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This study explores the convergence of traditional governance and economic practices 
among the Tangkhul Naga community in Manipur, focusing on legal pluralism, indigenous 
political economy, and cultural ecology. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork, oral histories, 
and secondary sources, it investigates how customary institutions – such as clan-based councils, 
village chiefs, and communal labour systems – continue to shape resource management, land 
tenure, and livelihoods. Despite pressures from urbanisation, market expansion, and state-led 
development, these traditional systems remain robust, adapting to new circumstances while 
preserving core cultural values. The analysis demonstrates how overlapping legal systems, 
ecological knowledge, and economic strategies interact in complex and negotiated ways, 
reflecting both continuity and change. By examining how the Tangkhul community navigates 
tensions between indigenous norms and modern economic frameworks, the study contributes 
to broader discussions on legal pluralism, sustainable development, and the resilience of 
indigenous governance in rapidly changing socio-economic contexts.

Introduction
Indigenous governance systems are based on traditional practices that prioritise inclusivity and 

participation. The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 
highlights the importance of protecting the rights of Indigenous peoples, including their political, 
economic, social, and cultural foundations. It underscores the need to safeguard their rights to lands 
and resources, as recognised in treaties and agreements. The declaration also acknowledges the efforts 
of Indigenous communities to improve their well-being and eliminate discrimination. Furthermore, 
it emphasises the essential role of Indigenous peoples in decision-making processes affecting their 
lands and resources, which is crucial for preserving their cultures and promoting development that 
meets their needs (United Nations, 2007). In jurisprudence and the anthropology of law, it is widely 
accepted that every society or social group contains multiple legal orders or fragments of legal systems. 
The concept of legal pluralism directly challenges the doctrine of legal centralism, which holds that 
law must be solely the law of the state– uniform, exclusive, and administered only by state institutions 
(Snyder, 1981). The coexistence of multiple legal systems is not unusual but serves as a reminder that, 
from a legal perspective, no society is entirely isolated or homogenous. With the rise of the modern 
state, many customary rules persisted and were recognised, while others became obsolete.
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Those that remained gained additional legitimacy, shifting from enforcement solely through public 
opinion to being upheld by the state through its authority and institutions. Although unwritten, these 
rules reflected the community’s shared understanding of right and wrong (Zhimo, 2019). Therefore, 
the study of customary law encompasses a broad spectrum of social behaviours within a community. 
Fundamentally, such a study reveals the community’s core attitudes, values, and worldviews. The 
rules and customs serve as tangible expressions of these underlying perspectives. The Tangkhul Naga 
community of Manipur, especially in Kangpokpi district, exemplifies a unique intersection of traditional 
governance systems and economic practices. Drawing on rich cultural traditions, their socio-economic 
structures have evolved over centuries while maintaining continuity with their indigenous identity. 
Traditional governance, emphasising customary laws, clan-based leadership, and collective decision-
making, has historically shaped their approach to resource management and economic activity. However, 
the advent of modernisation, urbanisation, and market expansion has introduced new challenges and 
opportunities, reshaping these traditional systems.

Analytical Framework: Understanding Change and Continuity in Traditional 
Governance
This study employs an integrative analytical framework to examine how traditional governance 

systems and economic practices among the Tangkhul of Manipur persist, adapt, and change in response 
to ongoing socio-economic shifts. By combining perspectives from legal pluralism, indigenous political 
economy, and cultural ecology, the framework seeks to capture the complexity of the intersection, 
merging, and occasional conflict between tradition and modernity in daily governance. It focuses on 
the dialectical relationship between change and continuity, challenging simplistic binaries and instead 
highlighting the layered and negotiated nature of transformation.

Traditional governance in the Tangkhul community is best understood through legal pluralism, 
a theoretical approach that recognises the coexistence of multiple normative systems within a single 
socio-political space. In this context, these systems include customary law rooted in kinship and clan 
traditions, informal decision-making bodies, and state-recognised statutory institutions. The continued 
relevance of customary institutions, such as the Awunga (village chief), Hangva (clan councils), and clan 
norms governing land use and conflict resolution, demonstrates the persistent legitimacy of indigenous 
authority structures, even amid increasing state presence. At the same time, formal institutions such 
as the Village Authorities, established under the Manipur (Village Authorities in Hill Areas) Act, 
1956, reflect the integration of Tangkhul villages into the bureaucratic system of the Indian state. This 
coexistence creates a layered governance landscape where formal and informal institutions operate 
together, sometimes harmoniously and at other times in tension (Snyder, 1981; Zhimo, 2019).

To situate these governance arrangements within their socio-material context, the framework also 
adopts an indigenous political economy perspective. This approach enables analysis of how traditional 
authorities mediate access to land, labour, and natural resources, and how these roles have evolved amid 
shifting economic conditions. Tangkhul economic life has traditionally centred on practices such as 
Alom Yao (reciprocal labour exchange), communal landholding, and non-market craft production, 
all reflecting a moral economy rooted in kinship, reciprocity, and subsistence ethics. However, these 
systems are increasingly influenced by market incentives, monetised transactions, and the logic of 
individual ownership. For example, emerging practices such as individual land claims and increased 
participation in state welfare schemes and development programmes have introduced new dynamics 
of competition, exclusion, and commodification (Keishing, 2019a; Grogan et al., 2013). Therefore, 
traditional economic relations are not simply displaced but are selectively transformed and reconfigured 
in response to broader structural forces.

Additionally, the framework incorporates insights from cultural ecology, emphasising the relationship 
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between human societies and their environmental settings. Drawing on the work of Steward (1955) and 
adapted to the Northeast Indian context by scholars such as Shimray (2004), this perspective highlights 
how Tangkhul governance and economic practices are deeply embedded in local ecological knowledge 
systems. Long-standing adaptive strategies, such as shifting cultivation (jhum), rotational fallowing, 
seasonal time reckoning, and lunar-based agricultural calendars, are not only methods of environmental 
management but also culturally significant practices that shape social structures, rituals, and land 
governance. These ecological rhythms continue to influence daily life, even as many households adopt cash 
cropping, horticultural diversification, and commercial farming. The persistence of these environmental 
practices underscores a cultural logic that resists complete integration into modern capitalist agriculture, 
allowing for partial continuity of environmental ethics amid changes in farming practices.

Covering these three perspectives forms the core theme of change and continuity. Tangkhul 
institutions have not remained static; they have evolved through encounters with colonial rule, 
Christianity, formal education, and economic liberalisation. While some ritual roles and authority 
structures have diminished, others have adapted or integrated with formal systems. Rather than viewing 
this as a linear shift from “traditional” to “modern,” it is more accurately a negotiated transformation 
in which elements of both systems coexist, overlap, and sometimes conflict. This framework enables 
a nuanced understanding of Tangkhul governance as not merely a relic of the past, but as a dynamic 
system shaped by history, ecology, and economy.

Study area
The Naga are an indigenous ethnic group found in north-eastern India and north-western Myanmar. 

Among them, the Tangkhul are a sub-tribe predominantly located in the state of Manipur, which lies 
on the Indo-Myanmar border and is recognised as a biodiversity hotspot. The people of Manipur can 
be broadly categorised into two groups: the valley people and the hill people, also known as tribal 
communities. The government recognises a total of 33 tribes as Scheduled Tribes in Manipur, with 
the Tangkhul being a significant sub-tribe. The valley inhabitants, known as Meiteis or Manipuris, 
reside in the valley regions, while the tribal communities live in the hilly areas. The socio-ecological 
frameworks for land management, land use, agricultural systems, and institutional arrangements differ 
significantly between the hills and the valley. Kangpokpi district is located at 25°07’60.00”N latitude 
and 93°57’59.99”E longitude. The district headquarters is in Kangpokpi town, which is at an altitude 
of 992 metres above sea level and approximately 45 kilometres from Imphal, the state capital. This 
district is home to a diverse population, including various ethnic groups, primarily the indigenous 
Kukis, Nagas, Nepalis, and Meiteis, each with their own socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. 
The administration of Kangpokpi district is led by the Deputy Commissioner. The district is situated 
in the northern part of Manipur and is bordered to the south by Tengnoupal, Thoubal, and Imphal 
East districts, to the east by Ukhrul and Kamjong districts, to the west by Imphal West and Senapati 
districts, and to the north by Senapati district. The present study was conducted in three sample villages: 
Tangkhul Khullen, Sada Lungthar, and Irong Tangkhul, located in the Island subdivision of Kangpokpi 
district, Manipur. Tangkhul Khullen is situated 72 km south of the district headquarters in Kangpokpi, 
Sada Lungthar is 108 km south, and Irong Tangkhul is 76 km south. All three villages fall under the 
Island development block.

Methodology
This study is based on 12 months of fieldwork (January–December 2024) within the Tangkhul 

Naga community in Kangpokpi District, Manipur. A pilot survey was conducted beforehand to 
refine the research methods. Data collection used primary methods, including case studies and both 
structured and unstructured interviews with key informants such as village chiefs, pastors, and elders. 
Observational techniques provided insights into agricultural practices and landholding systems. 
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Secondary data were obtained from literature on tribal economies, with a focus on the Tangkhul 
community. The qualitative research aimed to explore the intersection of traditional governance and 
economic practices. Ethnographic fieldwork included interviews with community members and the 
collection of oral histories, documenting land distribution and resource management. Secondary 
sources, including books and journals, contributed to the historical analysis. Three villages – Sada 
Lungthar, Tangkhul Khullen, and Irong Village – were selected for their reliance on agriculture and 
traditional governance. Although close to each other, they show variations in landholding practices and 
community structures, offering a broader perspective on Tangkhul livelihoods. The logistical feasibility 
of accessing these villages (84.6 km, 75.9 km, and 76.6 km from the district headquarters) facilitated 
thorough and effective fieldwork.

Results and discussion
Traditional governance structure

Traditional governance among the Tangkhul Naga community is deeply rooted in customary laws 
and communal values, forming a system that prioritises collective decision-making, reciprocity, and 
social cohesion. At its core are the village councils, known as Hangva, which continue to function as 
foundational institutions for local administration. These councils regulate a wide range of community 
affairs, including land distribution, dispute resolution, natural resource management, and the 
preservation of cultural norms. Governance is structured around clan-based representation under the 
authority of a hereditary village chief or headman, referred to as Awunga. Although the system follows a 
hereditary line of leadership, it operates with collective oversight, whereby elders and clan representatives 
deliberate on matters through consensus, reflecting a democratic ethos within a customary framework 
(Somingam, 2017). This structure exemplifies legal pluralism, as it represents a parallel legal order 
operating alongside formal state mechanisms without being absorbed by them. “Our council still meets 
under the chief’s supervision when land disputes arise. Even though roads and government have come, 
this is still how we do things,” noted a 72-year-old elder in Irong village (Personal interview, 2024).

The Awunga fulfils both secular and ritual roles, embodying the integration of spiritual authority 
with administrative responsibility. While village priests conduct religious rites, the chief is essential for 
the ritual inauguration of communal activities such as festivals, planting, and harvests, symbolising 
leadership rooted in tradition and cosmology (Ngalengnam, 2014). His house, traditionally serving as 
a village court, functions as the site for dispute mediation, underscoring the fusion of legal, political, 
and spiritual authority within a single institution. “The chief must be present before any sowing begins. 
He blesses the first planting. Without him, it would be like going to the field without God’s favour,” 
explained a farmer in Tangkhul Khullen village (Personal interview, 2024).

Despite his influential position, the Awunga’s authority is mediated by customary expectations 
and consultative practices. Decisions are made in collaboration with the Hangva, reinforcing collective 
accountability and preventing autocracy (Horam, 2019). This reflects an indigenous system of checks 
and balances embedded in customary law rather than a formal separation of powers. This was affirmed 
during a field visit to Sada Lungthar village, where council meetings included representatives from 
each clan, presided over by the Awunga. However, decision-making proceeded through deliberation 
and shared consent (Field notes, 2024). Village councils also play a crucial ecological role, acting as 
custodians of communal forests and cultivable lands. Each year, they designate plots for jhum (shifting 
cultivation), rotating land use to ensure environmental regeneration and agricultural sustainability. 
Areas under cultivation are left fallow for several years, reflecting traditional ecological knowledge and 
adaptive land management strategies deeply embedded in the governance system (Shimray, 2014).

Unlike modern state institutions, Tangkhul village governance does not rigidly distinguish between 
executive, judicial, and legislative functions. Instead, these roles are interwoven, forming a holistic 
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structure in which governance is closely tied to social relations, cultural identity, and environmental 
stewardship (Shimreipam, 2022). Thus, the Tangkhul system exemplifies an enduring model of 
culturally embedded governance, adapting to change while preserving core communal values.

Economic Practices and Traditional Livelihoods 

The economic life of the Tangkhul Naga community is historically rooted in agriculture and closely 
linked to their ecological environment, customary institutions, and seasonal rhythms. As with many 
Indigenous communities in Northeast India, land use among the Tangkhul is not merely an economic 
activity but also a social and cultural process, grounded in kinship, customary laws, and ritual practices. 
The land system in tribal areas is particularly significant, as land provides both subsistence and a sense 
of security for tribal people in various ways. Land tenure remains one of the most complex issues 
worldwide. The inability of formal and customary property rights systems to effectively integrate and 
guarantee tenure security creates dilemmas that are difficult to resolve (Dimchuiliu, 2013). Land and 
tribal communities, especially the Nagas, have served as economic guardians since ancient times. The 
Naga social and cultural system and identity are deeply connected to the land. For them, land is not only 
essential for physical sustenance but also plays a vital role in social, cultural, political, and spiritual life 
(Horam, 2014). Two main types of cultivation dominate Tangkhul agriculture: wet rice cultivation in 
low-lying valleys and jhum cultivation (also known as slash-and-burn or shifting cultivation) on forested 
hill slopes. Jhum, the more widespread traditional technique, involves clearing forest land, cultivating it 
for a few years, and then allowing it to lie fallow to regenerate.

These practices, often labelled ‘primitive’ by outsiders, reflect a sophisticated form of cultural ecology, 
balancing food production with the sustainable use of forest resources (Shimray, 2004). Fieldwork in 
Sada Lungthar village confirmed that, while paddy cultivation in jhum is no longer practised as widely 
as in previous decades, many households have shifted to cash crops such as ginger, banana, perilla, and 
turmeric on hill slopes. A village elder explained, “We give the land time to rest. Even if the government 
says it is wasteful, our system kept the soil strong” (Personal interview, Sada Lungthar, 2024).

Wet rice cultivation remains prominent in fertile areas near stream-fed valleys. Alongside rice, the 
staple crop, the Tangkhul also cultivate mustard for oil extraction, as well as cabbage and a wide variety 
of vegetables and spices. During field visits to Irong village, farmers pointed to homestead gardens 
where a mix of subsistence and cash crops is grown, including turmeric, taro, beans, and perilla, 
highlighting a mixed economy rooted in diversity and household self-sufficiency (Field notes, 2024). 
Agricultural knowledge continues to be passed down through family practices, though the traditional 
youth dormitory system known as Longshim or Khulong, once central to this transmission, has largely 
disappeared. However, in Tangkhul Khullen, some elders recalled how Longshim fostered agricultural 
discipline and communal values. “In Longshim, boys woke up early to fetch water, clear fields, and 
learn songs and music; everything was connected to land and life,” shared a 75-year-old elder (Interview, 
Tangkhul Khullen, 2024). From a very early age, knowledge of cultivation was imparted to the youngsters 
in their institution, called Longshim, a kind of dormitory hall. Other economic activities such as animal 
rearing, crafting, blacksmithing, and hunting were also practised and learnt for domestic production 
and consumption (Maheishang, 2014). Longshim was the epicentre of Tangkhul social, economic, 
political, military, cultural, and religious life. It was the institution where young people, both boys and 
girls, were trained, disciplined, and instructed in all aspects of their lives (Shimray & Khashimwo, 2024).

The agricultural calendar of the Tangkhul remains closely linked to seasonal changes. Rituals for 
planting and harvest are still performed in adapted forms. In Irong, for example, villagers observe plant 
behaviour, such as the blooming of specific shrubs, to determine when to sow. One farmer in Irong 
Village explained, “When the Anginkung flower is still blooming, we know the year is not over yet” 
(Personal interview, Irong, 2024). These customs reflect an ecological system of timekeeping deeply 
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rooted in the livelihood cycles of local communities (Shimray, 2014; Ellen, 2023). After the harvest, 
villagers engage in various non-agricultural activities, including weaving, blacksmithing, pottery, and 
seasonal hunting. These tasks supplement household needs and express cultural identity. Ethical norms 
continue to govern hunting practices. A middle-aged hunter in Sada Lungthar noted, “We never hunt 
animals during their mating season. That is like attacking both the mother and unborn child” (Interview, 
2024). Such beliefs represent a form of spiritual ecology, reinforcing respect for non-human life.

There is no specialisation of occupation among the Tangkhul, but some villages are known for their 
particular manufacturing industries. For instance, weaving, which is generally practised by every woman, 
both married and unmarried, is a specialised and more developed industry in certain Tangkhul villages. 
Hodson (1911) states, “Six Tangkhul villages, Ukrul, Toloi, Naimu, Sandang, Toinem, Phadang, are 
especially engaged in the industry of cloth weaving” (p. 45). Similarly, Johnstone (1896) observed that 
some Tangkhul villages were dominated by cloth manufacturers, and different tribal patterns were 
produced to suit customers. In earlier times, the Tangkhul obtained raw materials from Manipuri 
women in the Sena Kaithel or Royal Bazaar, the main commercial centre of the State. 

Apart from weaving, the villagers of Hundung and Nungbi manufacture earthen pots from clay 
beds near their villages (Hodson, 1911). During festivals or when travelling to other villages, Tangkhul 
villagers always had ways to identify themselves. For example, the Raphei (North) are experts in pottery 
and salt making, and are known among their fellow tribesmen for their skill in these crafts. The Kharao 
(West) are experts in weaving and were the only weavers in earlier times. The Kamo (South) are skilled 
in making various baskets and mats (Horam, 1939b). Although the Tangkhul did not establish large-
scale industries, handicrafts and small manufacturing units such as basketry, pottery, blacksmithing, 
weaving, and salt production were well developed in all Tangkhul villages, even if these products were 
not necessarily traded.

Trade and commerce were conducted with neighbouring Tangkhul villages, other Naga tribes, the 
Meitei, and the Burmese, focusing on specific items. The use of cattle and iron pieces as units of value 
before the emergence of a money economy is documented among the Tangkhul (Shimray, 2001). For 
example, the eastern and northern Tangkhul traded at Homalin in Myanmar, a day’s journey on foot 
from the eastern Tangkhul village of Chatric, where they carried maize, cotton, and forest products 
to exchange, particularly for iron (Kapai, 2017). The implements used by village blacksmiths, and the 
extent to which this craft is practised, depend on foreign supplies of metal, as ore is not obtained locally. 
The Tangkhul acquire such materials from plain traders, particularly those residing in the Manipur 
Valley (Hodson, 1911). Although these long-distance routes have declined, regional exchange remains 
active. In Sada Lungthar and Irong, farmers today sell ginger, fish mint, maize, and chilli at markets in 
Yairipok, Thoubal, and Imphal, generating modest income and increasing participation in informal 
rural trade networks (Personal interviews, 2024).

These practices show that Tangkhul economic life is neither static nor isolated. Although modern 
forces such as monetisation, outmigration, and cash cropping have changed the landscape, traditional 
livelihoods continue to shape community resilience, environmental adaptation, and social identity. 
The Tangkhul economy therefore exemplifies a politically embedded and ecologically grounded system, 
where continuity and innovation coexist in daily life.

Challenges of Modernization 
The imposition of colonial rule in Manipur following the Anglo-Manipuri War of 1891 marked a 

turning point in the governance and socio-economic life of the Tangkhul Naga community. Although 
the British directly controlled the valley areas, the hill regions, including those inhabited by the Tangkhul, 
were administered through an indirect rule system. Village chiefs played a crucial role in the colonial 
apparatus, assisting in tax collection and local administration while maintaining the outward appearance 
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of autonomy (Singh, 2018; Dangmei, 2021). Manipur was divided into administrative zones, including 
the British Reserve, Valley, and Hill Areas, reflecting the colonial strategy of communal segmentation 
and centralised control without direct intervention in indigenous governance (Devi, 2018).

This period marked the beginning of structural transformations in the Tangkhul region. Previously, 
village autonomy and decentralised clan governance had defined political life, with minimal external 
interference (Maheishang, 2014). However, the arrival of Christian missionaries and Western education 
brought profound changes. The establishment of schools and churches under missionaries such as 
William Pettigrew in 1896 initiated a cultural and ideological shift from traditional animistic belief 
systems to Christian cosmologies (Ellen, 2023; Somingam, 2014). In Tangkhul Khullen, several elders 
recalled how the Longshim dormitory system faded within a generation after the arrival of Christian 
institutions. “Once the church came, we stopped sending our boys to Longshim. It was seen as 
backwards,” remarked a 78-year-old elder (Personal interview, 2024). These changes, while providing 
access to literacy and broader worldviews, also contributed to the erosion of Tangkhul customary 
institutions, including governance, ritual life, and ecological stewardship (Joy, 2014). In the post-colonial 
period, new pressures have arisen. Urbanisation, market integration, and state-led development have 
disrupted traditional governance and economic systems. Communal landholding, once the foundation 
of equitable distribution and ecological balance, is increasingly challenged by private ownership, road 
development, and government registration programmes.

Simultaneously, traditional labour systems such as Alom Yao and Khulang, once central to reciprocal 
farming support, are being replaced by paid daily wage labour. In all three study villages, elders observed 
a decline in communal agricultural work. “Nowadays, people just hire workers. No one calls neighbours 
to work in the fields like before,” remarked a farmer in Sada Lungthar (Interview, 2024). This shift, driven 
by market monetisation, reflects the commodification of social relations and weakens traditional values 
of reciprocity. The Tangkhul economy has also undergone an agrarian transformation. Households 
are increasingly shifting from subsistence farming to cash crop cultivation, including ginger, fish mint, 
turmeric, and pineapple. These changes, while generating income, make households dependent on 
the market, expose them to price fluctuations, and increase input costs such as chemical fertilisers and 
pesticides, often replacing ecologically sustainable practices.

This growing tension between traditional systems and formal institutions highlights the challenges 
of legal pluralism. As state laws extend into Indigenous lands, customary norms are increasingly 
marginalised or replaced, causing communities to face uncertainty. While modernisation has created new 
opportunities in education, religion, and markets, it has also disrupted traditional institutions that once 
maintained social order, environmental stewardship, and collective well-being. The current situation 
involves negotiated adaptation, with the Tangkhul responding strategically to changing circumstances, 
albeit with cultural costs. The community’s resilience is rooted in its ongoing effort to preserve identity 
and self-determination amidst the uneven pressures of modernity.

Adapting to Change: Resilience and Continuity
Amid the sweeping changes brought about by colonialism, state intervention, and market expansion, 

the Tangkhul Naga community has shown remarkable resilience by continually adapting its traditional 
governance and economic systems. Rather than disappearing, customary institutions have transformed 
to meet new legal standards, economic pressures, and political realities, demonstrating a dynamic 
interaction between tradition and modernity. A significant example is the incorporation of village 
councils (Hangva) into the formal governance structure introduced by the Manipur (Village Authorities 
in Hill Areas) Act of 1956, implemented in 1957. This act established Village Authorities (VAs) through 
adult franchise, designating the traditional village chief as the ex-officio chairman. While rooted in 
democratic principles, the act also acknowledged the ongoing relevance of customary leadership, creating 
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a hybrid model of governance that reflects both legal pluralism and adaptive institutional negotiation 
(Shimreipam, 2022; Horam, 2023). During fieldwork in Tangkhul Khullen, it was observed that VA 
members and clan elders regularly consult the Awunga before making major administrative or land-
related decisions, indicating that customary authority continues to underpin formal village governance 
(Field notes, 2024). One elder remarked, “Even if the members are elected, without the chief’s voice, the 
village does not move” (Interview, Tangkhul Khullen, 2024). These restructured councils remain central 
to mediating disputes, managing village affairs, and engaging with state development mechanisms, 
ensuring that local voices and customary norms continue to hold influence. Alongside this, clan-based 
decision-making, long a cornerstone of Tangkhul social organisation, continues to structure mutual aid 
systems. In Sada Lungthar, respondents highlighted the role of clans during illness and funerals, when 
collective labour and food contributions are mobilised: “We may not have money, but our people will 
always come with firewood, food, and hands to help” (Interview, 2024). These practices reinforce the 
moral economy of support, even amid modern economic uncertainties (Ruivah, 1993; Shimray, 2004).

A notable enduring feature of Tangkhul economic life is the labour exchange system, known locally 
as Alom Yao. This practice enables households to mobilise assistance from neighbours during sowing, 
weeding, and harvesting through organised yet informal cooperation. In Irong village, participants 
recalled how Alom Yao ensures timely farming even for families with limited manpower: “If one family 
cannot finish their field, ten others will go and help. We take turns helping each other” (Interview, 2024). 
As Keishing (2019b) notes, this system is not only economic; it is a social institution of reciprocity that 
strengthens kinship ties and village cohesion. In return for the labour, host families typically offer food 
and meat, transforming work into a ritual of community bonding. This system remains active in Sada 
Lungthar, although some youth now prefer wage labour, which elders perceive as eroding traditional 
values. One respondent stated, “Young boys want payment now. Before, it was honour and friendship. 
Now it is money first” (Interview, Sada Lungthar, 2024). Such communal labour extends beyond 
agriculture to include life-cycle events and village festivals. In Tangkhul Khullen, weddings and feasts 
are still arranged through community contributions of food, firewood, and manpower. These activities 
not only reduce the burden on individual families but also strengthen collective identity through shared 
participation in cultural and ritual practices.

In this way, the Tangkhul community integrates customary law with modern administrative 
structures, maintaining internal cohesion while adapting to broader socio-economic changes. This 
ability to adapt without breaking reveals a resilient system of cultural reproduction, where institutions 
remain responsive to changing conditions. Rather than viewing tradition and change as opposites, the 
Tangkhul case demonstrates that continuity can coexist with transformation. The capacity to retain core 
values, such as reciprocity, communal responsibility, and ecological stewardship, while engaging with 
modern governance and market systems reflects a strategic hybridity. This highlights the importance 
of recognising Indigenous governance not as fixed relics, but as adaptable frameworks capable of 
maintaining identity and function in today’s world.

Integration into Modern Economic Networks
The Tangkhul Naga community’s integration into modern economic systems reflects a nuanced 

process of adaptive transformation, in which traditional practices coexist with, and are often reconfigured 
by, emerging market opportunities, state interventions, and technological change. Unlike the industrial 
revolutions of the West, where mechanisation supplanted labour, Tangkhul modernisation has primarily 
involved a transition from agrarian self-reliance to multi-occupational diversification, including teaching, 
missionary work, wage labour, administrative services, and increasing urban migration (Maheishang, 2014).

In recent decades, Tangkhul households have increasingly participated in regional and external 
markets, particularly through the commercialisation of agricultural products and artisanal crafts. 
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These goods, rooted in ecological knowledge and cultural heritage, now circulate in local townships 
and district centres, generating income while reinforcing artisanal identity. During fieldwork in Sada 
Lungthar, respondents reported selling fermented bamboo shoots, ginger, chilli, and banana at markets 
in Yairipok, Thoubal, Sekami, and Imphal, often relying on weekly local traders to reach buyers (Field 
notes, 2024). One woman stated, “We still grow things the traditional way, but now we need cash for 
school and hospitals. So we sell what we can” (Interview, 2024).

In agriculture, Tangkhul farmers in Kangpokpi district have adopted modern inputs and equipment 
such as power tillers, irrigation pumps, and chemical fertilisers. Most households described how power 
tillers have replaced ploughing by hand or oxen, enabling the cultivation of larger plots. However, the 
use of chemical inputs raises concerns. These insights reflect both the productivity gains and ecological 
strains of intensified farming. Cash crops such as ginger, turmeric, perilla, pineapple, and fish mint have 
become widespread across the study villages, reshaping the local agricultural calendar. This reflects a 
broader trend of semi-commercial agriculture, in which households remain tied to subsistence needs 
while entering volatile commodity markets, resulting in price fluctuations, dependency on inputs, and 
vulnerability to external market forces.

A significant aspect of economic adaptation is the rise in rural-urban migration, particularly among 
young people. Tangkhul individuals are increasingly moving to cities such as Imphal, Guwahati, Delhi, 
and Mumbai in pursuit of higher education, salaried employment, and modern lifestyles. In all three 
study villages, families reported having at least one member working in an urban centre. A father from 
Sada Lungthar stated, “My son is in Delhi. He sends money home but says city life is lonely. He misses 
our festivals” (Interview, 2024). This reflects findings by Amaladoss and Francis (2020), who note that 
urban migration serves as both a pathway to economic mobility and a source of social fragmentation, 
as younger generations become disconnected from village institutions and customary rhythms. Despite 
these changes, the Tangkhul community has retained elements of customary economic governance. 
Village authorities, recognised under state legislation, act as intermediaries between government schemes 
and local households. In Tangkhul Khullen, VA members were observed disseminating information 
on MGNREGA, PDS rice distribution, and subsidised LPG schemes, ensuring that the benefits of 
state programmes reach rural populations. In many cases, village chiefs and elders continue to mediate 
the distribution of benefits, thereby maintaining community trust in the process (Field notes, 2024). 
Village authorities also continue to oversee the regulated use of forest and stone resources, generating 
revenue from the sale of firewood and riverbed boulders, which are often used to fund festivals or road 
repairs. These resource management practices represent a blend of customary control and administrative 
oversight, with decisions made through consensus at community meetings.

Cultural continuity among the Tangkhul is actively maintained through communal festivals, 
traditionally organised by village leaders and elders. Festivals play a significant role in the social and cultural 
life of the Tangkhuls. These celebrations are closely connected to their agricultural practices, which 
have been the primary occupation of their ancestors for generations. As an agrarian society, Tangkhul 
festivals are aligned with the seasonal farming calendar, marking various stages of agricultural activities 
such as planting, harvesting, and other farming milestones. These festivals provide opportunities for 
communal gatherings and celebrations, while also reinforcing social bonds and cultural values within 
the community (John, 2024). Ritual practices extend beyond festivals; daily farming decisions are also 
influenced by spiritual beliefs. These events are more than occasions for rituals or social gatherings; 
they are essential for strengthening collective identity, transmitting cultural values, and maintaining 
intergenerational bonds. Additionally, such festivals often serve as platforms for mobilising community 
labour and redistributing resources, such as shared food, ceremonial gifts, or mutual aid, thereby 
enhancing social reciprocity and communal ties.

The Tangkhul experience demonstrates that integration into modern economic systems does not 
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necessarily erode indigenous cultural frameworks or cause traditional institutions to collapse. Instead, it 
reveals a dynamic process of cultural adaptation and blending, in which modern influences are carefully 
incorporated and core traditional practices are preserved or reinterpreted. Rather than passively 
accepting change, Tangkhul communities actively shape their interactions with the outside world. In 
this hybrid model, traditional institutions remain important in governance, production, and social 
organisation, even as their roles evolve. For example, customary leaders now oversee both ritual activities 
and modern development projects, while communal labour systems are used for agricultural work and 
new economic ventures. Through this adaptable approach, the Tangkhul draw on their cultural capital, 
such as indigenous knowledge, community solidarity, and ecological understanding, as key resources 
for managing socio-economic change. Ultimately, the Tangkhul’s ability to sustain cultural continuity 
while adopting aspects of modernity demonstrates strategic resilience and practical innovation. This 
capacity to blend tradition with change helps them preserve their identity and independence despite 
external pressures, while also engaging with broader economic opportunities on their own terms.

Conclusion
This study, guided by an integrative framework of legal pluralism, indigenous political economy, 

and cultural ecology, examines how the Tangkhul Naga community of Manipur maintains and 
transforms its traditional systems of governance and economic life. The findings demonstrate that, far 
from being eroded by modernisation, these systems adapt dynamically, revealing a nuanced dialectic 
of change and continuity. Through the lens of legal pluralism, the coexistence of customary councils 
(Hangva), hereditary chiefs (Awunga), and state-recognised institutions illustrates how Tangkhul 
governance operates within a layered legal landscape. These hybrid arrangements enable communities 
to mediate resource use, settle disputes, and engage with state development without fully relinquishing 
customary norms. From the perspective of indigenous political economy, Tangkhul livelihoods, rooted 
in reciprocal labour systems such as Alom Yao, communal landholding, and moral economies, are not 
being replaced wholesale by market logic. Instead, these practices are selectively transformed, with cash 
cropping, artisanal trade, and rural-urban migration incorporated into existing structures of kinship 
and community. Cultural ecology remains central to economic adaptation, as traditional agricultural 
calendars, land rotation, and environmental ethics continue to shape both production and social 
life. Ultimately, the Tangkhul experience reflects a model of strategic hybridity, in which indigenous 
institutions persist through adaptive innovation rather than rigid preservation. Cultural continuity is 
actively reproduced through festivals, communal rituals, and ecological knowledge, even as communities 
engage with external forces such as state policies, cash economies, and education. By recognising these 
negotiated transformations, this research contributes to anthropological understandings of indigenous 
resilience, showing that traditional governance is not a relic of the past but a living, responsive system. 
The Tangkhul case affirms that meaningful development must engage with the cultural logics and 
institutional capacities of local communities, rather than displacing them.
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