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here the theoretical focus of cultural ecology will be thc. mlcrpla}j
between  envirenment  and  productive  technology tfrom thL\
environmental side and the tle of non-core elements mvthc adapu'vu
processes of the Rajbanshis. That is, _cultu_rc ‘amd gnvn‘nnmc_ml a]‘ff
interdependem and have a dynamic relationship 1n which h(‘)ll"l ui ‘turc
and environment continue to adapt and readapt as each changes 1n
spons > other's influence.

fehpﬁmtlffhl: jzlttli'al—ccoiogical method adopted for this study pos_lulwau‘:i;
a  relationship  between  environmental  resources, Hub‘whlt.l]u,
technology. and the behavior required o upp]y lcch'nnlng-y .lmr ]%5(.]u,mbi
utilization. It demands examination of the interaction of societies anc
social institutions with one another and with the natural environment.
The method of cullural ecology consists of lhrcc procedures (‘l}
analysis of the interrelationship between a subsistence system and its
environment ; (2} assessment of the behavior palterns assncmlcq with
a given subsistence technology: 'and ﬁ3) asg‘crtalmng»_.lhc ‘cxl(,n‘l ]m
which the behavior patterns cntailed in a given subsistence system
affect other aspects of the culture.

ETHNO-ECOLOGICAL VIEW OF COMMUNITY HISTORY

A study of the course of adaptation ;deits' ﬂuctgutinns and L“hamgci
has to tocus on both the imernal organization of the group and }h_u‘
specific characteristies of the environment where the people ]\1\(:, "1 hl?
has to be done in a historical framcwuﬁ bgcuusc. the essence lf:
adaptation is related to the changing relationships (?t pe(-vbplc‘_(m‘d‘ IIL\
social and physical environment (van Beek 1993). Of course. sinee l]Ll
historical sources on Tarai people are few. one has te rd) nn»thc oral
tradition. climatic daa over several centuries, the ‘P()llllL‘i.lI Tllslc)ry nl‘
Tarai, and the official records of hoth the Brmsh‘ F<ast II](JIL[ Qonmuny
and the Nepalese government. In this context Gage (1975) writes:

It appears that nearly all the settlers m carly Taral ‘ltltlm}' wcrlc ‘;'Iﬁf'\r}:i::;;
pre-Aryan indigenous stock. The ancient and Illcdll‘y\‘.ll hmor)_n Fr:m:-?“m-
is a cyclical one in which men and forest have dmmm}(cd n mn.;‘1 om e
1o time, people from mote settled part of the Gangetic pl:un‘ [?th» L(ki]{i' k th
forest, cleared the lund, and established settlements that g’rcw_ ‘II‘ll() 7; -
When the kingdoms withered away because of natural calaitics or war.
forest reclaimed the Tand.

However, from the beginning of the seventeenth century, Alhc
dense Tarai forestland was continually cleared und. settled b? lnhl;a?
people more  permanently. Accnrdlpg to Humll}(m 7.(]’?? )')1.‘h‘l- C
majority of the inhabitants of castern »l aral were plaqn' “T"&M ‘ flu‘u:
were spread throughtout the whole rcgl(mvund the Rajbanshss, Meches,
and Gangais inhabited the far castern Tarai.
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The Rajbhanshis - one of the groups of the great Bodo/Boro or
Bara family - entered India in the [0th century B.C. from the east and
seltled on the banks of the Brahmaputra and gradually spread over
Assam and the whole North and East Bengal and East Nepal (Sanyal
E9050 Gautam 1994). They have often heen referred to as Kook or
Coche (regarded as their historical and original name) who were a very
powcrtul nation during the 17th and 18th centuries. About that time,
however, they were absorbed by the British in India and Jhapa and
Morang, their territortes, were annexed to the kingdom of Nepal by
king Prithvi Narayan in 1774 (Bista 1972). In this context, Berlic
(1985) writes:

We do not knew very much sbout their ancient ime, The Barae peaple (for
us, Bara means Boedo and nat Bhar), inhabitants of the areas of the actual
State of Manipur (India) could be the Bodos. Al the end of the middle age. u
group of 1his big ethnolinguistic tamily, the Koch, oceupied (India). They had
conguered a part of the ancient Thai-Ahom kingdem (which once included
the western half of the Assam on one side and the eastern half of the Morang
on other. with all the wmtervening country (Hodgson 1878, cited in Bista 1972).
Itis only in the 16th century that these new Masters of the region took the
name of the Ragbanshi.

In Nepal the Rajbanshis stand for the relatively Jarge and
domimant groups of people living in the castern part of the country -
namely Thapa and Morang districts. In their physiognomy and racial
traits they could he classified anthropologically as Mongoloid (Sanyal
1965; Berlic 1986) and arc more closely related to Tharus, Satars, and
Danuwars than o any other people living in the arcas. But unlike the
Tharus and Danuwars, who are widely distributed in the plains, the
Rajbhanshis ure found mainly in the wea between the Koshi and
Mechi rivers in Nepal and further cast and south across the Indian
horder (Bista 19723,

During the seventcenth and cighteenth centuries most of the
Taral twibal people including the Rajbanshis praciced  slesh-and-burn
cultivation, shifting their location every three or four years when the
land lost its ferality. Although the land remained fallow for a long
time, 1t was not reclaimed by the forest because of continual grazing
by the herds of cows and butTaloes driven north from India during the
dry scason by Ahirs and other castc Hindus (Gaige 1975). In the
twentieth century. the intervention of technology controlled malaria
and trned the Tarai into a new fronticr for human occupancy®. This
resulted 1n a major shiit of the population from the Hills to Tarai with
far reaching consequences in population distribution and land-use
change’. The pattern of change followed closely that which ook place
in other parts of the Gangetic plain. That is. the slash-and-bum
cultivation was replaced by intensive farming and nomadism was
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replaced by permanent settlement in response to the changing context
of ecology and demographic structure of the Tarai.

Thus, the rapid growth of population, increasing rate of
internal and external migration, competition for limited resources (land
and forest), and different government policies to use and allocate these
resources have affected every aspect of these people. Nawral resources,
particularly forests and grazing jands, have been decrcasing and
deteriorating in the arca resulting nto unintended and unanticipated
environmental  consequences.  The  increasing  rate of  resource
deterioration has threatened not only the environmental balance and
conservation of natural species, but also the basic necds of subsistence
of the vast majority of the population, including the Rajbanshis
fiving in the arca.

If we conceptualize the distribution of cultural sub-traditions
within a population as dilferent streams, the Rajbanshis thus
participate in many such streams which are also shared by the
members of other groups. There are, however, somc typical socio-
culiural features or traditons which both  Rajbanshis and  others
teccognize as exclusively Rajbanshi. For instance, one can cite the
consumption of meat in the course of performance of death rituals
performance, the system of Laking bride price in marriage, the worship
of their village deitics, absence of the concept of menstruation as i
pollutive process, abandonment of "the sucred thread, and their typical
dress and settlement patterns (Bhattaral 1994).

STUDY AREA AND POPULATION

The Rajbanshis, the focus of this study. inhabit Rajgadh viflage of the
Rajgardh VDT of Jhapa district (69 20" - 26° 30" North; §7¢ 45" -
870 00" Fast). [t comprises a narrow strip of alluvial plain with a very
low altitude of about 100 feet from the sea level. It has a sub-tropical
climate with a good deal of humidity in its atmosphere which 15 hot
in summer and moderately cold in  winter. Rajgadh receives
approximately 234 mm of rainfall annually (CBS 1991). The total
study population comprised 335 individuals (171 males, 164 females
in a total of 39 houscholds). The sex and dependency ratios were 104
and 0.87 respectively. The household size of the village ranged from
wwo to fourtcen with an average of 5.67 persons per houschold. More
{han half of the study population (52%) stated that they could not rcad
and write (i.c., were illiterate). Only one percent of the population has
the education of S_L.C. equivalent and more.

SOCIAL. ECOLOGY

The village is heterogenous in term of its ethnic composition. The
major caste/ethnic groups of the arca are Brahman/Chhetri, Rajbanshi,
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Satar, hill Matwalis (Magar. Rai. Newar), Saha. Kalwar, Malaha
(Fishermen). Thakur (Barber), Ganesh, Muslim, and oceupational
castes such as Kami, Damai. Among these groups, Rajbanshi, Satar,
and Ganesh wre  indigenous  inhabitants  whereas most of the
Brahman/Chhetri. hill Matwalis. and occupational castes are hill
migrants who arrived in diflerent phases of time during the last fifty
years. The other remaining groups  fike Saha, Kalwar, Maluha,
Thakur, and Muslim are of Indian origin who were nvited to settle 1n
the arca during the Rana Regime (o maximize agricultural production
and to increase land revenue in the Tarai.

The Rajhanshis are mostly agriculural people. Therclore, 1n
most of the cases their villages are found in an open space in the
middle of their farms. Occastonally, they also build a village for a
aroup of persons with their cultvated land clsewhere hecause  they
prefer to live with their community. In every village, there 1s a
relatively rich and big landowner who is known as Deoniva. He acts
as the chiet of the village. Thus. a Rajbanshi village consists of a
comparatively bigger house of Deoniva (landlord) and a group of
smaller houses of his sharecroppers and other landless people who
work as wage laborers for him. There is thus no well defined village
boundary under such condition and the boundaries are not marked out
with fencing or pillars. However. the villagers know the boundary of
their village which often consists of an imaginary line along some big
tree or big carthen embankment on the cultivated land known as dhur.

The basic residential, social, religious, and economic unit of
the Rajhanshis of Rajgadh is the patrilineal nuckear family. This unit
consists of a man, his wife, and their unmarried children, usually
occupying u single dwelling. In some cases. 4 household may consist
of two or more marricd males. their wives, and unmarried children, all
working on the same undivided land. Such houscholds are termed here
as joint families, which may spht into two or more residential units,
regularly occupying outbuildings, away trom the main house, In joint
families. however. the basic cconomic unit is not a residential unit.
All the individuals share in the family occupation ad cat from the
samie hearth in joint families,

In most cases. the head of the family is the cldest active male
of the houschold. He hears the final responsibiiity and is the sole
authority for the family's well-being and everyone is supposed to work
and act” according to his direction. The wile of the eldest maie,
regandless of whether the latter is living, is the head of houschold
chores and of all the females, particularty in the joint family. The
practice of patrilocality in the Rajhanshi community can be seen from
the fact that after the death of the household head. the responsibility
and authority are both transterred naturally to the cldest son, but the
cldest woman of the houschold becomes the titular head of the
houschold upon her husband's death, 1f there are no younger sons o1
brothers 1o take over.
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The Ragbanshis of this village prefer to live in nuclear families
than in cxtended or joint families duc o inadequite Jand-holding and
poor fertility ot the soil. About 81% of the total 5% Rajbanshi
houscholds belong to the nuclear families. It scems that therr family
types are more or less influenced by the size of land-holding and other
resources available for subsistence. The rules of inheritence we on the
‘principle of ownership by birth’ and the exereise ol inheritance rights
by the Rajhansh: always proceeds through stages. A separation from
the main houschold usually oceurs as brothers divide their father's
property and the {inal division of the property usually occurs after all
the sons ol a man have got married and have established  separate
houscholds. In most cases, however, the process gets delayed until
after their father's death.

SOCIOCULTURAL PRACTICES AND ADAPTATION

Therc are two main ways of relating socio-culiural systems (reiuals,
festivals. etc.) to the environmental phenomena: either showang that
items of the socio-cultural system function as o part of the whole
system that alse mncludes the local ecological phenomena or clse
showing that the environmental phenomena are responsible in some
manner for the origin or development of the socio-cultural system
under investigation (Vayda 1969). The festivals and rituals which the
Rajbanshis have been celebrating are associated with one or the other
of the Hindu panthcon. The Hindu concept of sacredness (e.g., sacred
cow, trees, and plants) 1s one ol the sustainable or  beneficial
relationships that have evolved in the course of the mteraction of
human population with the natural environment over time (Haris:
1974). Both of these ways are applicable in the study of the socio-
cultural system of the Rajbanshis. For example, the wadition of
conspicuous consumption and cxpenses i their rite e passage
evolved from their dominant position in the arenas of resource use and
allocation 1n the past. These customs were functional in the past,
when there were enough resources for consumption or distribution  for
continuing the production in the succeeding years. Thus, the
cnvironmental attributes (high soil fertility. abundance of natural
vegetation) are  responsible in the origin of the customs  of
conspicuous consumption in marriages and death rituals among these
Rajbanshis of Nepal Tarai. On the other hand. these ritnals and
festivals like Maghesagarant® and performance of various Lifas”
function as the part of the ccosystem that hetp to maintain the local
ceosystermn by consuming the excess or surplus production in the
appropriate scason. Maghesagaranti 15 celebrated in the middle of
January (a cold season in the arca) and is believed to be the best period
for meat consumption in that hot climatic area. The Lilas also act as
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recreational institutions for the Rajbanshis. as there are no other
cntertainments In i CONCIete sense.

Likewise, festivals such as Aasfiart Ghasari, Kadsinovd, and
Rangsinova are more or less related 1o the environmental potentiality
of the arca. Aashari Ghasari s celebrated in the month of  Ashadh
{July). Rajhanshis worship the forest as god fidra (king of the heaven
and god of rain) 1o get good rain all over the year on this occasion,
Since all the tands of the area are rainfed, this festival reflects the role
of lorests in rain which is an inherent part of their ltfe. Both
Rangsinnwa and Kadisiruwa are related to the land, the only permancent
source of livelihood for the Rajbanshis. These festivals are celebrated
on the sccond and third days of Baisakh (the third week of April)
respectively. All the Ragbanshis of o village collectively worship land
for its sustainable fertility: their mud-play signifies the value of soil
and land in their survival. Thus, the socio-cultural featres of the
Rajbanshis in some respect are the product of the local envirenmental
phenomena. But, at the same time, they also act as a part of the local
ccosysiems.

TECHNOLOGY

Every human socicty employvs techntques in order 1o appropriate
resoutces from the environment. Each technigque is a combination of
malerial artifacts (tools and machines) and the knowledge required 1o
make and use them. Thus, the technology of a human group 15 the
tetal system of means of production by which the group interacts with
its environment. This includes the use of tools, the pattern of works,
the information ol the knowledge employed. and the organization of
resource for productive activitics. The numbers and kinds of tools a
socicty uses are related o the cultural practices and dife-styles of its
members. The material culture of the Rajbanshis, which is reflected in
their productive technology and the means by which they have been
exploiting the resources wround them appear simple. They fulfill their
subsistence as the natural environment permits them with their simple
technological knowledge of irrigation, ploughtng, and transportation.
As they are agriculturists of the plain region, they have been using
their traditonal simple twchnology in order o survive in  that
envirenment because it has been comparatively productive until now.
Since technology and environment form a single system together, if
one changes, ultimately the other one also is clfected. Due (o
poptlation growth, migration, immigration, and forest depletion, the
soil fertility of the arca has changed. and 10 manage this change. these
people have also changed their technology  of  subsistence. For
example, they have adopted a culture of cultivaton of cash crops
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including the technology of groundwater irrigation, and improved
varieties of crops in spite of the cultivation of cereal crops of local
varieties, depending on thc monsoon. However, changes in the
traditional mode of subsistence are not significant as in other areas and
as among other people such as the hill folk.

Agriculture is the main subsistence of the Rajbanshis, which is
exclusively based on human and livestock power but they sometimes
also use the rice and flour mills located in the village. Agriculture, as
a result, 1s labor-intensive for those crops harvested in winter such as
tobacco and wheat. Almost all of the Rajbanshis rarely use chemical
fertilizers but use frequently both manure and animal dung. The
shortage of firewood due to deforestation and other constraints posed
by the forest guards have induced them to use cattle-dung as a cooking
material which is a convenient form of energy for the rural women due
to its long lasting heat giving capacity. On the other hand, use of
animal dung as firewood has also a certain negative impact upon farm
production since alternative sources for fertilizing the field are lacking.
Usually the Rajbanshis use the following implements for their
agricultural activities:

Hal - plough

Kodal - spadefhoe

Kurali - axe for splitting wood

Kachiya - sickle for harvesting

Huasuwa - sickle for jute plant

Duao - chopper for cutting wood

Bossila - smaller axe for cutting and splitting wood/bamboo
Dhangni - club to break the clods after ploughing

Moai - harrow

Passini - spud

SORNO MR —
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The use of these agricultural implements shows that they
depend heavily on human and animal labor rather than machine for
cultivation. Their hal is similar to thosc used in other regions of
Nepal —~ a wooden structure with a wooden moldboard and iron share
and hook, pulled by oxen or buffaloes. The plough is connected to the
yoke with the help of jotar (jute string). As the use of the plough is
the main characteristic of subsistence agriculture, it is an important
tool for tilling agricultural land. The digging spadc — kodal - is used
mostly in making terraces during the rainy season to hold back water
for transplanting paddy and is another prime agricultural implement.
However, the other tools like club, Jladder, spud (specially used for
weeding kitchen garden, and jute and tobacco plantations), and sickles
are also used frequently. Implements which are used for extraction of
forest materials such as firewood, or are used as housing materials,
such as ploughing wood etc., arc axes for splitting wood; small axes

H.P. Bhattarai: Rajbanshis of Rajgadh ol

and chisels, specially used for making wooden agricultural implements
like plough; and the chopper used for cutting bamboo and fence-
making and other purposes. These tools have been used by these
people for gencrations. No changes are yet evident in the size and
shape of these tools, except the plough. Some Rajbanshi households
have been using an improved form of plough made from iron plates
provided by the local cooperatives and the Agricultural Development
Project.

These people depend heavily on the monsoon for irrigation
because there are no irrigation facilitics. They simply raise aali
(embankment) around the small plots of land called khutti with the
help of kodal to preserve water and prevent soil erosion.

Their only means of transportation is the Bullock Cart, drawn
by bullocks and sometimes by male buffaloes. It can go over the
unmetalled roads, muddy fields, and over small embankments of about
two feet height. It is generally used to fetch corn and hay from the
fields, firewood from the forest, merchandise from the market, and
even people. It is usually made of wood, bamboo pole, iron sheets,
afid has an axle.

They have been using spinning and weaving implements to
make jute strings from jute fiber for use in household articles, partly
for their own consumption and partly for sale. Such articles are dhokra
(a jute cloth used as bedsheet), sutli (jute thread for tying the parts of
the hut), and rassi (rope to keep the cattle tied in cowsheds).

They also make fishing nets and traps from bamboo and dry
jute plants which they use for fishing in their paddy fields during the
rainy season after the paddy is planted when they have time away from
the farm. The small fish, thus collected, Sun-dried and preserved in a
bamboo pot, are called sidol (dry fish), which make a prestigious and
tasty curry.

ECONOMY AND SUBSISTENCE

As in most Nepali villages, the main source of livelihood among the
Rajbanshis is agriculture supplemented locally by animal husbandry,
small scale trade, and wage labor. The pattern of landownership extant
today in Rajgadh dates from the dawn of the Rana rule; may be, even
earlier, when the practice of allotting land to the household for
cultivation was perhaps established. State ownership was the
traditional form of land tenure, called rakar. In the absence of private
property rights on the raikar land, the cultivator could enjoy only the
rights to cultivate the land and enjoy its produce subject to the
payment of the rent to the state. Although, state land had been
registered in favor of the cultivators before the first quarter of the 20th
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century ended. a large disparity remained in land-holding size even after
the Land Reform Program of 19064 Land Act prohibited landowners
from appropriating in excess of half of the annual yield of the land.
Also, the cultivator who acquires tenancy rights cannot be evicted by
the landiord except through a judicial decree. But in practice, these
provisions are not effectively implemented.

Dhanfir (paddy land) and Hhith (dry land) are the main fand
types of the study village as classified on the basis of mrigation
facihities. sedl types, and types of crops cultivated. It has a total of
235.15 ha of cultivable land, out of which 194.91 ha is dicrthar land
(82.88% of the total cultivable land). Likewise. there 15 40.91 ha of
Hhith land (17.11% of the total land under cubtivation). The land-man
ratio and land-household rano in the study village are 0.13 ha per
person  and (.88 ha per  houschold  respectively.  Adhvan
(sharecropping) and thekha (fixed rent) are two ways of land renting in
this village. Mortgaging of land was alse reported 1o signilicant
numbers (tive cases, or 8.4% of the 59 households) in the study area
which is locally known as Briaj Marauni.

The Brahman/Chiietri group has the largest amount of land-
holding per houschold compared 16 other cthnic groups in the study
area. Qut of the total cuttivated land 235.15 ha, more than 50%, i.e.,
118 ha 15 owned by the Brahmans/Chhetris. Rajbanshis who had
owned abut 749 of the total 212.15 ha cuhivated land in 1964-65
owned only 41.15% {996.78 ha) tin 1992-93. Their caste status and
literacy skills enabled them to take advantage of the administrative
regutations on tand acquisition. In addition, the heavy expenses on life
cycle ceremonies and social occasions® of the Rajbanshis forced them
1o scll their lands o the hill immigrants because very few of them
(about 59 of the total 539 houscholds) could fulfill their social and
cultural obligations (including ceremonial expenses) with their farm
surplus and savings. All others (5% of the total households) have to
sell fand (54.24%:) or mortgage (8.47%) and take loan (32.24%:) from
the local moeneylender (usually hill Brahman) to meet their social
requirements. As the size of land-holding ranges from 0.002 ha to
30.6 ha per houschold. majority of the Rajbanshis are now engaged in
agricullure  either as  marginal landholders or  as  tenants  and
sharecroppers of the big landholders  (Rajbanshis  or  Brahmans/
Chhetries).

As land and family size is not distributed equally among the
houscholds in the study area, the defree to which cach household
produces its own food varics considerably. Tt gencrally depends on the
quality and quantity of the land processed by the houschold and the
number of members in the family. Although the average tand-holding
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of the sampled houscholds is 1.08 ha, more than 50°7r_ of the
houscholds produce grain to meet only three months’ requirements.
Thus. diversification and intensification of crops and exploitation of
local resources (wagce/dini labor, fireweod selling) to eam cash are _lhe
main strategies adopted by the Rajbanshis to manage population
erowth. land scarcity, and social and cultural needs. .

. As 1n other rural arcas of Nepal, the farming practice of the
study area is characterized by mixed farming, which ingh_ldes
agrit-:u!lurc animal hushandry, and horticulture. Agricultural activities
are characterized by simple traditional techniques where manual !a_hor
and animal power are used for ploughing, sowing, weeding,
harvesting, and threshing. Changes in demographic structure through
natural growth, migration, and immigration, and its resultant pressure
on the agricultural sector have allered the cropping patterns of _the
study area. In the past, when land was in abundance and popg]allon
size was relatively smail, people used Lo grow only one crop of paddy
which was transplanted (in most cases, seed broadcasting was the ru.lc
in over two-thirds of the paddy land) 1n July/August to be hanfcst.ed in
November. For the remaining months of year, lund was kept fatlow
when large flocks of cattie and buffalocs grazed there. This t‘allc)\.:v
period provided sufficient ume for regeneration of the nplural so1l
nutrient, on the one hand. and absorption of the excreta of cattie and
bufialoes on the field soil. on the other. Tt had a positive effect upon
land productivity. Some of the large land-holding Rajbanshis here still
follow such mode of cropping because they own enough land.

In the course of time, as population increased, there was
fragmentation of land and single cropping could not meet the increased
demand for food and other requirements. As efforts were m_adc to
intensify the farming practices to adjust to the changing social and
natural environment., winter crops were introduced along  with
improvement in the irrigation system. With the armval of the hll
people. maize and millet were also introduced arcund the 50s. The
fallow period of land between two crops has shonen_ed and the
frequency of crop rotation in the same land in a year has 1pcrcased. In
addition to paddy, Rajbanshis have started to grow maize, \yheat,
millet. and summer paddy (where irrigation is possible in winter).
Gradually, subsistence farming is being monetized. Various cash crops
such as tobacco, jute, vegetables like chilies, tomatoes. and potatocs
have been cultivated for their own consumption and partly for sale
which are recent developments in the local cconomy. Weekly market
facilitics can fetch cash from these products. Such a situation induced
Boserup (1963) to forward the hypothesis that “As popul_ation Zrows
and land-holding becomes insufficient, agricultural practices tend to
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become intensified”, which 1s primarily based on the Law of Leqst

Effort. This law holds that cultivators do not normally intensily or

adopt technological innovation for intensive agriculture except when
forced by the pressure of population on resource. The general paiterns
of intensification include increasing amounts of land being brought
under cultivation, a shortening of fallow periods leading up to multi-
cropping, a shift from dry 1o irrigated agriculture, change from natural
grazing o producing fodder, and increasing inputs of time into
agriculture on the part of the community. However, as the arca is flat
and fertile which makes transportation casy and market facilities
available, it 1s profitable to exchange agri-production nto cash. This
provides income throughout the year to {ulfill recurrent and conlingent
expenditure of the Rajbanshis wrrespective of population pressure and
land scarcity. This means that environmental condition may be as
unportant as population pressure and land scarcity in determining the
cropping intensity of a particular geographical arca.

Work on the farm is done by the members ol the family.
Excluding the children below five years, the old, and physically
disabled members of the houschold, all participale in cconomic
production. In many cases, they may handle all the activities -
ploughing; harrowing;  breaking  clods;  weeding  maize:  and
transplanting tobacco, millet, and paddy seedlings. Some well-to-do
households maintain keep attenduants. for domestic service and farm
work. Generally, these atiendants are poor Rajbanshis, who often
prefer 1o live in the Rajbanshi houscholds because their food habits
resemble. There is often a pre-arranged contract between ihe employer
and the labor hand. The relatively better-ofl houscholds occastonally
grant lean to labor houscholds during critical periods and supply them
food grains when fod shortage occurs on the understanding that the
latter would work as labor hands duning the peak furming scasons.
Basically this type of relationship cxists between landlord  and
sharecroppers hiving on the free land of the former. Hiring of labors on
daily/monthly wages for ploughing. transplanting, weeding, and
harvesting is also in practice. Transplantation of paddy is uwsually
carried out by women labors called Ropafur, However, the use of
labor 1s aflected by a varicty of {fuctors such as quality of soll,
irrigation facilitics, types of crops grown, size of holding, ability of
farming and availability of other types of labor, distance of the lund-
holdings from the homesteads, and the span ol peak season for farm
operation. '

As farming gets more intensified and diversified. there is greater
demand for labor. The labor of family members alone often cannot
meet the demand. The Rajbanshis along with other cthnic groups of
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Tarai have developed franli as an indigenous systemn of labor exchange
for the peak agricultural season and dini, which s concerned - with
remuncration for the fabor concerned  in kind. is also in practice.
Heawii is used mainly  during  transplantatzon of - tobacco  and
preparation of fiod (process of making bundles of wbacco leat when
the leaf is separated from stem). Hauli is not like “exchange labor™ in
the sense that 1t is not necessarily reciprocal. The household which
hosts freedi has o provide Tood with meat and other vareties of curry
and meeri (poprice) or cluera (bitten riced to the person at work. This
system is not only economically impertant (the hosts can thus save
quite a large expenditure). It can alse preserve social integration. Since
anyone cun be called for work, irrespective of his wealth wd social
prestige. it helps o maintam  emotional interdependence in the
Rajbuanshi society. However. women are not usually allowed 1o go for
heddi. nor is there any rule that the head of the family must go for 1t
The well-oft houscholds send other persons o work for them and pay
thern in cash/ kind. Defaulting brings social ostracism. Such practice
plays a significant role in strengthening the Rajhanshi cconomy. They
not only fulfill their daily laber demands., but also save good amounts
of cash. In dini. a group of laborers is hired Tor harvesting. threshing,
and winnewing ol puddy and wheat, even in extracting jute fibers.
Generally, the laborers receive 1/8th of the total production of their
work from the landowner.

The agricultural calendar begins in March/April and ends in
November covering about nine months. Paddy, maize, wheat. nullet.
otlsceds, and lentils are the majer crops grown. Jute and tobacco are
extensively grown as cash crops, Green vegelables are grown partly
for consumption and partly for sale. Usually, cereal grains sausfy the
subsistence needs of the Rajbanshis, whereas the cash crops provide an
extra income to fulfill other houschold requirentents. Since all of these
are labor-intensive crops. their level of production can be raised by
mereasing labor inputs. Howcver, today, there is little land for
continued expansion and labor input in the area is already so high
{Mishra, Uprety, and Pandey 1992) that Jabor intensification alone can
raise production only minimally. Their is intensive demand for labor
only al certain times of the year, i.c.. during the peak agriculural
scason. Conscquently, a large part of the labor force must find
employment clsewhere or it has to be employed during the slack
agricultural seusons in other sectors. Such free time (off - farm penod)
is used 1o exploit what Yengoyn (1973) has refered to as ‘micro-
cconomic niches’ (cited from Pofferberger 1976) such as small trade,
scasonal migration, cottage industry, collection and  selling  of
firewood and timber, in order 1o supplement the houschold income.
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Many Rajbanshis have started to exploit the microeconomic niches
available in the arca and other places up to Kathmandu, and arc now
reaching as far as the Indian states of Punjab, Hariyana, and Delhi.

It was also observed that land use for growing crops 1s more or
less determined by socio-religious and cultural practices. although the
combination of crops is varied depending on the local soil condition
and available irngation facilitics. One can casily observe that farmers
here have extended agricultural land as much as much as possible to
respond to the growing population pressures. Different types of crops
arc grown in the same field (mixed cropping ) to overcome the
shortage of cultivable land. The choice of crop to be cultivated s
determined by their habits and cultural values. The Rajbanshis thus
manage o grow two or more crops in the same land at the same time.
Mixed cropping helps to maintain the fertility of soil through
utilization of different proportions of soil nutricnts. Some leguminous
plants provide extra nitrogen to the soil and can be utilized by another
crop, which is mixed with legume. Hence, their knowledge of mixed
cropping not only helps to understand their realization of the given
ccological constraints but also helps them in many other ways to
survive despite land scarcity. The major patterns of mixed cropping
practiced by the Rajbanshis are:

. Paddy + Khesari + Pulses and Soybean (on the levees of  paddy
land)

. Maize + Cucumber + Pumpkin + Beans

. Mustard + Musuri (Lens culinaris ) + Radish

. Potato + Green vegetables

The difference in consumption and economic status of the
Rajbanshi households has also influenced cropping patterns in the
study area. Acute need often leads the poor Rajbanshi peasants to sell
their best expensive crops. These peasants consume crops that are in
lesser demand in the market. This explains the recason for selecting
crops for the family farm. The subsistence farmers primarily need
cereal food for their survival, whereas the affluent farmers with surplus
production prefer to grow better grain species for their consumption
and get better price from their sale. However, even this trend has been
changing recently. Three households out of fifty-nine cuitivated
tobacco and green vegetables which fetch more profit than other cereal
crops (cercal grains can bc casily bought by the profit money
obtained from the sale of cash crop). Farmers often invest their extra
time also in small business and kitchen gardening to gain more cash.

Rajbanshis also kecp parts of their farmland fallow, leaving
domestic animals in the fallow fields, grazing them on harvested
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fields, and applying manure and compost obtained from grasses, [orest
leafs, and residuc of previous crops to maintain soil fertility.
Sometimes they usc chemical fertilizers (mostly nitrogenous), which
the average subsistence farmers cannot afford. Hence the traditional use
of dung manure supplemented with compost made from dry weeds,
lorest leafs, and crop residuc predominates . Although the combination
of crops varics depending on the local soil condition and irrigation
{acilitics, the gencral cropping pattern is changing from extensive to
an intensive one. The general cropping pattern remains as follows:

Land Type Fallowing Pattern and Period Evaluation
A. Dhanahar 1. Paddy -- (7 months )- Fallow Extensive
Land 2. Paddy - (2-3 months)- Maize/
Qil Seed/Jute/Vegetables Semi-Extensive
3. Paddy - Wheat - Paddy Intensive
B. Bhith 1. Tobacco - (8 months)- Fallow  Extensive
Land 2. Jute/Maze - (3-4 months) -
Mustard Ol Seed Sem - Extensive

Animal husbandry is an integral part of the rural agricultural
system. In additon to manurc. draft service. and dairy products,
domestic animals contribute additional income. Cattle and buffalocs
are kept as a source of draft power, milking, and farm. The males are
used for drafting carts and ploughing and females for milk. Rajbanshis
keep cows, oxen, buffaloes, male buffaloes, and goats. Some
households provide animals to other houscholds without transferring
ownership to be kept in Adhiyan system (lambs are cqually distributed
between the owner and the caretaker). Ducks and pigeons are also
reared. As the domestic animals play an important role in the socio -
economic and religious life of the community, they reflect the status
of thc owner in the society. Since Rajbanshis claim Chhetri's status
in the caste hierarchy, thcy do not domesticate pigs and chickens
following the custom of high caste Hindus and consume goat meat,
not pork and chicken.

Apart from the additional income that the sale of these animals
and their products (milk, ghee, curd, and meat ) feiches, there is also
manure that helps in maintaining soil fertility. As chemical fertilizers
are costly and sometimes not available in time, manurc is of great
importance in the local farming system. Altogether, 321 animals were
raised by the sample Rajbanshi households - 90 cows, 28 buffaloes,
73 oxen, and 130 goats. On the average, one cattle produces about 2
kg of dung per day whercas buffalo brings 3 kg and goat about 100
gram. Thus annually, 163 cattle produce 118,990 kg of dung, 28
buffaloes bring 30,660 kg, and 130 goats 4745 kg which altogether is
154,395 kg for the 59 sample Rajbanshi households. The average
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amount of compost available per heuschold 18 2617 kg which can
contribute 1o increase soil fertility without spending hard cash for
chemical fertibizers, The uneven distribution ol animals and differences
in their types. however, render compost production  per houschold
uncqual. Animal husbandry i the study arca is thus directly related 0
is agro-cconamy, As subsistence agriculwre 1s & dominant part ot its
cconomy, animal husbandry provides rot only manure but also the
basic toodstutf. PDue to the fragmentation of holdings and Tack of
grazing lands. however. the number ol domesticated  animals iy
decreasing.

Raghanshis also practice a system of  renting antmals locally
called Perr. The houschold which hires the animul (oxen/bulfalocs)
and annually pays 12-15 mounds of paddy to the owner of the animal
uses 1t {or ploughing or draft purposes. He 1s also responsible for its
caring and rearing. Generally, the landlords who hire out oxen 10 their
sharecoppers get their rent during the period of paddy harvesting.

Since animal husbandry is an integral part of the agriculture
system of Rajbanshis, the number of livestock and agricultural
productivity depend upon the availability of forest resources. A close
relationship thus persists between  the  forests,  rainfall.  and
agricultural productivity as much of the land in the study arca is
rainfed. Forests play an important role in sustaining land productvity
by providing dung manure supported with bedding materials from the
forest which also provides grass and fodder. Thus, agricultural
production, the principle source of livelihood of the Rajbanshis. 1s
directly related to the quality and quanuty of wild vegetation. If the
forest cover decreases, fewer ammals can be raised. Conscquently,
smaller amounts of manure will be  produced. Crop yicld will dectine
and shortfalls in production will mean grain deficit. Forest resources
thus play a key role in sustaining village cconomy by directly or
indirectly contributing (o agricultral production.

Although agriculture is the backbone of Rajbanshi cconomy,
income from farm alone is  not cnough to maintain the houscholds
because many houscholds have inadequate land-hetding. Moreover,
population increase means food deficits and  addiional  expenses.
People have to buy clothes. iron implements, salt, cooking oil, soap,
tobacco, kerosene, and spices, which call for income beyond what
their land brings. They thus engage themselves in off-farm or
subsidiary economic activitics: wage labor, firewopod/timber collection
and sclling, small trade and business, services, and scascnal migration.
Off-farm activities thus provide altcrnative  opportunitics 1o gencrate
cash which also helps 1o raise the social status of a houschold by
providing means for spending in different social sectors. Hence, the
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overall production system of the local Rajbanshis  1s clearly domestic
or peasant in nature and their economy supports Firth's definition of
peasant economies .. system of small-scale producer, with simple
technolegy and equipment often relying primarily for their subsistence
on what they themselves produced ... such a small scale productive
organization. built upon the use of close relation with primary
resources has its own concomilant system of capital accumulation and
indebtedness. marketing and disteibution™ (cited in Dahal: 1983 ),

FARM ECOSYSTEM AND ECO-CULTURAL-
RELATIONS

The vast majority of the people Tiving in the study arca depend on
agriculture for their Jivelihood. which itselt 1s heavily dependent on
forestry for ils sustenance. But the fann ccosystemn is relanvely scll-
contained and provides most of the needs of the farm family for food
and shetter. The family farm management system in the study arca can
he decmed as a complex arrangement of soil. water sources, natural
vegelation, crops, livestock, labor arrangement, and other cultural and
social resources that a farnm: household manages in its production.

In the past, the interaction and balance developed by the locat
(armer between crop production, livestock raising, and forestry allowed
sufficient levels of agricultural production. More recently, however,
rapid  population  growth  and  fragmentation  of  land-holdings
throughout the region have brought increased competitton for scarce
resources disturbing the ecological balance, As a result, yields are
dectining, a consequence of declining tand fertility due 1o lower
nutrient flow through the forests. Consequently, people have changed
their cultural practices, adopting new technologies for the improved
varictics  of crops.  and  new  consumpuen  patterns.  Again,
intensification of agriculture is another example of change in the local
cultural practices by means of which the people have responded to the
decline in crop yieid.

The existing relationship between crops. human populatron,
livestock, and forest shows the cultural-ccological relationship in the
study area. It can help onc 1o see how the local ecosystem is
maintained or disturbed by the prevailing socio-cultural practices of
the people. The entirc environment of the village can be divided into
three main ecological components: (1) physical or abiotic component
which inchudes heat, water, fand, and climatic conditions; (2) biotic
component which includes all the living organmisms such as plants
including crops and wild vegetation and human population; and (3)
cultural component which includes knowledge, value and  belicf
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systeny about cropping patterns, choice of crop cultivaton and animal
raising, people’s consumpuion patierns, and the technologies used by
them to extract resources  from the environment, The cecosystem or
ccological system of the swudy arca then becomes a relatively stable
set of organic relationship between the livestock. forest, crops. and
human population i which energy, material. and information we in
continuous circutation and where all these components can be seen n
terms of their systemwise repercussions. The Ragbanshis of the study
arca can thus be understood us a populasion not only in terms of - their
socil organization but as an integral part of the ccosystem with a
commuon set of distinctive leatures by which they maintain a common
set of trophic (energy) relationship within the cecosysiem which they
occupy. This  also means  the Rajbanshis we to be wentihed
distinctly from other population in the study arca in terms ol the
position of the "niche” which they oecupy in the total ceosystem.

All the livestock meluding catle and water buffaloes are key
links in the village ccosystem as providers of manure which when
composted with wiid vegetation and agri-residue 1s used to lertihze the
ficlds. The male cattle and buffaloes we necessary tor ptoughing the
ficld and temales are used for production of milk and oftspring. They
can also produce signilicant amounts ol manure. Livestock provide
meat. ik, and other dairy products {or the human population and the
human population maintains livestock by investing lahor, capital. and
time. Human population and livestock are thus in a svmbiotic
relationship in terms ol population interaction. Human population,
again. invests capital, labor, and time for cultivating and harvesting
erops, which provides them food grain for meal and cash for various
kinds of cxpenditure. This is an example of a symbiotic relationship
among the human and cultivated plant species. In this way, cnergy,
material and information in continuous circutation maintain a stable
set of organic relationship hetween the livestock. forest, crops, and
human population up to a certain encrgy level. If one element of the
ceosystem extracts more encrgy without recychng, then the ecological
halance gets disturbed causing severe side effects.

Forests have always been an inscparable part of the subsistence
activities of the people which not only provide fuelwood, timber,
herbs. and grazing lands for livestock but also help to protect them
from natusal calamities such as soil crosion, landslides, and floods
{Bajracharya: 1983). Forests m additiop provide timber and poles for
housing, livestock sheds, furniture for houscholds as well as farm
implements and tools for the local people. The local people use the
forest products such as birds, fish, wild animals, {ruits, and honey for
direct domestic consumption, and bamboo shoots, mushrooms, certain
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kinds of herbs. and honey are signilicant sources of lood and ncome
trom the forest. The forest thus becomes a renewable source of
production of goods and services and is an imherent part of the human
cnvironment, as well as a medium for recycling energy and  waste
products.

This same resource (forest) 1s becoming scarce day by day. a
scarcity reflected  locally in the number of houses needed 1o collect
ioads ol firewood. In this context, many Rajbanshis reported that
whercas a few decades ago it took only one hour 1o collect ane bhar (a
load that an ordimary man can casry) of firewood. now it takes about 4-
5 hours. On an average. one household requires one bhar of firewood a
day: their consumption is relatively higher than among the hill folk in
the arca. The high consumption is matnly due to the large and deep
ovens in Jocal use and the production of hulled rice which needs large
amounts of firewood. It was also observed that a significant amount of
timber was heing smuggled by many local people 10 get cash causing
massive deforestation - the arca which adversety  affects the local
ceological balance.

The decrcase in hivestock tawsing due te fodder and  grazing
scarcity has a negative impact on subsistence farmers of the arca. The
gueshion of fodder and grazing shortage in the forest 18 cructal hecause
in the absence of fodder and grazing land fertilizers cannot be produced,
and  without sufficient fertilizer the production level  inevitably
dechnes. which uftimately disturbs the people’s subsistence patterns.
The environment then hecomes more hazardous to exploit. Thus, it
scems essential that some system be developed to re-establish and
maintain the balance between man and his environment.

Although, there were no nstitutional and  social/cultural
mechanisms to control and maintain the natural resources such as the
{orest land developed by these people similar to the Kipar system of
the Rai and Limbus and Shingo Nawa of the Sherpas in the Hills and
Mountain respectively (Fisher 1990, Shrestha  er of 1991), they have
recognized the need of a social mechanism to control and maintain
man's relation with the environment in the form of collective peooja.
They worship green trees as deities and perform poojas before entering
the forest o collect timber and firewood. They never cut and fell down
the green trees unless there is a sharp need. Usually they fulfil their
timber needs with dead and dned trees. Branches are used as firewood
material. But this tradiion of reseurce control has  disappeared
gradually because of population pressure and the state policy toward
the forest resources ( Bajracharaya 1983 ). Before 1951, the state also
encouraged villagers to reclaim the forest land 1n order to  maximize
state revenue (Regmi 1978 ).
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As the human population depends heavily upon the wild
vegetation of forest land (sec Rai 1985 ) in terms of ecosystem, the
human population supplies or recycles very few nutrients in turn
because no system of trec plantation has so far developed to contain
the process of deforestation. As the human population has grown and
continues (o grow. more and more demands are placed upon the forest
rendering any recycling provisions difficult. As the local arable land
gets extended, the forest arca shrinks, and the consequent decrcase in
fertility brings a decline in the yields. In addition, the reduction of
forest land also narrows down grazing area reducing the fodder
available for the livestock which adversely affects the scope of
livestock raising.

Population increase in the study area has not only led to the
depletion of forests and fuelwood, fodder, timber. and grazing
opportunitics. Removal of the forest cover has also accelerated soil
crosion. Increasing grain deficiency among the farmers was one
obvious consequence .

Finally, foss of ground cover due to disappearance of natural
vegetation also results in a process of aridization (Hoffpauir 1974)
whereby the moisture contained in the soil gradually gets reduced
through evaporation. Besides reducing the immediate fertility of soil,
aridization leaves a longer term impact on the region's climatic
pattern. A relatively low, uncertain rainfall due to irregular start of the
monsoon, observed since a few years, is one manifestation of
aridization here. In order to maintain a harmonious life pattern, a
balanced relationship between the various components of the local
ccosystem must be maintained. The only alternative would be more
and more eco-hazards in the future.

CONCLUSION

In an agricultural society like ours, cultural ecology is concerned with
the strategies used to transform the natural environment into a system
for the sustainable generation of natural resources and then to use
these for subsistence and profit. Cultural ecology in this context
becomes the study of adaptive processes by which human societies and
cultures adjust through subsistence patterns to a given enviroment.
The lack of other alternatives more reliable than agriculture for earning
a living has affected lands and forests adversely due to the increasing
pressure of population which brings economic and social deprivation
of the Rajbanshis solely dependent upon these resources. In certain
respects the migrants have even replaced these people from their native
land. As land becomes scarce, Rajbanshis have started to intensity and
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divers‘ify their agricultural practices by improving irrigation system,
adoppng crops like wheat and maize, and by changing their cropping
practices. But the degree of change is limited and is determined by the
§cological potential and the economic condition of these people for
Investment in improving the existing situation. A general pattern of
shift from mono-cropping to multi-cropping and mixed cropping, and
from cereal cultivation to cash crop cultivation has also been observed
in the study areas. They have also started growing vegetables for sale
and run small scale trading businesses and have taken to seasonal
mlgrgt.ion to generate sources of cash. Thus, even as the subsistence
activities are changing, the respective socioculture practices of the
people are also undergoing some modifications to meet the changing
needs of the time. They have changed their food habits and have started
to use maize and millet in their diet. They have also considerably
sub;t}tuted their conspicuous consumption and other expenses on
tradition and rituals, adopting alternative forms such as Dhuki and
Damedome Biha in their marriage practices. They are now abandoning
the custom of Bhumi Dan (Land Gift) during rituals because time and
resources are in shorter supply. All these changes in the local socio-
CulFural practices and economic activities have developed as their
resistence to the environmental conditions and are the culturally
structured adaptive strategies of the Rajbanshis for survival in the
changing context of Rajgadh and its environs.

NOTES

1. This article is based on the author’s field material collected for his Masters
degree thesis on the Rajbanshis of Rajgadh VDC of Jhapa in 1993 - March
1994. The fieldwork was funded by the Tribhuvan - Bergen Human Ecology
Programme, Kathmandu,

2. The author is grateful to Dr. Krishna B. Bhattachan for his helpful comments
and suggestions.

3. For details on the application of the cultural ecological method to study
Zillgfg;?m human societies, see Moran (1982); Netting (1980); and Rambo

4. For a more extensive and detailed understanding of the core and non-core
elements of cultural ecology, see Rambo (1983).

S. See Sanyal (1965): Berile (1985); and Bhattarai (1984) for details about the

non-core elements of the Rajbanshi culture which basically includes the

Rajbanshi language, religion, art, and values,

See Gurung (1989,

See Ojha (1983), and Dahal (1983).

In the festival of Maghesagarenti a large amount of goat meat and fish is

consumed and slaughter of 20-3 O goats in one Rajbanshi village is common.

9. Play or drama of the gods such as Ram and Krishna is frequently arranged in
the Rajbanshi village in winter after the crops are harvested. The host
h(_)useholds pay and provide gocd food to a group of 20-30 participants of the
Lila and other guests for about &1 week to fifteen days.

10. See Bhattarai (1994) for details on the ritual expenses of the Rajbanshis.

N
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