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In the predominantly tribal region of Arunachal Pradesh, women’s organizations are 
often heralded as symbols of social progress, development, and empowerment. However, the 
mere presence of women in these organizations is sometimes oversimplified as an indication of 
the elevated status of tribal women, obscuring the nuanced realities of their struggles. In this 
paper, I examine the work of two prominent women’s organizations in Arunachal Pradesh: the 
Arunachal Pradesh Women Welfare Society (APWWS) and the Nyishi Nyem Achem (NNA). 
I analyze their inception, goals, issues raised, and actions taken in their respective contexts. My 
argument revolves around the observation that while these organizations serve as platforms 
for tribal women to articulate their voices and engage in collective action, they often oscillate 
between conformity to and defiance of patriarchal norms.

Introduction
Despite differences in the ways in which women experience subordination and marginalization 

across cultures, gendered subordination is considered universal (Beauvoir, 1949). With the advent of 
the Enlightenment (Bristow, 2017) and the subsequent spread of ideals such as liberty, freedom, and 
equality, there has been a global push to recognize women’s subordination as a pervasive problem. 
Women have emerged as leaders in this movement, forming collective groups to share experiences of 
marginalization and develop strategies to combat their subordination. Women’s organizations have 
thus emerged as a direct result of this movement, serving as collective spaces where women unite, 
organize, and plan for their empowerment. These organizations provide a public platform for women 
to participate and voice their opinions.

Ethnographic studies of women’s organizations have raised concerns about their actual role and 
impact. Despite their stated goals of promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment, the reality 
does not always match up (Gaitskell, 1990; Charman et al., 1991; Molyneux, 1998; PuruShotam, 
1998; George, 2002; Lyons, 2000; Feldman, 1984). Some studies suggest that these organizations may 
inadvertently reinforce patriarchal structures (Gaitskell, 1990; Charman et al., 1991:59-60), while in 
other cases women’s actions within these groups may oscillate between compliance and resistance to 
patriarchy (Kandiyoti, 1988; PuruShotam, 1998; Lyons, 2000). Therefore, rather than making sweeping 
generalizations, it is imperative to prioritize a close analysis of the contextual factors that influence the 
formation and functioning of such organizations, recognizing the complexity of their work.
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In India, there is a tendency to overlook a critical approach to understanding women’s organizations, 
as they are often uncritically associated with ideas of progress, development, and women’s empowerment. 
This association may stem from the fact that many of these organizations emerged in response to the 
feminist movement in the West. In the 1970s, spurred by the involvement of the United Nations and 
its declaration of the International Decade for the Advancement of Women, there was a proliferation 
of autonomous women’s organizations in India (Saxena, 1994). Although these movements varied in 
structure and ideology, they were broadly linked to civil rights and women’s empowerment (ibid).

In Northeast India, the mere presence of women’s organizations is sometimes glibly invoked to support 
the notion of empowered tribal women (for further discussion of this view, see Xaxa, 2004; Zehol, 2006). 
In Arunachal Pradesh in particular, women’s participation in these organizations is often used as evidence 
to support the idea of liberated and empowered tribal women (Pandey, 1997; Mandal and Ete, 2010). 
Women’s organizations are often seen as indicators of social progress, development and empowerment 
(ibid). However, such broad generalizations obscure the complex nature of women’s struggles. A nuanced 
examination of the circumstances in which these organizations emerge and the complexities of their 
operations can provide a deeper understanding of the true nature of women’s organizations.

In the discussion that follows, I examine two different women’s organizations currently active in 
the state of Arunachal Pradesh: the Arunachal Pradesh Women Welfare Society (hereafter referred to as 
APWWS) and the Nyishi Nyem Achem (hereafter referred to as NNA). The former is an inter-ethnic 
women’s organization, while the latter is an exclusively ethnic women’s organization representing the 
Nyishi community of Arunachal Pradesh. I critically examine their roles and contributions to women’s 
empowerment in the state. I question the prevailing notion that the existence of numerous women’s 
organizations signifies the high status of women in Arunachal Pradesh. I challenge the simplistic 
interpretation by scholars and administrators that the mere existence of women’s organizations can 
be used as a yardstick to assert the empowered status of women in the region. Instead, I argue that the 
existence of women’s organizations serves as markers and arenas of women’s ongoing struggles. The 
actions carried out within these organizations are multifaceted, sometimes involving direct resistance to 
patriarchy and other times involving compliance with it.

Based on extensive group discussions and individual interviews with members of the organizations, 
I examine the context of their founding, their goals, the issues they advocate, and the actions they take. 
In addition, interviews were conducted with former members of the organizations, individuals who are 
no longer affiliated with these groups, and community members who are not actively involved with the 
organizations. Policy documents published by the organizations were consulted to understand their core 
objectives, while other written sources such as articles, books, and newspaper reports about the organizations 
were also consulted. In addition, the organizations’ social media pages were explored to gain insight.

Women in Arunachal Pradesh: Challenging the High Status Claim
Arunachal Pradesh (hereafter referred to as AP) is the easternmost state in northeastern India, 

bordering Bhutan, China and Myanmar. It consists mainly of mountainous terrain and is home to 
numerous indigenous communities, commonly referred to as ‘tribes’. These tribal groups include the 
Adi, Apatani, Galo, Khamti, Lisu, Mishmi, Monpa, Nyishi, Sherdukpen, Singpho, and others, each 
speaking different languages and adhering to different belief systems, religions, and agricultural practices.

Because of the diversity among the tribal groups in Arunachal Pradesh, the norms and regulations 
governing women vary considerably. For example, women in one tribal community may enjoy greater 
privileges and autonomy than those in another group. Moreover, within the category of women, distinctions 
based on age (such as adult women, adolescent women, girl children, etc.) result in different norms and 
regulations. In addition, the social status of women within structures such as clan, kinship and lineage 
has a significant impact on their position in society. Consequently, the status and role of tribal women in 
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Arunachal Pradesh is not uniform, but rather dependent on specific contexts and social structures.

Despite acknowledging the diversity among tribal women, scholars often portray them as independent 
and free individuals. This perspective is evident in the writings of Verrier Elwin, a renowned authority 
on Indian tribes. Elwin contends:

“Although there is no matriarchy in NEFA, women hold a high and honorable position. They work 
on equal terms with the men in the jhums and make their influence felt in the tribal councils. Women 
can become shamans and their intimate relations with the unseen world give them great authority...” 
(Elwin, 1957: 27-28).

Elwin’s portrayal of NEFA (North East Frontier Agency, now known as Arunachal Pradesh) women 
presents them as independent figures, valued in society and able to exert political influence within tribal 
councils. However, this portrayal is contradicted in the same book by the life story of a NEFA (Tagin) 
woman named Yaniyong (1957: 232-237). Yaniyong, a victim of child marriage, suffers the loss of two 
children through early motherhood and a third child through a series of unfortunate events, including 
clan raids, displacement, malnutrition, stress, and slavery. She also loses her husband in a revenge fight 
instigated by her father-in-law, after which she is sold into slavery. Yaniyong’s story vividly illustrates her 
tragic journey as a child bride, wife, mother, and slave. Her story portrays the harsh realities faced by 
the women of NEFA. But in the book, her story is told mainly to highlight the system of slavery in the 
historical NEFA. She fails to recognize that Yaniyong’s experience is not only emblematic of slavery, but 
also symptomatic of deeply rooted gender inequalities within tribal society.

Elwin persistently overlooks the pervasive gender discrimination within tribal society. In his 
subsequent book, Democracy in NEFA (1964), he praises the democratic ethos embedded in the 
village councils of tribal communities. He emphasizes the non-discriminatory practices and equal 
opportunities afforded to all individuals. However, he conveniently ignores the fact that women are 
excluded from participation in village councils and their involvement in the decision-making process is 
not encouraged. Despite this, Elwin maintains the portrayal of tribal society as inherently democratic.

Following Elwin, subsequent scholars, particularly those at the Directorate of Research Government 
of Arunachal Pradesh, continued to perpetuate the image of tribal women as enjoying high status 
and freedom. In the mid-1990s, Dr. Bir Bahadur Pandey, then Deputy Director of the Directorate of 
Research Government of Arunachal Pradesh, along with a team of fourteen research officers from the 
Directorate, conducted a research project to reassess the position of women in Arunachal’s tribal 
society. Their findings have been compiled in the book ‘Status of Women in Tribal Society: Arunachal 
Pradesh' (1997). According to their study, women’s lives in Arunachal Pradesh underwent significant 
changes and improvements following the introduction of government schemes such as free education 
for women and reservation for women in Panchayati Raj (Pandey, 1997). To support their findings, 
they pointed to the proliferation of women’s organizations in the state. These organizations, dedicated 
to addressing social issues such as child marriage, polygamy, and bride price, were seen as indicators of 
women’s enlightenment and empowerment.

While it is true that the number of educated women and their participation in politics and 
entrepreneurship has increased over the years, they still represent only a small fraction of the total 
female population. In the 1990s, for example, Pandey and his team observed only two women serving 
as politicians in the state legislative assembly of Arunachal Pradesh, and two decades later, that number 
remains unchanged. In addition, many women politicians are often spouses of former political leaders 
and may be filling in for their husbands rather than acting as independent leaders. These facts underscore 
the lack of representation of women in formal political and decision-making processes. Although 
there has been a gradual increase in the number of women leaders in panchayats, they continue to face 
discouragement from both society and their male counterparts (Radhe, 2018). Nevertheless, the criteria 
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of education, political participation, and women’s organizations are consistently cited as indicators of 
women’s empowerment in Arunachal Pradesh (as seen in Pandey, 1997; Mandal and Ete, 2010).

Scholars of tribal women, such as Lucy Zehol and Tiplut Nongbri, strongly oppose the generalization 
of tribal women’s status and freedom. Zehol, in particular, argues that the portrayal of tribal women as 
having high status and freedom is based on a flawed comparison between tribal and non-tribal women 
(Zehol, 2006). Such comparisons, she argues, are not only inaccurate but also dangerous because they 
obscure the true position of tribal women. Indian sociologist Virginius Xaxa similarly criticizes the 
narrative surrounding tribal women and suggests that researchers adopt new methodologies to better 
understand their circumstances (Xaxa, 2004).

I present a nuanced examination of the circumstances under which these organizations emerge and 
the complexities of their operations that may provide a deeper understanding of the true nature of 
women’s organizations.

Women’s Organization in Arunachal Pradesh
In response to the growing call for a more nuanced understanding of tribal women, their roles, and 

their forms of organization, I present a critical analysis of women’s organizations in Arunachal Pradesh. 
Since the 1990s, the state has witnessed a remarkable growth in the number of such organizations, 
with hundreds now active in various regions. They can be broadly categorized into two types based 
on their structure and membership composition: pan-ethnic women’s organizations and ethnically 
exclusive women’s organizations. The former, including groups such as the APWWS and Women 
Against Social Evil (WASE), draw members from multiple ethnic communities. These organizations 
often work with state authorities and actively support the implementation of state policies aimed at 
women’s empowerment. Their work includes organizing awareness campaigns on issues such as girls’ 
education, drug abuse and domestic violence. They are relatively well structured, with offices in major 
cities and the state capital.

In contrast, ethnic women’s organizations are characterized by exclusive membership, limited to 
women from specific ethnic communities. For example, organizations such as Nyishi Nyem Acham 
(NNA), the Galo Women Organization, and the Adi Bane Kebang Women’s Wing allow membership 
solely on the basis of ethnic identity. These organizations work closely with their respective ethnic 
communities and ethnic bodies. Typically, they are based in areas where their ethnic group is the majority.

Arunachal Pradesh Women Welfare Society (APWWS)
The APWWS stands out as the most prominent and arguably the apex women’s organization in AP. 

Founded in 1978, it operates from its headquarters in Itanagar. Its initiatives are frequently featured in 
local newspapers and social media platforms. The organization is involved in a wide range of activities, 
including awareness campaigns for girls’ education, women’s rights, hygiene and sanitation, and 
environmental conservation. It actively campaigns against child marriage, polygamy, drug abuse and 
domestic violence. With a total membership of about two thousand women. APWWS is a well structured 
and efficiently organized body with branches in all districts of the state. It’s organizational framework 
includes key positions such as President, Vice President, Secretary General, Assistant Secretary General, 
Treasurer and Assistant Treasurer. It also has an advisory body consisting of a counselor and legal 
counsel. The executive body, often referred to as the core group, is primarily responsible for making 
decisions and managing the activities of the organization. All operations are conducted in accordance 
with the organization’s written and codified by-laws, and proceedings are systematically documented 
and archived. In recent years, the organization has also expanded its digital presence by launching a 
Facebook page to share, update and publicize its activities. Notably, a significant portion of the APWWS 
membership consists of highly educated women.
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Empowering Women through Customary Law: The First Torch Bearers
APWWS is a legally recognized body registered under the Societies Registration Act 1860. Its 

operational framework is based on the concepts of human rights, constitutional rights and women’s 
rights. For example, its campaigns against child marriage and polygamy, which continue as traditional 
customs in several tribal communities of Arunachal Pradesh, are based on these legal and ethical 
principles. At the same time, the organization incorporates traditional values and customary ideals of 
womanhood into its core philosophy. These customary roles and norms have significantly influenced 
the vision and functioning of the organization since its inception.

The intertwining of modern rights-based approaches with traditional cultural values in the 
functioning of APWWS can be traced back to the lived experiences of the women who laid the 
foundation for the organization. One such example is Lomter Riba, a tribal woman who moved to 
Itanagar from her home village to join her husband in the early 1970s. Settling in A-sector Naharlagun, 
she was confronted with a reality very different from the close-knit support systems of her village. In this 
new urban environment, she was most struck by the widespread plight of women who had migrated 
with their husbands only to face domestic violence, neglect and abandonment. These conditions were 
often the result of extramarital affairs or forced marriages. Deprived of their traditional kin-based social 
security system, these women were often left to face urban life alone, caring for their children in isolation.

Moved by their struggles, Lomter took it upon herself to provide shelter and financial assistance to 
those in need. But she soon realized that these gestures only scratched the surface of a deeper problem. 
Seeking a more sustainable solution, she initiated conversations with other women in Itanagar that 
led to the formation of the Capital Complex Women Society (CCWS). This collective aimed to unite 
women in the area by providing a platform to discuss their challenges and brainstorm solutions. As 
word spread, more and more women turned to the CCWS for support, marking the beginning of a 
significant grassroots movement (Maling, 2017).

Under the leadership of Lomter Riba, CCWS made efforts to bring justice to victims by holding 
perpetrators accountable. However, the methods used to achieve this were deeply rooted in local customs. 
In cases involving extramarital affairs, women found guilty were subjected to customary punishments 
that often included public shaming and physical abuse. These included brutal punishments such as 
hair cutting, facial disfigurement, and application of chili to sensitive areas - practices traditionally 
observed in various tribal communities in AP. While the intention may have been to maintain moral 
order, these actions revealed a glaring gender bias. Men involved in such matters were rarely punished 
or held accountable. This resulted in a system where women bore the brunt of punishment, reinforcing 
patriarchy and perpetuating a violent and biased form of community justice, often enforced by the very 
group that was supposed to protect them.

Change of perspective: From customary law to constitutional law
In 1978, the Capital Complex Women Society (CCWS) was renamed the Arunachal Pradesh 

Women’s Welfare Society (APWWS). During the 1990s, the organization also underwent a significant 
ideological shift. Once a staunch advocate of traditional moral values, it shifted its ideals toward modern 
principles of gender equality, human rights, and constitutional freedoms. This transition marked a 
turning point in the organization’s advocacy as it began to critically examine tribal customary law as a key 
factor in the oppression of tribal women. They contended that practices such as child marriage, forced 
marriage, bonded labor, abandonment, and destitution were reinforced by customary laws. A defining 
moment in this movement occurred in 1994, when the APWWS organized a nationwide conference 
and women unanimously demanded comprehensive reforms of customary laws (Basar, 2006: 212).

The ideological shift in the APWWS was largely influenced by a new generation of educated women. 
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Having been exposed to women’s rights movements throughout India, these women played a key role 
in transforming the APWWS from a vigilant, confrontational group into a more structured and rights-
oriented one. This transformation was most evident in 1994 when they opposed the Arunachal Pradesh 
Bill for Protection of Customary Laws and Social Practices. This bill sought to legally recognize and 
protect the customary laws and practices of all tribal communities in Arunachal Pradesh. APWWS 
raised concerns, arguing that the bill should exclude practices such as polygamy and child marriage 
that are harmful to women and children. Despite their appeals, the assembly remained committed to 
passing the bill. In response, APWWS shifted its strategy from confrontation to peaceful advocacy. 
They organized workshops, press conferences, public marches with placards, and sent letters of appeal 
to prominent scholars, journalists, and even the President of India (Basar, 2006: 214-215).

Over the past two decades, APWWS has restructured its approach around three key objectives. 
First, to change societal attitudes toward women; second, to provide support to victims; and third, to 
work with government agencies and policy makers. To achieve these goals, APWWS regularly conducts 
lectures, seminars, group discussions and debates. They also advocate for greater representation of 
women in politics, panchayats and other decision-making bodies to ensure that their voices are heard.

The Nyishi Nyem Achem: Ethnic-based Women’s Organization
The Nyishi Nyem Achem (NNA) is a pan-Nyishi women’s organization representing the Nyishi 

community of Arunachal Pradesh. It was formed by a group of Nyishi women who shared a common 
goal of providing a platform to address the grievances of Nyishi women. These women observed that 
within the existing socio-political platforms, such as the Nyishi Elite Society (NES), there was a lack of 
space for women to voice their concerns. Despite facing various forms of injustice, Nyishi women had 
no forum at the community level to address their concerns. The NNA was formally established on June 
10, 2007 to fill this void.

Structurally, NNA is similar to the Arunachal Pradesh Women Welfare Society (APWWS) with a 
president, secretary, core members and general members. The organization holds its annual meeting in 
December to commemorate its founding and to assess its progress and future goals.

Guiding Principles: Uniting Nyishi Ethnic Identity

Shortly after its founding, the NNA drafted a constitution to guide the organization’s activities. 
Committed to the advancement of women within the Nyishi community, the NNA pledged to work 
to eradicate social ills, particularly child and forced marriages, traditionally practiced in the community. 
During its first year of existence, however, NNA focused primarily on designing a common ethnic 
symbol, known as the Jikom Kochik, to represent the organization’s unity and identity.

The Jikom Kochik is a hand-woven women’s sarong characterized by its intricate design and symbolic 
patterns. It incorporates five different Nyishi weaving patterns, the Degla, the Luuch, the Kungme, 
the Tamak Ouk, and the Pomo, woven into an off-white fabric (see fig. 1). Each pattern represents the 
people and region from which it originates: the Degla from Lower Subansiri district, the Luuch from 
Papum Pare, the Kungme from East Kameng, the Pomo from Kurung Kumey, and the Tamak Ouk 
from Upper Subansiri. The Nyishi weavers from the five districts collaborated with NNA members to 
create Jikom Kochik, a culturally significant representation of a unified Nyishi identity. In November 
2013, the NNA adopted the Jikom Kochik as the formal dress code for Nyishi women. It was decided 
that all Nyishi women will wear the Jikom Kochik with a black top at all major Nyishi events, such as 
the Nyokum Festival and Nyishi Day.

The Nyishi people of Arunachal Pradesh are composed of various clans and lineage groups, 
including Kodang, Yano, Tagin, Akwng, Ayaa, Chikwr-Chmer, Bodo-Serek, among others (Begi, 2013). 
Historically, due to the difficult geographical terrain, these clans had limited interaction with each other 
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and the term “Nyishi” was not commonly used as a common ethnic identity. On October 24, 1987, the 
Nyishi Elite Society (hereafter NES) was formed to unite these different clan groups under the collective 
identity of Nyishi (ibid). The NNA aligned itself with this vision of unity, believing that the Nyishi 
community should come together to work for its collective progress.

In the Jikom Kochik project, the NNA therefore strategically selected the weaving patterns of Nyishi 
people living in five different districts of AP (it should be noted that in the image, the Degla and Tamak 
Ouk are indicated as originating from Subansiri District, which actually consists of two separate districts, 
Lower Subansiri District (Ziro) and Upper Subansiri District (Daporijo)). The project played a crucial 
role in integrating Nyishi women into the larger Nyishi identity movement. It also reinforced NES’s 
vision of establishing the Nyishi as a unified ethnic group among historically disparate clan groups.

Figure 1: The Jikom is an off-white coloured Sarong with a collection of five weaving design, The Degla, Luuch, Kungme, Tamak 
and Pomo. (Voice and Vision of Nyishi Nyem Acham, 2013: 5)

Nyishi Nyem Achem and Agency

The Nyishi Elite Society (NES) is a prominent community organization that represents the Nyishi 
people and positions itself as the highest authority responsible for formulating policies and making 
decisions for the welfare and advancement of the community. Although the NES and the Nyishi Nyem 
Acham (NNA) are separate entities, they often work together. However, NNA members rarely have the 
opportunity to actively participate in NES discussions and decision-making processes. Instead, they are 
primarily tasked with managing the logistical aspects of NES programs, such as organizing receptions, 
arranging food and lodging, and providing entertainment through song and dance performances. This 
dynamic positions the role of the NNA primarily within the realm of traditional female responsibilities 
related to hospitality, while men dominate discussions and decision-making within the NES.

However, it would be misleading to perceive the NNA solely as a passive entity without agency. 
Despite its traditional role alongside the NES, the NNA has developed its own independent identity. 
The NES has previously suggested that the NNA be incorporated as a subsidiary body of the NES, 
but the NNA has steadfastly maintained its autonomy. Some NNA members even view their logistical 
contributions to NES as a strategic maneuver to maintain their presence within the organization. They 
believe that by fulfilling these duties, they indirectly and informally secure a role in its affairs. In addition, 
during informal NES meetings, NNA members persistently advocate for the eradication of social issues 
such as child marriage and polygamy.



Modi Z. A. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 21 n. 1 (Summer 2025) 377-386384

Between conformity and resistance

In recent years, a key issue of discussion and debate within the NNA has been the status of Nyishi 
women who marry outside their community, particularly to non-tribal men, often resulting in the loss 
of their community membership. Since its inception, the NNA has worked to promote unity among 
the various Nyishi clans and has played a critical role in this effort. The adoption of the jikom kochik as 
a symbol of ethnic identity and its designation as mandatory attire for all married Nyishi women during 
cultural festivals such as Nyokum Yullo reflect these efforts to promote cohesion among the various Nyishi 
clan groups. However, these initiatives also have the underlying intent of symbolically signifying a Nyishi 
woman’s marital status. Proponents of this idea also advocate that all married Nyishi women wear koji, a 
traditional metal bracelet, at all times. They argue that the visibility of this bracelet will act as a deterrent 
against unwanted advances from men, potentially curbing polygamy and extramarital relationships.

However, not all NNA members and Nyishi women support this approach, particularly with regard 
to the symbolic representation of a Nyishi woman’s marital status. Some dissenting NNA members 
argue that such a practice is regressive and may further contribute to the objectification of women. 
They reject the idea that only women should bear symbols of marriage and instead advocate for gender 
equality in such representations. Drawing comparisons with Hindu customs such as wearing sindoor 
(vermilion powder) and mangalsutra (bridal necklace), they argue that these symbols have not effectively 
protected women or ensured their safety. As a result, a divide persists within the NNA between those 
who support the symbolic representation of women’s marital status and those who oppose it, arguing 
that it reinforces gender inequality and the objectification of women.

In patriarchal societies where women are often tabooed or discouraged from speaking out, 
organizations like APWWS and NNA serve as important platforms for challenging deeply rooted 
traditions. The establishment of these organizations has enabled women to discuss their concerns 
beyond the confines of their homes in public forums. Crossing community and tribal boundaries, 
they unite around common women’s issues, identifying common challenges such as child marriage, 
polygamy and abduction, and proposing strategies to address them. In addition, they actively engage 
with those in positions of authority, seeking support to promote a more gender-equitable society.

However, these organizations also reinforce patriarchal norms through exclusionary practices. 
Despite their claims to represent all women and promote collective well-being, both APWWS and NNA 
maintain policies that exclude certain groups of women. APWWS, for example, restricts membership 
to women from within the state, citing jurisdictional limitations. However, this exclusion is also shaped 
by customary and traditional marriage norms, as the organization bars tribal women married to non-
tribal men from becoming core members - demonstrating a bias toward endogamous marriages. Some 
members even advocate that tribal women marry exclusively within their own community.

Similarly, the NNA maintains a narrow definition of who qualifies as a Nyishi woman, excluding 
those who marry outside the community. It promotes the belief that a woman can only retain her 
identity within her paternal lineage if she marries within the Nyishi community. Notably, this rule - 
that marrying outside the community results in the loss of ethnic identity - applies only to women and 
not to men. Instead of challenging these discriminatory practices that limit women’s autonomy, both 
APWWS and NNA actively advocate for their strict enforcement and continuation.

The narrow interpretation of women’s rights within the APWWS and NNA may stem from the 
cultural perception of women primarily as mothers. In many tribal communities in Arunachal Pradesh, 
womanhood and motherhood are closely intertwined, with the term “mother” often used as a synonym 
for “woman”. APWWS, in particular, often identifies itself as a mothers’ organization and justifies its 
campaign against drug abuse and alcoholism by emphasizing women’s inherent roles as caregivers and 
protectors. Furthermore, the vast majority of members in both APWWS and NNA are married women 
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with children, while the representation of unmarried or childless women is minimal, if not absent.

In addition, many young professional women feel a disconnect between their own experiences and 
the priorities of the NNA and APWWS. One woman who was briefly active in NNA shared that she 
struggled to relate to discussions that focused on traditional dress and marriage norms. She suggested 
that NNA should expand its agenda to address broader issues such as women’s education and financial 
autonomy, rather than focusing on women’s dress and marriage rules. As more contemporary women 
prioritize career aspirations over marriage, these organizations must evolve to reflect and advocate for 
the changing priorities of today’s women.

Conclusion
Women’s organizations in Arunachal Pradesh do not have a fixed and permanent character; their 

nature evolves in response to various social, cultural and political factors. In the case of APWWS, the 
social and educational backgrounds of its members have played a significant role in shaping its evolution. 
Initially, most members came from close-knit traditional societies, which led the organization to 
align its principles with customary laws and traditional ideals. Women’s empowerment efforts were 
largely focused on advocating for stricter enforcement of these laws. However, as members from more 
cosmopolitan backgrounds joined, the organization underwent a transformation, shifting its focus 
from customary laws to constitutional rights.

Similarly, Nyishi Nyem Acham is shaped by multiple influences, including ethnic politics, socio-
cultural backgrounds, and individual agency. These factors collectively define the evolving character of 
these organizations, highlighting the complex and multifaceted nature of women’s activism in the region.

A common thread among these organizations is their grassroots and voluntary origins. Women at the 
local level took the initiative to mobilize and establish these platforms independently. Despite challenges 
such as limited funding, logistical difficulties and lack of infrastructural support, these organizations 
have gained institutional recognition, reflecting a growing gender consciousness in a traditionally tribal 
society. An increasing number of women are actively advocating for their rights and position in society.

However, it is important to recognize that the approaches adopted by these organizations don’t 
always lead to real empowerment. In some cases, they may inadvertently reinforce rather than dismantle 
patriarchal structures. It is therefore important to explore alternative theoretical frameworks to better 
understand and accommodate the struggles of these women. Blanket descriptions of them as symbols 
of women’s empowerment and attributions of their revolutionary nature to a high status for women are 
overly simplistic. Only through a nuanced examination of their daily activities and practices can their 
true impact and significance be fully appreciated.
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