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ABSTRACT:  

The concept of environment management is not new to the tribal society. All the tribal societies of North-

East-India have traditionally adapted management and sustainability of enssvironment as a part of their 

life. The Eco-friendly life and living of the tribal communities reflect their awareness towards protection, 

conservation and judicious use of natural resources. These considerations are implicit in tribal community 

psyche and perception. Community consciousness towards environment is also visible in their festivities 

like Ali-ai –Ligang and Porag of the Mishings, Bathou festival of Bodos, Jonbeel and Borot utsav of Tiwa, 

Rongke of Karbi etc. In fact, the concept of environment management is new only to non-tribal society 

that too advocated under compulsion. Present day environmental degradation in India needs a deep 

introspection into the tribal socio-environmental models to evolve a workable strategy for sustenance and 

management of environment. It is in this context, the perception of the Mishing community towards 

sustenance and management of environment is studied. The paper highlights on the social traits of the 

Mishing community in exploiting forest resources, water resources and in selecting eco-friendly habitat. 

The study pertaining to this work intends to present a management inputs for deriving workable modalities 

applicable to all. It is imperative that in giving a final shape to environment management and sustainability, 

the concept of all the tribal communities of N-E-India who are far more advanced in this regard need to 

be considered in addition to the Mishing community. 
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Introduction: 

Environment management and sustainability is a concept coming to the forefront of human society in the 

form of environmental problem redressal measure as fallout of unprecedented degradation of environment 

all throughout the world over last few decades. Environmental degradation not only impacts uncertainty 

on weather and climate, but also appears to anticipate natural holocaust never seen before by human 

society such as global warming, recession of polar ice, appearance of untimely cyclonic storms, swelling 

sea surface etc. Such problems acquires serious dimension particularly in the developing countries like 

India, where for the livelihood needs of ever-growing population natural resources are over-exploited and 

emission of green house gaseous reach a new height, unbearable even for survival of life. Under such a 

contemporary socio-environmental setup the traditional environmental management modality and 

perception of the tribal societies of the world can provide the remedial ways for addressing the 

environmental issues in an effective way. 
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The tribal societies all over the world are traditionally aware about the management of environmental 

attributes that provide them their livelihood and sustain their life. It is in this context; the paper intends to 

investigate into the environmental management modelities of the tribal societies where the degree of 

environmental degradation is found to be insignificant. N.E India including Assam is inhabited by a large 

number of tribal communities owing their individual ethno-cultural identity, but the most common aspect 

is that irrespective of their individual identity they are all environmental-friendly. The Mishing is the 

second largest Plain Tribal community of the region, only next to Bodos. The major concentrational 

localities of the Mishing tribe are confined to the upper and central part of Brahmaputra valley, comprised 

mainly of Dhemaji, Dibrugarh, Lakhimpur, Tinsukia, Jorhat, Sibsagar, Majuli, Golaghat, and Sonitpur 

districts of Assam. Ethnically this group of plain tribal populations lead to the Abor tribe inhabiting 

Subansiri district of Arunachal Pradesh. Historical records indicate that the Mishings are the descendent 

of the Abors who had migrated to the plains of Assam emerging with a new ethnic identity. It is interesting 

to note that the Mishings preferred their settlements along the river bank than those of other localities. 

Like any other tribes of the region the Mishings have developed a unique perception towards 

environmental management and sustainability which are adopted as a community culture. The present 

paper is an introspection into the perception of the Mishings towards environmental management and 

sustainability considering undivided Sonitpur district of Assam as a representative unit of study. 

 

Objectives: 

1. To examine the perspectives of the Mishing community towards environment as reflected in their 

occupation, food, festivities and in housing pattern. 

2. To study the scope of deriving management parameters of environment from the 

age-old man-environment relationship of the Mishings. 

 

Methodology: 

To attain at the objectives of the work a detailed investigation has been carried out through field study and 

collection of primary data and information on the central theme. In this work secondary data are used only 

to prepare the locational map of the study area and to present population data from census of India. A 

standard questionnaire accommodating the objectives is prepared to collect first hand data information 

from selected Mishing families. The sample villages are identified at random in the Mishing 

concentrational areas of the district and four such villages identified in each concentrational area as a 

cluster. Certain information on social rites and rituals, customs festivities, inter-community interaction, 

habitational behaviour etc is ascertained through personal interview of different persons at random. The 

nature of the work is strictly confined to economic and behavioural aspects of the Mishings in relation to 

their habitation behaviour, housing and economic activities that reflect man-environmental relationship 

among them. All the information collected from the field is presented in the form of tables and plates. 

 

Research Questions: 

Based on the objectives the under mentioned research questions are formulated and verified: 

1. To examine the inherent perception on environmental expressed in food, housing and livelihood of 

Mishing people. 

2. To assess how the Mishing community exploit natural resources judiciously for their life and living 

and 
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3. Is there any social guideline or governance through rites and rituals on environmental conservation 

within the Mishing community. 

 

Analysis: 

Tribal population is the major demographic component of Assam. The Brahmaputra valley of Assam is 

inhabited by a number of indigenous tribal communities among which the Mishing is the second largest 

plain tribal community of the region, next to the Bodos. They are mainly concentrated on the riverine 

tracts of the valley particularly in the upper and central part of the Brahmaputra valley with a total Mishing 

population of 6,80,379 persons (as per 2011 Census) while in Sonitpur district the total Mishing population 

is 49,028 per which constitute 2.54% of the total Mishing population of Assam and 21.11% of the total 

S.T Population. There are 95 Mishing majority village which are found in two distinct habitation clusters 

one is located in the extreme South eastern part at Luhitmukh of the Sonitpur district and the other along 

the downstream area of the Jia-Bharali river. (Fig 1) 

 

 
Fig 1.1 
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The Brahmaputra valley of Assam is inhabited by a number of indigenous plain tribal communities; among 

which Mishing is one of them, inhabited mostly on the riverine tracts of the valley particularly in its upper 

and central parts. Their habitational territory is extended from the base of Arunachal foothills in the east 

to the Jia Bharali and Kapili rivers in the west. Like many other tribal communities, the habitational 

behaviour of the Mishing community preserves a traditional mindset for nourishment and optimal 

management of the environmental resources. Interestingly, not only the environment sustains life and 

living of the Mishing people, but the Mishing community as a whole is sustained by environment. For 

such an eco-friendly mindset of the Mishing community can provide a highly workable model of 

environment management in the present-day context. 

Human habitation maintains certain pre-considerations and adaptability as regards the physical 

environment of a territorial unit. Like any other community the Mishing community also preserve certain 

consideration and adaptation in selecting the habitational sites. The nature loving Mishing people maintain 

an eco-friendly relationship between their life and living and natural environment. They prefer to live 

close to rivers and forests from where they traditionally derive their necessities for their day-to-day life. 

The alluvial soil replenished by flood water, fish and floating wood from the river, various herbs and 

edible leafy and root supplements which they used as food are their traditional resource base. The table 

below reflect intimacy of Mishing people with rivers and forests and aloofness from urbanisation. 
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Table 1.1 

AREAL DISTANCE OF MISHING HABITATIONAL CLUSTERS FROM THE NEAREST 

RIVER. 

Habitational 

cluster 

C.D Block Villages Included in 

the cluster 

Distance 

from the 

nearest 

river 

(in km) 

Name of the 

nearest river 

Distance 

from the 

reserved 

forest 

(in km) 

Name of 

the 

declared 

* RF 

A Pub-

Chaiduar 

Dilapokora I and II , 

Tengakhowa 

0.5 Kharoi 

(Dubia) 6.5 

Gohpur 

R.F 

B Pub-

Chaiduar 

Raunamukh, Bejisuti 0.5 Kharoi 

(Dubia) 8.5 

Gohpur 

R.F 

C Pub-

Chaiduar 

Majikuchi, 

Mazipisola, 

Gojopuria, Bihuguri 

0.5 Kharoi 

(Dubia) 

7.5 

Gohpur 

R.F 

D Pub-

Chiaduar 

Dusutimukh, 

Rongamuri, 

Gomariati, 

Kharoipam 

1 Chatrang 

8.5 

Gohpur 

R.F 

E Pub-

Chaiduar 

Bahumari, Kharoiate, 

Paniksula, Gomariati, 

Kutumgaon 

1 Mor Noi 

10 

Gohpur 

R.F 

F Pub-

Chaiduar 

Owguri, Barule 

Chapori, Gitungaon, 

Amguri 

3.5 Mor Noi 

7 

Gohpur 

R.F 

G Pub-

Chaiduar 

Kohilaguri(Malipur), 

Senijan, Kombong, 

Kothalkuchi 

1.5 Mor Noi 

4 

Gohpur 

R.F 

H Chaiduar Gomariati 

(Luhitmukh) Rojabari 

0.5 Borgang 

5 

Behali 

R.F 

I Chaiduar Pachim Tokowbari, 

Rangajan, Tokowbari 

Karibil Chapori 

0.5 Burai/Rate Noi 

4 

Behali 

R.F 

J Chaiduar Ganugaon,Baligaon, 

Fatiabari 

0.5 Burai/Rate Noi 

8 

Gohpur 

R.F 

K Balipara Baligaon, Bokagaon, 

Salbari, Bahari 

1.5 Jia 

Bharali/Dikorai 12 

Balipara 

R.F 

L Balipara Palengaon, Uttar 

Dharikati, Gaigaon, 

Dharikati 

1 Bharali 

6.5 

Balipara 

R.F 

M Na Duar Towbhanga, Gorbil, 

Bamunipam, Patgaon 

0.5 Jia Bharali 

7 

Na Duar 

R.F 

Source: Administrative Atlas, 2001 * R.F (Reserved Forest) 
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Table 1.2 

AREAL DISTANCE OF MISHING HABITATIONAL CLUSTERS FROM THE NATIONAL 

HIGHWAY AND URBAN CENTRES, 2014 

Cluster C.D Block Areal distance from the 

National Highway No. 52 

(in km) 

Areal distance from the 

urban centre 

(in km) 

Name of urban 

centre 

A Pub-

Chaiduar 

2.5 5 Gohpur 

B Pub-

Chaiduar 

4 4 Gohpur 

C Pub-

Chaiduar 

3.5 5 Gohpur 

D Pub-

Chaiduar 

4 4 Gohpur 

E Pub-

Chaiduar 

4 8 Gohpur 

F Pub-

Chaiduar 

2 5.5 Gohpur 

G Pub-

Chaiduar 

3.5 5.5 Gohpur 

H Chaiduar 3.5 5 Gohpur 

I Chaiduar 0.5 11 Gohpur 

J Chaiduar 0.5 10 Gohpur 

K Balipara 3 30 Tezpur 

L Balipara 2 32 Tezpur 

M Na-Duar 2.5 50 Tezpur 

Source: Administrative Atlas, 2001 

 

A comprehensive analysis of the above two tables reflect that Mishing community exhibits their first 

priority of habitational location is close to the river and second preference is the closeness to the forest. 

Such habitational consideration maintains certain traditional economic and cultural perception. As 

reflected in the table the Mishing people always prefer to live away from urban localities as because their 

habitational requirements and resources are not sustained by an urban environment. (Table 1.1 and Table 

1.2) 

The traditional house type and design of a community reflect its perception towards environment and 

environmental disaster. It is more so in case of tribal communities who maintain a close relationship with 

the physical environment. Nature loving Mishing community prefer to live on the bank of the river and 

build their houses perpendicular to the main stream. The traditional house of the Mishings is a raised house 

with a frontal balcony which is commonly known as “Chang-ghar”. 
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Plate - 1: Traditional Chang-ghar 

 

 
Plate - 2: Typical Kitchen (Moram-ghar) 

 

 
Plate - 3: Preparation of Sai Mod 

 

The housing pattern adopted by them to protect themselves from normal flood and wild animals and the 

materials used in such a house are abundantly grow in riverine environment such as bamboos of different 

varieties, cane, thatch, wood of good qualities and different varieties of reeds. Infact, the house built on 

bamboo platform is more scientific and hygienic. The bamboo house is designed in a unique way to 

accommodate both dwelling compartments attached to a kitchen (Moram-ghar). There are two bamboo 

shelves equivalent to size of Meram (fireplace used to cook food) i.e Perap and Rapte both kept hanging 

from the ceiling. Perap is used conveniently as an oven for drying fish and meat and occasionally for 

drying firewood and paddy during the rainy days. Rapte is used for preserving Apong (local wine) as drier. 

The space below the Chang-ghar is utilised as the shelter house for their domestic animals like pigs, goats 
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etc. during flood free period. The type of domestic animal reared by Mishing people is also selected on 

the basis of the grasses available in the riverine and swampy environment and who can consume uneatable 

food waste. Similarly, the thatch like kahua, birina, ekara, nal-khagari etc they use for roofing their houses 

are regenerated every year by flood water. 

Basically, the economy of the tribal community is structured to consume only naturally available resources 

without its depletion and with optimal use of such resources. The most important point that the community 

pay attention in using such resources is their renewable character. Whatever soil fertility is lost due to their 

agricultural activities it is replenished every year by flood. The economy of the Mishing community had 

always been self –sustained and self-reliant. It was the natural environment chosen by the community for 

their living that had been providing scope to carry out their self-sustained and self-reliant economy. Paddy 

cultivation finds paramount importance among their agricultural activities apart from raising various 

vegetables such as potato, sweet potato, arom, brinjal etc. Along with allied agricultural activities such as 

poultry, piggery, duckery and dry fish production which are derived from their habitational environment. 

In order to keep space with flood the agrarian Mishing community select such type of paddy which can 

thrive even in flood water such as “Bau-dhan” instead of trying to control flood by creating embankments 

and dykes. 

 
Plate 4: Rice Field close to the river 

 

 
Plate 5: Soil replenished by flood 

Like other communities, rice is the staple food of the Mishing community. Apart from rice, variety of 

leafy vegetables, edible roots, fish and meat constitute their major food items. A number of naturally 

grown leafy vegetables having medicinal values are included in their daily diet. Interestingly, such 

naturally available leafy vegetables are never been uprooted, so that their availability in future is not 

endangered. They are generous in using pepper, ginger and turmeric which they cultivated themselves. 

Local wine or Apong is a delicious beverage and it is prepared by every Mishing family. They use Apong, 
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not only as a family beverage but also in entertaining guest during celebrating their community festivities 

and rituals. There are two types of Apong used by Mishing people namely – rice beer or Nogin Apong 

and fermented boiled rice beer or Poro Apong. In preparing both types of Apong, they use a medicinal 

herb called “Epop” in right proportion. The special character of the Mishing food is associated with higher 

proportion of fibre content, use of boiled and roasted items that are available in their natural surroundings. 

In all the tribal societies, consciousness towards environmental management is preserved in a subtle way 

whose reflection is to be observed in their activities both social and economic life. They prefer to abandon 

habitat whenever they find environmental degradation created by other socially advanced communities in 

the name of urbanisation, industrialisation as infrastructure development. In a developing country like 

India development becomes a compulsion to full fill the necessities of the growing population, lack of co-

ordination between development agencies and environmental agencies appears to lead to environmental 

degradation. 

Thus, any environmentalist concerned with environmental sustainability need to create an environment 

management model keeping the particular perception of the tribal communities like the Mishings as a core 

concept of environment management. The guidelines for an effective operational model of environment 

management for the entire humanity are: 

1. To ensure regeneration of natural resources at the same rate as it is being exploited. 

2. To refrain from diversion of natural activities such as flow channel of river, land removal from hills 

etc through the application of technology from hills etc. through the application of technology to derive 

human benefits. 

3. Not to encourage soil erosion and depletion of soil fertility through over use of chemical fertilizer. 

4. To exploit forest resources that a forest can effort without endangering ecosystem and biodiversity and 

5. To contain emission of greenhouse gases through innovation of their neutralisation technology. 

 

Conclusion: 

Like all other tribal communities of the Brahmaputra valley, the Mishing community preserves an 

environmental model to keep a balance between sustainability of both of environment and human beings. 

Traditionally the Mishing are found to be dependent on environment for their day-to-day living needs, 

right from their housing materials, fuel and food are derived from the environmental surroundings. They 

collect the over rooted woods carried by the river for meeting their housing and fuel needs. They too 

collect naturally grown riverine grasses for threft roofing materials. Mishing people collect fish from the 

nearby river and wetlands for their consumption in addition to numerous wild vegetables and edible roots 

as their food. A close observation reveals that Mishing people are dependent on environment to the equal 

extent as their agricultural activities. Such a living style of the community can be sustained only when 

environmental conservation and judicious use of natural resources is maintained. This is the reason for 

which the Mishing people developed a model for environmental conservation, management and 

sustenance. The motivation of non-tribal societies towards environmental conservation appears to be 

compulsion for them as such societies were unaware about its necessities till their life and living were 

endangered by their hazardous exploitation. The habitational behavior of the community points out 

towards a highly important dimension of environment management- “Adaptability to the environment 

instead of the taming the environment for human benefits”. Thus, the environmental perception, 

management and sustainability concepts of the tribal societies of Assam are likely to serve as guidelines 

for evolving meaningful and effective environmental strategy for the entire humanity of the world. 
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