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[[ Abstract

After the independence of India, education has been open to all the segments of the
society, be it higher class or the Schedule Tribes and Schedule Caste. For the prosperity
of the country, it is very crucial for the overall development of the country especially the
Schedule Tribes, Schedule Caste and other minority groups, especially the females of
such backward classes. It has been seen that the major portion of the female population of
the Lepcha Tribe of the Himalayan range who live in the North-East part of India are yet
to benefit from the educational policies of the Indian government due to the mental set up
of the tribe.

Devendra Thakur in ‘Tribal Women’ gives us a historical account of the Indian
tribes that in the past from 1774 to 1919 some British Administrators and missionaries,
travelers and few others who were oriented towards anthropology observed and described
the life and culture of different tribal and rural groups. Some people prepared detailed
accounts as specific tribes and castes. This was a sort of formative phase for tribal
researches in India. He further records that from 1920 to 1949 was the constructive
period of tribal research. Trained scholars like Ghurye (1942 and 1946),
Majumadar(1937), Karve(1940-41), Bose(1948) and some foreign scholars like Elwin
(1939 and 1942) and Furer-Haimen Dorfman (1943) took up specialized subjects like
kinship studies and social organization of tribal for research. The third phase of tribal
research was known as analytical period which started from 1950. (D.N.Thakur.p2)
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Damina Choudhary in her book ‘Tribal Girls Aspiration, Achievement and
Frustration’ tells us that it is a matter of common observation that in modern India,
Scheduled Tribe girls are passing through a transitional period. They are trying their level
best to create a situation for their optimum achievement and advancement in life with the
support that they are getting from different agencies, yet the fact remains that they are far
behind the other communities in the process of development. Therefore, she highlights
the need for the study of this disparity before the government formulates effective
schemes and strategies for the benefit of Scheduled Tribes girls with regards to the
equalization of tribals with non- tribals. She advocates for research -based programmes
that might be planned under the long-term development policies. While studying about
the tribal girls and her problems she takes into account the psychology of the Scheduled
Tribe students, their aspirations and frustrations, their limitations and gaps. (C.Damina.p )

Literature has also portrayed the aspirations and frustrations of the Lepcha tribe
especially the female population. ‘Lepcha Drama in Translation’, a book translated by
Dr. Amit Rauth, et al, has ten dramas originally written in Lepcha and translated into
English. In this collection of dramas ‘Agajik’ originally written by Padmashree Hildamit
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Lepcha gives a clear representation of the gap between the aspirations and frustrations of
the girls of the Lepcha community. In ‘Aqjjik’, which is a one act play, the protagonist
Aajyik is a small girl who is little over five years of age. She lives in a village in the
foothills of Himalayas, which the Lepchas call Mayel Lyang. She is the only daughter of
her family. Being the only daughter of her family she needs to do almost all of the
household work. The Lepchas being nature lovers have been seen, since past, as
agriculturalist and to some extent conservative towards modernism and its facets.
Education which is one of the important elements of development was not embraced with
enthusiasm by the Lepchas who are basically agriculturalists. Therefore, we see a huge
gap in the progress of the Lepcha community in comparison to other communities like
Nepalis and Bhutias who have migrated to the region of Mayel Lyaang, the foothills of
the Himalayas where the Lephas thrive.

When we go to the origin of the Lepcha Tribe, Dr Prerna Lepcha, in her book,
‘Venturing into the Lepcha Night Schools of Darjeeling hills’, while quoting Helen
Plaiser narrates “The name ‘Lepcha’ used today is, perhaps, derived from a Lepcha word,
Lapchao, meaning a resting or waiting place on the wayside where stones heaped up as
sign post to direct travelers. When the Nepalese first arrived in the Lepcha land and
enquired about their identity at such a waiting place, the Rong (Lepcha) people not
knowing what the Nepalese were enquiring, replied that it is ‘Lapchao’ guessing that they
were asking the name of the place. Unable to pronounce the name, ‘lapchao’ correctly,
the Nepalese addressed the ‘Rong’ folk as ‘lapcha’ and later ‘lapche’. When the British
finally arrived, in the Lepcha land they, in turn anglicized it to ‘lepcha’.” (Dr P.Lepcha.

pl1)

Devendra Thakur in his book ‘7ribal Women’ gives us an account of the economic
role of tribal women. He says that there is no denying the fact that tribal women
contribute to the economic development in a more substantial way than tribal men. He
records the Report of working group on development of Scheduled Tribes during the
Seventh Five Year Plan (1985-90), the percentage of main workers among tribal women
increased from 26.76 percent in 1971 to 32.83 percent in 1981. Meanwhile, the
percentage of tribal women engaged in agriculture went up from 39.64 percent to 46.39
percent while workers engaged in household industries increased from 34.25 to 40.45
percent. D.Thakur gives us a clear picture that women as active workers constitute a large
section of tribal labor force in particular and women labor force in general. Either as
agricultural laborers, tea garden laborers and at times industrial and construction laborers,
the tribal women work as bread earners or as active producers at home. He further
records that besides various agricultural activities like sowing, weeding, transplanting and
harvesting the tribal women collects minor forest products such as leaf, gum, fruit seeds,
herbal plants, broom grass and forest grass etc., which are useful for domestic purposes
as well as for selling. (D.N.Thakur.p8)

In the translated Lepcha drama of Padmashree Hildamit Lepcha's ‘Aajyik ‘too,
we see the young girl child Aajik constantly engaged with the household chores from
dawn till dusk. The play starts with the narration, ‘Smoke is seen coming out of kitchen.
Father is drinking tea by sitting on one side. Mother is winnowing rice. Daughter is
sweeping the floor of the house.” (Dr.A Rauth,et al p 52) Aajyik is the only child of the
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family and being a girl child, it is taken for granted by her parents that the household
chores are done by her as well as other related works such as fetching water from a spring
that is a certain kilometer away from her house. Due to the constant engagement of
Aajyik with the household chores she is unable to go to school though she has a desire for
going school like her other friends of the same village. We also see in the story that
Aajyik's parents, being a tribal and dependent on Nature, does not consider it important
for Aajyik to go to school, instead her father desires that she learn all the household
chores that a girl should know as it would become useful for her, later in life after her
marriage. Her friend Saaknoaom tells her:

“Saaknaom: Aajyik, why don't you go to school? Just look at us, all of us are going to
school.

Aajyik: I am the only child of my parents and there is nobody else to help them in
household activities. Therefore, I don't find time for school after doing all the household
activities.” (Dr .A Routh, et all p53)

The main reason for lower educational rate in the female population of the
Lepcha tribe as also clarified in the drama Aajyik is lack of awareness of the values of
modern education, among the senior members of the family as education for them had
been experiential, passed from one generation to another by careful practical knowledge
and observation or through oral narrations while they sat among themselves and shared
their experiences rather than in the compartmentalization of classrooms and bookish
knowledge. Like many other tribes in India, education for the Lepcha tribes was
nonformal, there was total absence of formal education and it was through experience
that the earliest settlers, the Lepchas learned about what their elders had to offer. “Stories
of the Lepcha people or the Rong people from the ancient mythology, legends, and other
folklore which included stories of animals, birds, insects and also fairytales are known as
Lungten Sung. These stories have a very important place in the heart and mind of Lepcha
people. These stories have influenced the very existence of the listeners be it in their
behaviour or in their daily activities. These stories always carry a moral view so much so
that it creates awareness among the listeners to do well in life and live according to the
will of the Almighty Creator.” (Dr P.Lepcha. p20

One of the essential traits of the Lepcha tribal people is their harmony with
Nature. Their identity and origin are in synchronization with Nature. The nurturing
quality of mother nature is also embedded in the female population of the Lepcha tribe.
The existent quality of nature is similar to that of a woman, one that nurtures, restores and
provides resources to keep up with the demands of humanity. Writers from the past have
gendered Nature by calling it ‘mother earth’ and therefore giving it feminine attributes.
Nature is expected to remain silent like women all the while its resources are overused
almost to the point of extinction. Greta Gaard and Lori Gruen also point to the
feminization of Nature through metaphorical use of language and phrases like ‘the rape
of nature’, which further results in the subordination of Nature. This aspect can be seen in
the female population of the Lepcha Tribe. Patriarchal attributes can generally be seen in
the men of the Lepcha tribe who are casual about sharing the work load at home or field.
The females of the Lepcha tribe can generally be seen working out in the field and also
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within the home. Patriarchal attitudes that hover over the Lepcha tribe can also be seen in
the drama Aajyik:

“Father: [Abusing]. What is there in school? What kind of education are you talking
about? You need to work in the field. There is no use of going to school. I cannot bear the
cost of your schooling.

Aajyik: 1 have already learnt about both the household and farming activities. Now,
Father, please send me to school like others.

[Mother was hearing the conversation between the father and daughter by sitting beside
the furnace],

Father: Suppose, you go to school, then tell me, when will you work in the field? To get
fire you must put wood in the furnace. Similarly, you need to work laboriously for getting
crop or vegetable from the field. What are you going to get by attending school? Tell
me.” (Dr A.Routh, et all p54)

As described by Devendra Thakur in his book ‘7ribal Women’, the tribal
women are active workers of the society engaged in different types of activities like
sowing, weeding, transplanting, collecting forest products like gummy, herbal plants.
Even in the one act play ‘Aajyik’ we see the different characters of the play working,
collecting wood from the forest. The play shows that the tribal people have a lot of
knowledge regarding herbal medicines as they are in constant touch with Nature. When
Aajyik is quiet due to tiredness and mental anxiety, her mother tells her to bring some
‘leaves of Mukpaandimp plant. Bind it with banana leaves and put it on the furnace then
after to inhale with the help of handkerchief to get relief from headache. This shows us
that the tribal people though they are backward in educational bookish knowledge, they
do have a lot of practical knowledge like the knowledge of the herbal medicinal plants
which are unique to their native place which many people have no knowledge of.

“Mother: Dear, what has happened to you today? Do you have headache? In that case
bring some leaves of Mukpaandim plant. Bind it with banana leaves and put it on the
furnace. After that, bring them in your handkerchief and then inhale the vapor. I am sure
you will get relief from the pain.” (Dr.A Routh, et all p 53)

With the advent of the modern education there was a lot of reluctancy from
the native tribal people to send their children to school as education for them had been
basically non-formal and oral in the form of stories and folklores. Dr Prerna Lepcha in
her book ‘Venturing into the Lepcha Night Schools of Darjeeling hills’ tells us that the
Lepchas had their own script however before “being replaced by British Indian education
systems.... During the transfer of the hill territory of Darjeeling, the simple, innocent, but
true sons of the soil, and master, the Lepchas, were completely ignored. Their thoughts,
opinions and fundamental rights were never considered and accounted for by both the
East India Company and Raja of Sikkim... The Lepchas of the Darjeeling hills were
transferred or sold like animals. Thus, the process of the Lepchas annihilation in the
Darjeeling hills began... Until 1911 the Lepchas language was the official language in
the Darjeeling Hills. Unfortunately, at the present time, only in the interior region, the
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Lepcha language has remained to be the mother tongue of the Lepchas; but in the urban
areas in general and also in few rural areas where they live in small numbers, their
language is generally under the spell of Nepali language.” (Dr P.Lepcha pl16, pl17).
Hence, earlier, the Lepchas had not been given proper identity and space in the cultural
dimension of the State which led them to be even more backward and unreceptive to the
modern changes in education. This we can say that this is one of the reasons which has
made the female populations of the tribe even more backward with regards to their
education.

Today, however we can say that the Lepcha tribal people are in a transitional
space. Due to globalization, mass media and many developments in the cultural and
educational field, an awareness about the value and identity of one’s culture has
awakened the Lepchas who were once called ‘The Vanishing Tribe’ by a renowned
Lepcha author Arthur Foning. However, with the collective efforts of the West Bengal
government and contribution of National and International scholars and researchers on
the Lepcha Tribe like Helen Plaiser, G.B Mainwaring, Prof D C Roy, the late Chairman
of Lepcha Development Board, Ren Lyangsong Tamsang, and an ardent enthusiast of the
Lepcha tribe Ren Azuk Tamsang, many of Lepcha tribal youngsters have embraced
education and have acquired for themselves different governmental positions and jobs.
The Lepcha Tribe today, is no longer vanishing but is in a transitional state where there is
tribe consciousness and the awareness to bring the Lepcha tribal people at par with other
communities living in their native place.

In the field of literature, the contemporary native Lepcha dramatists have also
played an important role in bringing tribe consciousness, value of culture and education
in the society through their dramas in native Lepcha language. In their short dramas, they
have talked about issues like preservation of their culture and language, importance of
environment and surroundings, education of girl child and other relevant issues. Some of
the major dramatists are Padmashree S.T.Lepcha. In the prologue of the book ‘Lepcha
Dramas in Translation’ by Dr. Amit Rauth, et all., Padmashree S.T.Lepcha has been
described as a “writer, a poet, a composer, a lyricist, a musician, a historian, an
archaeologist, a social worker, a revivalist, a boongthing (Lepcha priest) and above all a
pure Lepcha man...He can be identified as the architect who has brought Renaissance in
Lepcha culture, tradition and language. In recognition he was awarded with ‘Sangit Natak
Academic Award’, ‘Padmashree’, ‘Banga Bhbhusan’, ‘Sangit Samman’, ‘Rabindra
Ratna’ and many other awards.’(p.24) Padmashree Hildamit Lepcha, the wife of
Padmashree S.T.Lepcha is also an ardent contributor in the field of art and literature.
Through her dramas in native Lepcha language and traditional folk songs, she has
brought about the value of education and culture among the Lepcha tribe. Some of the
other significant Lepcha writers who have contributed through their dramas in bringing a
sense of value to their tribe and have inculcated an awareness about the importance of
education and preservation of culture and environment are Ren Suk Sing Lepcha and Ren
N.T.Lepcha whose dramas are also incorporated in the ‘Lepcha Dramas in Translation’
translated by Dr Amit Rauth, et all.

Today we can say that a certain awareness has come among the women of the
Lepcha Tribe, they also participate and engage in tribal level organizations and
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institutions. Professor D C Roy in his book ‘Status of Women Among the Lepchas’ gives
us a clear picture that “Lepchas are a minority community in all the countries where their
population is very negligible fraction to the total population of the concern state /country.
The mind set up of the Lepchas is also apolitical. They do participate in exercising adult
franchise; there may be long queue in the polling booth and the women may be very
eager to cast their votes but they are not politically conscious and rationally equipped to
exercise political game. Political analysts opine that Lepchas prefer to wait observe and
cast their votes only at the last moments”. Thus, we can see the women of the Lepcha
tribe has made a considerable amount of progress in the field of political empowerment
also.

Therefore, we can state that a transformation has taken in the female population
of the Lepcha tribe and is heading towards a better future with tribe consciousness and a
awareness about the upliftment of the female gender.
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