Himalayas. The Bhutias,
specially known as Lachung-pas and Lachen-pas of North Sikkim,
are in general polyandrous i.e. the system of sharing one common
wife by all the brothers is followed by them as strictly as before,
even today. If the eldest brother takes a wife, she is common to all
his younger brothers. Some times two brothers can marry two com-
mon girls for both. But the eldest brother is not allowed to co-habit
with the wife of his younger brother. In the case of that common
wife, whoever may be the progenitor, the children are named only
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after the eldest brother who is recognized as the father. And other
brothers are addressed by the children as uncle. The polyandry
system came down to Sikkim from Tibet along with the Tibetans
settlers there. But it is true that the educated urbanized Sikkimese
Bhutias have, now-a-days started to discard this system due to
modern influences and take one spouse only at a time.

The Lepchas, on the other hand are generally polygamous,
though polyandry is not very unacceptable to them. The Lepcha
boys and girls are free to choose their partners. The only law of not
marrying among very close blood relations is strictly adhered to
and severe punishment is meted to those who violates the clan
restriction. Though Bhutias and Lepchas forbid cross-cousin mar-
riage, Bhutias confine the prohibition to cousin on the father’s side
and more particularly to the children of father’s brother. Among the
Bhutias not only younger brothers have the right to marry the elder
brother’s widow, but even the younger sister has the right to get
married with her elder sister’s widower husband.

The average age of marriage for the girls is 15 and for the
boys 20. There are different types of marriages such as marriage
through the arrangement by the parents of both sides mutual agree-
ment, capture marriage etc. The procedure of the arranged mar-
riage is very elaborate. Hence, only the rich people can arrange
such type of marriages for their sons and daughters. Most of the
marriages are decided by mutual agreement. There is no system of
dowry either for the girls or for the boys. Only some presents, in
the form of rice, marwa, cattle, utensils, ornaments etc. are given
when it is arranged marriage. That is also not compulsory either for
the parents of the girl or for the boy.

It will be interesting to know that Hindu Marriage Act of 1955
has been extended to Sikkim with effect from 1 May, 1989 only.
But this law is not applicable to the Bhutia-Lepcha community as
they have been declared as scheduled tribe. So the marriage and di-
vorce of the Bhutia-Lepcha people of Sikkim are still regulated by
pure customary laws. Truly speaking, there is no difference be-
tween divorce and desertion and if the couple do not pull on well,
they can be separated easily by mutual consent. Bhutia-Lepcha
people, even from the elites, hardly go to court for either legal
separation or divorce.
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There is, therefore, no hard and fast rule regarding the custody
of the children when the marriage is broken. The elders of the fam-
ily or of the society seitle the issues relating to the custody of the
children as they think suitable as to whom the children should go. If
there is more than one children then both father and mother may
take one or two children of them as the elders direct. The question
of the maintenance of the children is also decided by the elder. The
children may stay with their grand-parents, if they so desire. The
divorced wife is also free to get married again with whom she likes.
She can take the children of her first marriage along with her sec-
ond husband’s house.

Child marriage, widowhood and dowry system, which are the
main instruments of the women exploitation in other parts of India,
are completely unknown to the Bhutia-Lepcha society. They do not
recognize any inherent distinction between the temperament of the
sexes. So the women folk also enjoy equality in matters of sexes.
The marriages between Bhutia and Lepcha and other communities
like Nepalese are being gradually recognized while the marriages
between Bhutias and Lepchas were prevalent from long time.
These type of inter-community and inter-religious marriages, there-
fore, are giving rise to some family law complications and requir-
ing legal protection in recent times.

Education and Professional Facilities

There are two parallel educational system prevailing among the
Bhutia-Lepcha community in Sikkim, viz, religious education and
modern English education. Modern English education was intro-
duced in Sikkim after, it became the protectorate of the British
Government in India in 1890. Education, apart from religious in-
structions at the monasteries, was unknown before that. The reli-
gious education is intended for the benefit of those who are prepar-
ing for the priesthood i.e. Lamahood under the monastic order in
the Lamasaries. It was an unwritten law in Sikkim that every
Bhutia-Lepcha family must send at least one son for Buddhist reli-
gious education as well as to accept Lamahood in the monasteries.

Bhutia-Lepcha women are also admitted as nuns to a few mon-
asteries in Sikkim, but their number is extremely small and most of
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whom are quite aged. Some of the nuns, known as “Lamani” are
leamed in Tibetan Mahayana Buddhist philosophy and preside over
the young disciples. But most of them have had no real training and
cannot read or write properly. They do not perform religious rituals
or ceremonies for private individuals, nor are they given a place
inside the main hall at monastic services. Their devotions are con-
fined almost entirely to the turning of prayer wheel and counting
the beads. They usually spent few hours in the monastery by tum-
ing the prayer wheels. -

But women of the elite landlord class started to get modem
education since the beginning of the 20th century. The Tashi
Namgyal Academy, the first English School, was established in the
year 1906 at Gangtok. It was purely a boys school at the beginning.
Later, it was converted to a co-educational institution and the girl
students were also permitted to study in that school. Some ambi-
tious women had their higher education upto Master’s degree level
from the colleges and universities in India. No doubt, the number of
the highly educated women in the Bhutia-Lepcha community was
very few till merger of Sikkim in 1975. There was no degree col-
lege in Sikkim till then. The Government Degree College, affiliated
to North Bengal University was established in 1978 at Gangtok.
Then a Government Law College had also been set up under the
same University. The number of the Bhutia-Lepcha girl students
studying in both the colleges are nearly 30 to 35 per cent in each.

Response to Modern Education

Education upto school level has been widely spread in Sikkim.
There are more than five hundred school all over Sikkim most of
which are co-education school. Moreover, education is free upto
class XII for both boys and girls. Hence, the children of the rural
areas are also getting interested to have minimum school education.
In Sikkim educational enterprise is almost nationalized. The state
offers a common school system of uniform quality to all children
irrespective of caste, creed and sex. About 98 per cent of the edu-
cational institutions are managed and solely funded by the state
which provides universal free education including free supply of
textbooks and mid day meal to primary school children. Only girl

S
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students at primary stage were exempted from payment of tuition
fees prior to 1979. At present both boys and girl students are ex-
empted not only from the payment of tuition fees but from other
charges like examination, library, games, science fees also.

As a result, a very significant achievement in the sphere of
education has been witnessed in the tremendous increase in the
number of girl students as well as their percentage of participation
at the various stage of education. The following chart of the Sche-
duled Tribes students in Sikkim during the period 1990-91 will give
an idea of their response to education.

Response to Education
Scheduled Tribe students—1990-91

S. No. Stage Boys Girls Total
1. Pre-Primary Stage 1619 1339 2958
2. Primary Stage (I-V) 8250 7218 15468
3. Middle Stage (VI-VII) 1728 1657 3385
4. Secondary Stage (IX-X) 746 716 1462
5. Higher Sec Stage (XI-XII) 292 176 468

Higher Education Facilities

Besides the above mentioned facilities, the Government of
Sikkim has been providing Scholarship and Post-Matric Education.
A sum of Rs. 850/~ per student per year is given to the tribals for
Pre-Matric education. The Post-Matric Scholarship are centrally
sponsored. There are certain quotas of seats for the tribal girls of
Sikkim at the Banasthali College at Rajasthan. The Bhutia-Lepcha
girls who are studying in that college also get financial assistance
from the Government of Sikkim.

For higher education there is no specific quota of scholarship
for the Bhutia-Lepcha women students. But, of course, they gel
some kind of privileges. For example, where minimum 45 per cent
marks is necessary for the general students to be eligible for the
stipend for higher education, it is only 40 per cent for the Bhutia-
Lepcha students. The Bhutia-Lepcha students also enjoy 5 years
age relaxation for admission in the colleges and universities. 30 to
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35 Scheduled Tribe students out of 95 general students, get yearly
stipend for higher studies. Bhutia-Lepcha girls are also studying
Medicine, Engineering, Law and other professional and technical
subjects in various universities in India. Most of the girls ‘studying
in Higher School level are interested in studying medicine. Two
Bhutia girls have joined as Junior Engineer in Electrical Depart-
ment. Another Bhutia girl is studying Agriculture Engineering.

Vocational Training Facilities

There are various vocational training facilities for the girls in-
cluding Bhutia-Lepcha girls both in urban and rural areas. A very
large number of young women are engaged as trainee in the Sikkim
Institute of Cottage Industry (SICI), Sikkim Lime Corporation and
Sikkim Jewels at Gangtok. Half of the trainees, no doubt, belong to
Bhutia-Lepcha community. As the urban girls are getting more and
more interested in so-called white collared jobs, training in typing
and s§hography has become very popular among the girls. Khadi
Board is also providing vocational training in weaving, knitting etc.

In the tribal belts like Lachen, Lachung, Chung-thang popu-
lated mostly by Bhutias, SICI has centres for carpet and blanket
weaving. The Bhutia-Lepcha in Sikkim are also benefited by the
Integrated Rural Development Programme and allied programme
which includes (a) Training of Rural Youth for Self-Employment
and (b) Development of Women and Children in Rural areas.
Womens’ income is known to have positive co-relation in nutri-
tional and educational status of the family and in the building up of
a positive attitude toward the financial status of women. Hence, the
above programme aims at the necessity of ensuring more income
earning avenues for rural women.

The programme is imparted through Gram Sevikas by training
in carpet weaving which is one of the traditional crafts of the state
of Sikkim and another handicrafts like wood carving, painting etc.
In the programme the women are also helped in self-earning
through poultry farming, piggery and goatery and rearing of cows.
It is reported that programmes have proved to be very lucrative and
popular with the women beneficiaries, since rearing of such ani-
mals is not much time consuming and can be done simultaneously
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with their house-hold work. In order to market the products of rural
artisans, the Sikkim Rural Development Agency is sponsoring the
Rural Artisan Marketing Centres. The programme has covered
more than 10 villages known as tribal pockets since 1985 to 1990.

Economic Independence and Property Rights

It is said that the Bhutia-Lepcha women in Sikkim have a ma-
jor role in the eaming of the family. Sikkim was a feudal state till
the recent past and the main source of income was the land and
forest. Cardamom plantation is the prime cultivation dominantly
possessed by the Bhutia-Lepcha landlords. Other crops like rice,
millet ectc. are also grown simultaneously. The Bhutia-Lepcha
women in the rural areas take an active part in cultivation of the
land. Besides, they always utilize other avenues for self-employ-
ment. Almost in each house both men and women spend their free
time in carpet weaving or knitting the wool. Lepchas, on the other
hand, are very efficient in bamboo work and make various things
out of bamboo like containers, hats, mats elc.

Bhutia-Lepcha women also run small business. It is very often
seen that they use the front room of their house as tea stall or
grocery or stationery shops. Even in the market place, most of the
shops are run by the women and out of that a large number of shops
are owned by Bhutia-Lepcha women. But it is very unusual to see
any Bhutia-Lepcha women working as labourer at the road making
or building construction. The women working as labourer are
mostly Nepalese in origin, coming from the neighbouring state of
Nepal.

The Bhutia-Lepcha women, either in rural or in urban areas,
are seen to be very much inclined in niceties and fond of dress and
ornaments. They wear their traditional dress and heavy ornaments
made of precious stones and metals. The women of the rich Bhutia-
Lepcha families possess a good number of valuable jewelleries
which can be described as their personal assets.

Employment Opportunities

To conform with the changing situation and social develop-
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ments the educated Bhutia-Lepcha women are getting more and
more interested to join administrative services. Even the young
Bhutia-Lepcha women with a peasant background are migrating to
urban areas seeking white collar jobs in government, semi-govern-
ment and other offices. It is surprising that in Sikkim 20.74 per cent
employee in the government administrative services are women out
of which 35 per cent are Bhutia-Lepcha women. There are 48
Scheduled Tribe lady gazetted officers out of 102 lady officers in
different Departments and two Bhutia women are in the regular
I.A.S. grade. The Bhutia-Lepcha women are also joining the teach-
ing and nursing profession in a quite appreciable number.

The Government of Sikkim has implemented the reservation
policy in the government services for the SC and ST. The Bhutia-
Lepcha women are also enjoying this reservation facilities. The
Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe Welfare Department aims
at encouraging and promoting the professional skill of the local
SC and ST people including women and provides assistance for
vocational and other trainings. Besides implementing the scheme
out of its own, the department is channelizing special central assis-
tance to other departments in order to implement income generat-
ing schemes relevant to local needs.

The Social Welfare Department also provides grants to
women’s organizations for conducting training in different voca-
tions. Grants from Tribal sub plan have also been provided to the
women’s Organization of North Sikkim which is run by the Tribal
Bhutia-Lepcha women. The organization provides vocational train-
ing to women trainees.

There are two working women’s hostels run by Sikkim
Women’s Council under the financial assistance from Social
Welfare Department. The Working Women’s Hostel situated at
Deorali, Gangtok can accommodate 96 women and the newly con-
structed one at Namchi in South Sikkim has accommodation for 50
working women. The Bhutia-Lepcha working women are also
availing of these facilities.

Right to Property

As the Bhutia-Lepcha people follow the patriarchal family
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system, all the property either movable or immovable, belong to the
father or head of the family. After the death of the father, the eldest
of his sons becomes the head of the family as well as takes charge
of the property. As far as the property matters are concerned, the
women, except, for their movable personal belongings, ornaments
and utensils etc., have no locus standi, i.e. any legal right in the
family property. But according to unwritten norms of the society,
there arc ample provisions for safeguarding the interests of the
female members of the family. This is the social principle that has
to be followed by every family head.

Though the Bhutia-Lepcha women have no legal right in the
property, usually, the daughters, sisters, aunts and near cousins are
given gifts of immovable assets in the form of livestock, domestic
animals, utensils, ornaments etc. Rich and well-to-do people some-
limes may give a piece of cultivated land or a house to the daughter
or sister. But that they give out of compassion, not as per law. The
daughter or sister can take those gifts along with them when they
marry and go away from her paternal house. '

It may be mentioned here that the Indian Hindu laws of succes-
sion, inheritance or marriage which govern other religious commu-
nities like Sikhs, Jains and Buddhists in India, are not applicable to
the Bhutia-Lepcha people in Sikkim though they are Buddbist by
religion barring a handful of Christian Lepchas. Because Hindu
Laws, except Hindu Marriage Act of 1955, have not been exiended
or enforced in Sikkim even after its merger into the Indian Union in
1975. So the Bhutia-Lepcha people in Sikkim are still governed and
guided by their customary laws in respect of succession, inheri-
tance and also of marriage.

Under the laws goveming them, the Bhutia-Lepcha daughters
in Sikkim have no right to inherit the properties of their fathers,
even when there are no sons. If a Bhutia-Lepcha man dies leaving
behind him his widow and daughter only and no sons, the widow
shall inherit the property only for her life and on her death, the
property shall revert back to male agnates of her late husband, but
not to the daughter. She is not entitled to sell, transfer or mortgage
that property of her late husband.

The Bhutia-Lepcha women may, however, acquire property by
way of gift or under a will from her father or other relations. But
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under the ‘““Married Women” Property Regulation Act, 1962, if
such a Bhutia-Lepcha women marries a non Bhutia-Lepcha person,
she will forfeit her rights to such properties.

According to this Regulation:

1. ““A Sikkim women who holds immovable property in
Sikkim at the time of her marriage shall continue to hold such
property notwithstanding her marriage with a person who is not
Sikkim subject and shall have the power to dispose of such pro-
perty either by sale, mortgage or otherwise to a Sikkim subject
during her life time.”

2. *“*A Sikkimese woman married to a person who is not a
Sikkim subject shall have no right to acquire any immovable pro-
perty or any interest in such property in the territory of Sikkim
subsequent to her marriage.”

-3. “If a Sikkimese woman married a person who is not a
Sikkim subject the husband and any offspring born of that marriage
shall acquire no interest in any immovable property which she may
hold in Sikkim by virtue of Section 4 of this Regulation.”

This Regulation has not yet been repealed by the Legislature
and continued to be in force. Under the Government Proclamation
of 1968, a Sikkimese woman was to lose her Sikkim subjectship, if
she married a non-Sikkimese. As Sikkim subjectship has come to
an end with the incorporation of Sikkim as a constituent state in the
Union of India, this law has now lost all its force and has no longer
any field to operate.

In spite of all these restrictions it must be said that the Bhutia-
Lepcha women in Sikkim still enjoy more freedom economically
and socially compare to the women of other developed parts in
India.



