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ABSTRACT

Barter trade is considered to be a vital factor for socio-economic development especially among the
Nyishi people and has tremendous impacts on overriding economic and social factors. Besides economic
development, it also acts as an active agent of social changes in the Nyishi society. The present study
reveals that there is less change in demography, culture, education and public health due to the barter
trade with Tibet in Nysihi society of Arunachal Pradesh. However, barter trade with Tibet has significant
impact on income, employment generation, possession of consumer durables and standard of living
among the Nyishis. It is found that the impact of barter trade is much significant on economic variables
in the study area. With this background, the present study makes an attempt to analyze the impact of
barter trade on major socio-economic factors in the Nyishi society of Kurung Kumey district, Arunachal
Pradesh.
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INTRODUCTION

In trade, ‘barter’, which is derived from ‘baretor’ (Wedgewood, 1855) is a system of exchange in which
participants in a transaction directly exchange goods or services for other goods or services without
using a medium of exchange, such as money (O'Sullivan & Sheffrin, 2003). Economists have
distinguished barter from other normal trade and gift economies in many ways: barter, for example,
features immediate reciprocal exchange, not one delayed in time. Likewise, the Nysihi people of Kurung
Kumey district of Arunachal Pradesh have practised and are still practising the barter trade with the
indigenous people of Tibet. The centrality of the state, Arunachal Pradesh and its strategic location
supports its growing economic activities in terms of border trade with neighboring countries like-
Bhutan, China, Myanmar, and in terms of barter trade with Tibet (Mody, Norbu, & Abo, 2015). This
locational advantage of the state also holds a lot of promises to upscale the North-East India’s trade ties
with even ASEAN and SAARC nations in general. The barter trade practised in the state although does
not have direct impact on the economy of the state, but it’s the raison d’étre of the Nyishi people staying
at rural-border areas for generating economy. Barter trade has however changed a lot over the years with
newer forms characterized by variations of conditions and agreements (Frikken & Opyrchal, 2008).
Barter trade offers occasional employment opportunities to the unemployed youths of the villages and
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creates income opportunities to women and men traders. It plays a vital role in alleviating poverty as the
items that are bartered from Tibet areas have high economic values in the Nyishi society, and promotes
women economic empowerment as well.

Barter trade has been the tool of socio-economic development of the Nyishi tribes in Arunachal Pradesh
since time immemorial. Socio-economic development through barter trade is an indirect product of
development in various sectors of the Nyishi society like infrastructure, transport & communication,
agriculture, manpower, etc in and around the trading point, but the Nyishi people don’t have any specific
barter trading points here in the state. They travel by foot to Tibet for the exchange of goods or
commodities which are expensive and valuable to them and their society, like Ryoku (Tibetan/rainbow
sword/machete), Maze (conical shaped antique) Talo (toungeless brass bowl), Hukfi (Tibetan cymbals),
ornaments and beads, carrying all the items necessary and valued by the Tibetan counterparts, like deer
musk, bear gall bladder, Manjith (Rubia cordifolia), Aconite (Aconitum), seasonal green vegetables,
chillies, etc. So, it is noted that barter trade compared to monetary transactions is associated with high
risk (Egan & Shipley, 1996). Moreover, the pace of barter trade activities has been influenced by the
attitude of people, administrative and political stability and other socio-cultural factors of the particular
areas which helps them in improving their economic conditions. Therefore, these factors are an essential
pre-condition for escalating the activities of border trade in Arunachal Pradesh in particular and North-
East India in general. Thus, a socio-economic impact results from barter trading activity or an associated
movement whether positive or negative is an important area which opens up vast opportunities for
research works. Relevant social factors like demographic change, cultural change, changes in education
and improvement in health and economic variables like income, employment, acquisition of consumer
durables, and standard of living are some of the significant factors which fall within the study of socio-
economic impact triggered by barter trade in Nyishi areas of Arunachal Pradesh.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The paper endeavors to:

1. Explore major social impacts of barter trade on Nyishi people of Kurung Kumey district of
Arunachal Pradesh by the Tibetan people in Tibet

2. Examine major economic impacts of barter trade with the Tibetan people on the Nyishi people of
Kurung Kumey district of Arunachal Pradesh.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

A. Research Methods and Tools: An effort has been made to make the study empirical and
exploratory. Field survey and observation method have been used for the present study. Personal
interview, telephonic conversation and observation methods have been used during the collection of
data. To add and supplement the data, other tools like structured schedules, digital camera, voice
recorder and cell phone have been widely used to collect and record field data.

B. Sources of Data: The present study in its entirety is mostly based on primary data. However,
secondary data for better examination of the topic is also used. For primary data, the researcher has used
both interview and observation method on respondents. As regard to secondary data, various published
books, research papers and articles on Nyishi tribe and trade, especially on barter trade have been
referred for the better understanding of the research problem. In addition, the internet has proved to be
one of the most useful sources of secondary data for the present study.
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C. Sampling Techniques & Size: For the present study, convenience sampling under non probability
sampling technique and snowball sampling method are used. To represent the population parameter of
the study, the respondents from two administrative circle office or sub-divisional office of the study area
were selected, based on the snowball sampling technique. The respondent includes only traders, who
visit Tibet for the barter.

D. Universe of Study: The present study is carried on two administrative circle office or sub-divisional
office of the Kurung Kumey district of Arunachal Pradesh, namely Damin and Sarli, where the barter
trade is still being practiced on a seasonal basis. So hereafter, they will be referred as the ‘study area’. In
addition, the reference period of the present study extend over two years from 2019 to 2021. Field data
over these two years have been used for analyzing the present study.

SOCIAL IMPACT OF BARTER TRADE

A. Demographic Changes

The word ‘demography’ is derived from the Ancient Greek words ‘Démos’, means ‘people, society’ and
‘graphia’, means ‘writing, drawing and description’ (Dictionary, 1828). Demographic change describes
a population’s age structure adjusting to changes in living conditions. Consequently, changes in the
composition of a society’s age structure are the result of social shifts. Demography encompasses the
study of the size, structure, and distribution of these populations, and spatial and/or temporal changes in
them in response to birth, migration, aging and death.

According to the data gathered from the study areas, it is observed that there is not much impact on the
demographic compositions due to barter trade across the border. It is observed that, since the barter trade
is a seasonal activity, the people of the study areas plan it out collectively, and also inform the people
those who are outside the study areas. So, it is seen that only during the season of the barter trade, there
is a slight increase in the population as they arrange and collects the goods that are to be carried in
advance. Apart from the season, there is no change in the demographic composition of the study areas'.
B. Cultural Changes

Culture, often appears fixed to the observer at any one point in time because cultural mutations occur
incrementally (Petrakis & Kostis, 2013). The belief that culture is symbolically coded and is taught from
one person to another means that cultures, although bounded, can change. Cultural change is a long-term
process. Cultural changes along with the barter trading is quite possible because the movement of goods
accompany the movement of people from one side to other for exchange of goods, which can only
happen if the traders understands the cultures of another traders, with whom he/she is bartering. It is also
quite possible that through the practice of barter trade across the border, exchange of culture may
increase in due course of time.

It is evident from the study that some cultural traits of the study areas have been diffused from the
Tibetan cultures with whom the people of the study areas finds close proximity. It is believed that the
ancestors of the traders had trade relations with the Tibetan counterparts since time immemorial, because
of which the cultural traits of Tibetan counterparts and the Nyishi traders of the study areas finds close
proximity. Although it is believed that some cultural traits are diffused from the other side of the border,
but it is examined that there is no drastic cultural changes in its entirety which are taking place in the
areas because of the barter trading. However, it can also be not totally agreed that there is no cultural

! Field study
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changes taking place in the study areas. It would be appropriate to conclude that the cultural changes are
taking place, but in a low scale.

3. Change in Education

While carrying out the field study, the researcher observed that there were no instances of change in
education of the study areas due to the barter trade across the border. Since the barter trade process in the
areas are one way flow or movement of traders from the study areas to the other side of the border for
the exchange of goods, there is no evident of any change in education. Had there been any movement of
traders from the other side of the border to the study areas during the barter trade, there might have been
the chances of change in education scenario of the areas. It is also observed that along the study area,
hardly any educational institution is running, apart from 3 to 4 Government schools, that too with very
less number of students.

1. Improvement in Health

According to the WHO, "Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not
merely the absence of disease or infirmity”. So, mental and physical well being is a must for every
individual to carry out any activity. The Barter trade practices in the study areas requires movement of
the traders from one side of the border to the other side of the border, carrying their loads for the
exchange, for which the traders needs to be mentally and physically sound. The daily physical activities
like farming, gardening, herding, etc. keeps the people of the study areas healthy, which ultimately helps
the traders in carrying the loads and able to walk for 5-6 days for the barter trade. It is seen that although
there are not much availability of health facilities in the study areas, apart from two sub-health centers,
the people, especially the traders manage themselves to stay healthy. Thus, it is observed that, though the
people of the study areas remain healthy, there is no improvement in the health sector of the areas where
the barter trade is practiced.

A. ECONOMIC IMPACT OF BARTER TRADE

Economic impacts are effects on the level of economic activity in a given area. It might be viewed in
terms of trade or business output, value added to the goods or commodities, wealth (including the values
of property), personal income (including wages), employment, etc. Any of these measures could be
considered an indicator or improvement in the economic well-being of the people of an area, which is
usually the major goal for economic development efforts.

1. Income

Income is considered to be the process of the consumption and savings opportunity gained by an
individual or group within a specified time frame, which is generally expressed in monetary terms. For
the present study, the income means the money earned through buying and selling of goods amongst the
Nyishi society, which were bartered or exchanged from the other side of the border by barter trade. It is
evident from the study that barter trade activity has increased the income among the traders, who are
involved in the barter trade practices across the border in the study area. The bartered items from the
Tibet like Nyame?-Ryoku (Tibetan/Rainbow sword/machete) are most valued by the men section of the
Nyishi society. The monetary value of a sword/machete ranges from 2-3 lakhs to 7-8 lakhs, depending
on its quality and its antiquity. Likewise, the traditional beads, Nyame-Tassang are highly valued by the
women folk of the Nyishi society in Arunachal Pradesh, India. These beads vary in size, shape and

2 ‘Nyame’ is the term referred to the ‘Tibet country’ by the Nyishi people of Arunachal Pradesh,India. Hence, the items
brought from Tibet is referred by them by putting the prefix ‘Nyame’ in it, like Nyame-ryoku or Nyame-Tassang, just to
distinguish it from other similar items available in market.
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colours. Their monetary value varies accordingly, depending on the size, quality and antiquity. Likewise,
there are various antique and Tibetan items possessed by the Nyishi people of the study areas, like
Nyame-Taloh (large disc shaped brass plate), Nyame-Mazi (tongueless brass utensil), Nyame-Hukfi
(small disc shaped cymbals), Nyame-Dumping (headband made of metals), etc., which have high
monetary value in the Nyishi society, and these items help them during any kind of economic crisis.

It is observed that during any financial or medical emergency, these bartered items are sold or
exchanged for the money by the trader or the person, who ever procures it. Hence, the bartered items at a

time act as a tool for generating the income to the needy traders.

Table 2: Some of the Valuable items bartered from Tibet-

S1. No. | Commodities Local name Importance of uses Nature of
exchange
1. Tibetan copper/brass plate | Pamte-taloh Used in | Barter
rituals/rites,  and
also to offer to the
relatives  during
special occasions
2. Tibetan tongue less Brass | Nyame-mazi same as above Barter
utensils
3. Tibetan Silver/brass/copper | Nyame-gaage same as above Barter
Ear ring
4. Tibetan copper rings (disc | Nyame-belang same as above Barter
shape)
5. Tibetan copper/brass | Nyame- same as above Barter
bangles Koji/Kota/Kopyam
6. Tibetan precious beads Nyame-Tassang same as above Barter
7. Tibetan Cymbals/Gong Bingne-taloh Use for music during Barter
ritual/rites, traditional
dance, economic status
etc.
8. Tibetan machete/sword Nyame Aryo Use for domestic Barter
purpose, economic
status etc.
9. Tibetan Rainbow sword Nyame ryoku Economic  status, Barter
used in rituals and
decoration
10. Tibetan Metallic bowls(big | Daachang-pachang | Inter-tribe trade goods, | Barter
size) used in rituals, and
once considered to
have mystic power
Source: Field Study.
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2. Employment

Employment may be described as all economic activity as work, as long as it is performed at least one
hour per week (Mody, Norbu, & Abo, 2015) . It encompasses both paid employment and self-
employment, regardless of whether a person is engaged in the production of goods or services for the
market or of goods for own final consumption (Mody, Norbu, & Abo, 2015). However, for the present
study purpose, the term employment may be seen with respect to the barter trade activities across the
border. All economic activity related in the process of exchange of goods and services encompassing
paid employment and self-employment during the process of barter trade practices between the Nyishi
people of Arunachal People and the Tibetan counterparts may be termed as employment. However, it is
observed that, in the study areas, the type of employment being generated by the barter trade is a
‘seasonal employment’.

The barter trade by the Nyishi people across the border is practiced during the summer season only. It is
almost impossible for them to go for trade during the winter, because during the winter, the path by
which they travel gets totally covered up by the snow. They have to walk for 5-6 days, crossing the
ranges of mountains, lying at high altitude, to reach the other side of the border, which cannot be
possible at winter season. So, during summer, when the weather is favorable for the journey, the traders
hire people, mostly the youth, to carry their loads across the border for the trade, for which the traders
pay them cash, and these load carriers get paid according to the quantity or the weight that they carry for
the traders. Therefore, based on the field study, it is observed that barter trade across the border has
generated some kind of employment in the study areas of Arunachal Pradesh. It can be said that barter
trade has enhanced the seasonal employment in the study areas.

3. Possession of Consumer Durables

Consumer durables involve any type of product purchased by consumers that is manufactured for long-
term use. They are intended for regular usage for several years or longer before their replacement are
required. Every household contains at least a few items that may be considered to be of consumer
durable nature (Mody, Norbu, & Abo, 2015). The present study made an attempt to explore whether the
barter trade activity has increased the possession of consumer durables in the study areas or not.

With the possession of highly valued bartered and antique items from Tibet, it is obvious for these
Nyishi people that they tend to exchange some of those possessed items with the wealthy or the rich
section of the Nyishi society for the cash. So, the possession of valuable bartered items ultimately helps
them in possessing the consumer durables of their wants or needs, like television, fridge, cell phone,
scooter, bike, vehicle, etc. Hence, it is observed that barter trade across the border has helped the traders
of the study areas to acquire consumer durables.

4. Standard of Living

Standard of living refers to the level of wealth, comfort, material goods, and necessities available to a
certain socioeconomic class or geographic area (Fontinelle, 1999). It is closely associated with the
earnings and the quality of a home or life. It is considered that the access to material resources can
enable an individual to pursue their ambitions, to invest in their future and to live in security and
comfort. A lack of material resources can make it harder to plan for the future, to exercise meaningful
control over one’s destiny, and to enjoy life (Mody, Norbu, & Abo, 2015). The present study found that
with the help of the bartered items from Tibet, the Nyishi people of the study areas has managed to
improve their living standard positively. Since they possessed highly monetary valued items brought
from across the border, they could exchange them with any desired person for the cash or any kind of
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goods and services as per the requirements. This helps them to manage and overcome any kind of crisis-
material resource or finance.

Thus, it is evident from the study that the barter trade across the border has helped the traders to improve
their standard of living, and has consequently created positive impacts on the standard of living in the
study areas.

CONCLUSION

Barter trade, once considered an important socio-economic development activity, especially along the
border and rural areas has tremendous impacts on overriding economic and social factors of any society.
Besides economic development, it also plays an active agent of social changes in a society. Analyzing
the present study, it is observed that there is very less change in demography due to barter trade in the
study areas. It is evident from the study that some cultural traits of the study areas have been diffused
from the Tibetan cultures with whom the people of the study areas finds close proximity. It is believed
that some cultural traits are diffused from the other side of the border, however, it is examined that there
is no drastic cultural changes in its entirety which are taking place in the study areas because of the
barter trade activities across the border. Regarding education, it is found that barter trade across the
border has insignificant impact on the growth and development of education in the study areas. Barter
trade finds no relevance with the education sector in the study area. Further, it is also observed that
impact of barter trade across the border on public health in the study area is also insignificant.

On contrary to the social impact of the barter trade, it is observed from the present study that barter trade
across the border has increased the income and earning capacities of the Nyishi people in the study area.
As regard to the employment opportunities in the study areas, it is observed that the Nyishi people of the
areas are involved in seasonal employment. It is during the summer season, when the weather is
favorable, after completing all the domestic and agricultural chores, the traders hire people, especially
the youth of the areas for carrying their loads across the border, and pay them accordingly, depending on
the quantity and weight of the loads. So, though the employment is a seasonal one, it can be considered
that the barter trade has helped in increasing the employment opportunities in the study areas. Along
with the employment opportunities, it is observed that the barter trade has helped the Nyishi people to
acquire and possess more of consumer durable items like television, fridge, scooter, bike, electronic
items, etc. in the study areas. Further, it is observed that the bartered items from across the border has
high monetary value in the Nyishi society, ultimately helping the traders to access the material resources
depending on their requirements and wants. Consequently, the availability of the material resources to
the Nyishi people has resulted in improving the standard of living. Hence, it is observed from the study
that, though the impact of barter trade is found to be more on economic factors than the social factors in
the study area, it can be concluded that the overall socio-economic impacts of barter trade on the Nyishi
people of Kurung Kumey district of Arunachal Pradesh is significant and positive.
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