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 Every society irrespective of its simplicity and complexity has its own set 
of beliefs and practices concerning disease and maintaining health. The 
perception on health and consequent adoption of health care treatments is a 
determinant factor of a set of multiple societal elements. In a tribal society 
particularly, the nature of diseases or illness and subsequently its narration and 
treatments reflectthe culture, social norms, values, economy, educational level, 
availability of health facilitiesand the extent of exposure of a particular society 
to the outer world. Various social aspects determine the health status of an 
individual and the community at large. Health status of individual regulates the 
fertility, mortality and morbidity rates thereby affecting the demographic 
structure of a society. Looking at the health scenario, an assumption of the 
development rate of a particular society can be formulated. Thus, the paper is 
an attempt to know about the perceptions on health and subsequent health care 
practices specifying the indigenous healing processes relevant among the Tai 
Khamyang people who form a small segment of the total population in Assam. 

Key words: Health, Indigenous health-care practices. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Health is a dynamic social phenomenon, affecting multiple aspects and being affected by 
multiple factors.The concept of health and consequently the practices of health care processes 
differ from community to community in accordance to the societal norms, values, economy, 
education and medical facilities of a particular society. The distinction is more visible when 
the comparison is made between the indigenous healing practices and the modern allopathic 
practices. In every society, there exists a set of beliefs and concepts with regard to health, 
nature of diseases and its treatment. Narration of illness and its curative measures represents 
the knowledge, cultural value, beliefs and tradition of a society. Cultural patterns and 
religious beliefs, education, economy, morality, social values and medical beliefs together 
form the ‘health culture’ of a community. The concept of health in almost all the tribal 
societies is a functional one and not just clinical (Burman,2003). Manishet al.writes, “In the 
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indigenous cultures, a disease could be any condition which hinders a person’s performance 
of what are considered normal functions”(Manish,et al.,2004: 110).This signifies that threat 
to health is withdrawal from work. “Health as defined by the World Health Organisation, a 
state of complete physical, mental and social well-being, and not merely the absence of 
disease or injury”(Cockerham, et al., 1997: 51). 

In context of the North Eastern Region of India, it is seen that the tribal peopleas a 
result of their long term interaction with nature have acquired an extensive knowledge about 
the medicinal value of diverse flora and fauna present in and around their environment. 
Although at present, the tribal people are also exposed to the outer world, yet they cannot 
completely detach themselves from making use of the natural herbs.This North-Easternregion 
of India is blessed with multiple naturally endowed plant growth that has been effective and 
utilized since generations. Since time immemorial, the utility of medicinal plants hasbeen 
recognised even by professionals. In scriptures like Rig Veda, the oldest repository of Indian 
wisdom, reference has been made of the practices of various medicinal herbs and crude drugs 
for treating ailments and injuries in India since 4500 B.C. More than 2000 herb items are 
reportedly used for medicinal purpose. Although drugs from parts of animal body and 
mineral ingredients were also explored, the utilization of plants and its effectiveness as drugs 
far exceeded them. Similarly, a systematic account of medicinal plants was found in the 
‘Charaka Samhita’(1000 B.C) which came up with a detailed account of plants and their 
qualities with their importance as useful and powerful medicine for human being 
(Burman,2003). Even with the advancement of science and technology, man is not being able 
to dissociate himself from nature and its resources but rather the use of plants have become 
more extensive both for the traditional as well as modern practitioners.Apart from its 
effectiveness in curing any disease or ailment, a psychological dependency on the traditional 
healing system as the best and the most effective treatment has engulfed the minds of the 
tribal people.There are various cultural practices regulating thekind of food one should 
consume or not for maintaining a better health and these are part of the belief system of a 
particular community. Here one can make use of the structural-functional perspective to 
understand different dimensions of health and subsequently the social aspects responsible in 
regulating different health care practices. With this in concern, this research has tried to focus 
on the perceptions onhealth and the indigenoushealth care practices among the Tai 
Khamyang community, a sub-group of the Tai Shyam clan inhabiting in Assam. It may be 
noted at the outset that under the Tai Shyam clan, there are three sub-groups namely, the Tai 
Aiton, Tai Turung and Tai Khamyang.  

The ‘Tai’ is a generic name which connotes a great branch of the Mongoloid 
population of Asia (Gogoi, 1990). The Tais are mainly concentrated in the Indo-Chinese 
peninsula which extends from Assam in the West to Kwangsi and Hainan in the East and 
from the interior of Yun-nan in the North to the southernmost extremity of Thailand in the 
South. In the course of their journey from one place to the other, the Tai have acquired 
innumerable local appellations. They are known as the Shan, Siamese, Lao and Pai in the 
major areas of East Asia namely, Burma, Thailand, France, Indo-China and Yun-nan 
respectively. But with whatever names they might be addressed, the members of this great 
race call themselves as the ‘Tai’ (Gogoi, 1990). 
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RELATED LITERATURES 

Fuchs (1966) in his work has tried to reveal about the lack of education, harsh economic 
condition and faith in supernatural powers among the Balahis which have forced them to act 
illogically and accept the advice of the indigenous healers in regulating their life especially in 
treating any disease which is portrait by the healers to be either the wrath of supernatural 
power or the effects of ‘Karma’. This study reveals the power and pristine authority of the 
healers to mesmerizethe illiterate people who serve as an economic source for the healers. In 
the process of maintaining social solidarity, the Balahis do not accept the modern treatment. 
Mckeown (1979) in his work has emphasized on Dubos idea about the dual nature of health 
as being preserved by way of life and health as restored by treatment of disease which traces 
its history in the classical tradition symbolizing the myths of Hygieia and Asclepius’s views 
in medicine. Among the Hygieia, men are entitled to govern their health wisely in a natural 
way. The role of medicine according to them is to discover the natural laws which will ensure 
a healthy physical and mental state of being. Whereas the Asclepius believes that the role of 
the physician is to restore health by correcting and recovering the imperfections caused by the 
accidents or flaws happened at the time of birth or in the later period. Mann et al. (1989) in 
their work have discussed about the heterogeneity of cultural traits of some of the Indian 
tribes which have characterized societies across time and space. They have highlighted the 
backwardness and economic hardship of the Bhils in Western India which compels them to 
believe in the supernatural elements to be the main source of every disease and cure it with 
the age old healing processes. With the help of education, only a section of the tribal people 
has developed a positive attitude towards the trained doctors rather than the religious 
specialists in curing their diseases. Thus, the arena of tribal health is not an isolated aspect of 
tribal life and culture but has implications and manifestations in some of the ideological, 
sociological and material components of their culture. Choudhury (1993) in his work has 
discussed about the various socio-cultural dimensions of health particularly the relation of 
health culture and health environment with reference to the tribal population of India like the 
Mundas, Santhals and Hos. In the tribal groups, illness of an individual has always been a 
community affair and they possess their own traditional beliefs and herbal remedies for 
curing any disease. Health and treatment among the tribal people are connected with the 
forest ecology particularly with the medicinal plants. Kar.et al. (1996) in their work have 
discussed about the health seeking behaviour and the demographic characteristics among the 
Nocte tribe which is largely determined by socio-economic factors and socio-biological 
norms such as marital alliances and age at marriage having a wide impact on the fertility and 
morbidity pattern. Unhygienic environment, use of indigenous herbal remedies and 
supernatural powers in treating any disease are also responsible in determining the health 
status of the Noctes. Chaudhuri et al. (2003) in their workhave discussed about the 
indigenous health practices of the IduMishmis along with their physical and cultural aspects. 
Both preventive and curative measures of diseases deal with their cultural values and the 
biotic environment of the IduMishmis. They have a firm belief in the indigenous healing 
processes and as such they approach the knowledgeable people of the village who cure the 
diseases with the help of herbal medicines and supernatural powers respectively. In the 
process of curing diseases, various religious functions are observed for which the Idu 
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Mishmis have to bear the heavy cost of arranging the necessary products required in the 
function. Burman (2003) in his work has discussed about the practices of traditional 
medicines among the Bhutia and Lepcha people of Sikkim and has revealed the extent of 
acceptance of different medical practices. There is a plurality of medicare system and 
majority of the people depends on the traditional system of healing based on belief in 
supernatural power as there is a psychological support in the context of treatment and cure 
among the community which the modern allopathic treatment is unable to provide. Various 
factors such as high altitudes, difficult terrain, poor communication system, poor medical 
facilities, realization of harmful side effects of allopathic drugs and ineffectiveness of curing 
certain chronic diseases, faith in religion and family’s outlook on health and advice of the 
religious and traditional medicine men to act illogically have contributed towards the use of 
traditional medicines. In case if the traditional treatment fails to recover, the tribal people also 
approach the modern health practitioners with the recommendation of the healers. Singh 
(2008) in his work has explored the complex interplay of socio-economic and political factors 
determining the health practices of the tribal population particularly the Karbis and Rabhas of 
Assam and the Khasis and Jayantias of Meghalaya inhabiting in Northeast India. Intake of 
alcohol beverages, unhygienic living condition, lack of education and exposure to the 
government schemes are the main contributory factors of high maternal mortality and child 
mortality rates. Although modern medical treatment is now-a–days being accepted by the 
people yet application of traditional herbal medicines for curing any disease is in its 
continuation. Gangadharan. et al. (2009) in their workhave explained the need for an 
intellectual debate on medical pluralism which has to take place in an environment of positive 
thinking, openness to understand diverse knowledge systems and a requirement to look for 
better alternatives to fill the gaps of conventional medicine and the importance of taking 
healthcare to the cross section of the community which is affordable and effective. In India, 
both folk medicine and Ayurveda are prevalent among the people. The ethno botanical 
resources used in the tradition are ecosystem specific and the local cultural diversity has a 
direct relationship with the local biodiversity. Medical Anthropologists and Sociologists 
should look at these traditions critically from the point of efficacy and productivity and 
promote the effective ones. A balanced globalization process should actively promote cultural 
pluralism. Based on the variety of knowledge, natural resources and skills that India has 
gained through the medical cultures of the world, Ayurved can make a marked contribution 
in the context of pluralistic healthcare.   

OBJECTIVES, FIELD AND METHODOLOGY 

The objectives of the study are to know about the perceptions of the Tai Khamyang people 
towards disease, its treatment and on the maintenance of health. The study would also help us 
to know about the indigenous healing systems in particular and its efficiency in curing any 
disease or ailment.Besides, in a situation where there is an initiative on the part of the 
government to improve the health condition of every individual and subsequently the whole 
society with the introduction of modern health care facilities, it is relevant to know about the 
perspectives of the people towards these modern health facilities. At the same time, it is also 
relevant to explore how far these indigenous healing practices are significant in maintaining 
the health status of the people. 
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The study has been conducted among the Tai Khamyang people of Disangpani village 
of Sivasagar district in Assam. Disangpani village covers a land area of around 1.5 square 
kilometres consisting of a total number of 84 households. The village comprises a total of 351 
populations where 167 are males and 184are females. In this study, purposive sampling has 
been employed in selecting the head members of each household as the respondents and data 
have been collected with the help of interview schedule. Along with the primary data, 
secondary sources relevant to the research topic have also been consulted. In regard to 
selection of the respondents, all the head of the family comprising 53 male members and 31 
female members have been selected as the respondents of the study. 

 

PERCEPTIONS REGARDING HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE AMONG THE TAI 
KHAMYANG PEOPLE 

As health is a multidimensional aspect, so the health status of an individual is largely 
determined by various socio-cultural elements.As health is determined by various other 
subsystems of the society so the acceptance and practice of a particular health care treatment 
is also based on various socio-economic aspects of the society. The concept of health varies 
among the Tai Khamyang people and thus understanding of the nature of disease and its 
treatment also differs among them.  

 With concern to how the Tai Khamyang people perceive health and through what 
processes it is being preserved among the community, the study is being done among 84 
households of the village Disangpani.Health being a sub system of the wider society has to be 
understood with the help of the socio-cultural aspects of the social system that serves as a 
determinant factor in maintaining the health status of an individual and thereby the whole 
community. The Tai Khamyang people belonged to the Buddhist religion and worship Lord 
Buddha. Out of 84 respondents, my respondents are of different age groups where in the age 
group of 30-40 are filled up by 5.95%, whereas in 41-50 (25%), in 51-60 (33.33%), in 61-70 
by (13.09%), in 71-80 (15.47%) and finally 7.14% in the age of 81 and above. My 
respondents were mostly educated as only 5.95% were found to be illiterate. Among them, 
51.19% have studied till the secondary level and another 17.85% and 5.95% have studied up 
to high school and higher secondary respectively. Only 4.76% of them have attained 
graduation degree. It is significant to mention that the educational qualification of the people 
has largely determined their occupational status and subsequently their income level. Around 
86.90% of them are engaged in cultivations and another 5.95%combine cultivation with 
business like setting up tea gardens for extra income. Only a small minority (5.95%) of them 
have worked in Government offices serving as peons, thermal employee, and clerk in postal 
department as well as ex tea garden’s employee respectively. Only one of my respondents has 
served as ONGC employee. Among these 84 people, 11.90% of them have given their service 
to the people as healers. Apart from the cultivators who earn within 1000-5000 rupees per 
month, other 4 out of 5 of the people who have engaged in other business along with 
cultivation earn around 5001-10000 and 1 of them earn within 10001- 15000 rupees per 
month respectively. Other 2 of them earn within 10001-15000 and another 2 of them earn 
within 15001-20000.While the other 3 of them earn above 20000 rupees per month. 
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Withregard to their economic condition lies the possession of their amenities required for 
their living purpose. Out of 84 respondents, 60.71% of them have resided in kachaihouses, 
25% of them have resided in packkaii and other 9.52% of them have resided in semi-packkaiii 
houses. Only 4.76% of them have kept their tradition intact by staying in sang ghariv. Most of 
them have stayed in medium sized family consisting of 5 to 7 members, others staying in 
either with 3 to 4 members while some others still stayed with around 8 to 9 members. 
Moving on to their maintenance of hygiene, although there is the provision of purifying water 
with the help of sand and coal being constructed by themselves at home, yet majority of them 
used to drink water directly from it or other hand-pumps without boiling the water. Only 
those who are aware of maintaining health and are also economically strong have afforded to 
purchase water filters. Looking at the urinary facilities, hardly 39.28% of them have got well 
bricked toilet houses and the rest 60.71% of them have got toilet rooms made up of bamboo 
sticks thereby making the nearby areas dirty and unhygienic. When enquired about their 
understanding of health,23.80% of them have revealed health as both the physical and 
mentalwell-being of an individual, 27.38% of them have replied health as something that 
enable a person to restrain from any disease and do his or her daily work efficiently and other 
48.80% of them have replied how to refrain an individual from disease and maintain good 
health by taking proper food, water and hygienic environment. When it comes to food, they 
mainly take green vegetables from their own kitchen garden and occasionally take non-
vegetables like meat and fish. They particularly take certain leafy vegetables like nefafuv 
which is good in controlling high blood pressure. When asked about the maintenance of 
hygiene, all of them have acknowledged that they know how to keep their physical body and 
the surroundings clean. Yet, in reality, they are unable to follow everything. Later, through 
observation it is found that these people have engaged themselves in cattle and poultry 
farming. When enquired whether they are aware of the diseases being infected by staying 
along with the poultries and cattle, all of them responded their ignorance of any such diseases 
but are simply aware of the fact that these animals should be kept in separate shelters and 
these animals and the surrounding areas should be cleaned regularly. Cow dung is stored and 
used as a fertilizer for vegetable cultivation. Although these Tai Khamyang people are not 
been able to follow certain preventive health care measures, yet because of their physical 
activities and fresh diet they are having a healthy life. As such, they do not fall easy prey to 
any disease. Only with some seasonal diseases like fever, cold and cough, they are being 
infected for which they do not bother to be cared of. But at times, these people have to suffer 
from back pain and knee joint pain as they used to work in the paddy field by bending the 
whole day. With further interrogation, it was evident that these people also believe in some 
supernatural forces to be the cause of certain diseases like a women dreaming of a dark 
complexioned man trying to have physical relation with her, an infant or a child crying 
continuously and occurrence of measles in an individual which is particularly known as aai 
dukh loga. Initially almost all of them have revealed that the cause of a disease is due to 
unhealthy diet and unhygienic environment but gradually they have also expressed that there 
are certain diseases which is caused by some witch or any evil spirits like khetarvi  and 
alokhonivii and in some other case can be the wrath of God or Dangoriadukhviii while still in 
some unusual acts by any people is considered to be some misdeeds done by some people 
through black magic. Overall, the Tai Khamyangs believe that the occurrence of a disease is 
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either due to some naturalistic sources that are wind, dust, water on one hand or on the other 
because of a sensate agent of the supernatural power that could dwell on an individual or 
through black magic being performed by an individual upon another person. A triangular 
relationship of health, culture and environment has perpetuated the people to remain constant 
within these elements thereby forcing the people to act and adopt treatments according to the 
sources of a disease. It is a significant fact that a psychological dependency has crept the 
minds of the Tai Khamyang people that the diseases can be cured and a good health can be 
maintained by practicing certain rituals which is evident from their act of following the 
custom of tying up the whole surrounding of their homes with white threads for thrice a time 
in the name of Lord in order to protect their home and the family members from evil spirits 
and thereby maintain a good health. Apart from the socio-economic factors that have 
contributed towards the development of the health status of the Tai Khamyang people, one of 
the significant factors is that of the initiatives taken by the Government in providing modern 
medical facilities in the village. Health is thus determined by both natural and the social 
environment. Tracing the point to some similar studies being done by Chaudhury et al. in 
their work among the IduMishmis of Arunachal Pradesh have been found that in their society 
both preventive and curative measures of diseases deal with their cultural values and the 
biotic environment. They possess a firm belief in the indigenous healing processes and as 
such approach the knowledgeable people of the village who cures the diseases with the help 
of herbal medicines and supernatural powers respectively. Indeed, narration of illness and 
consequently the acceptance of a particular treatment also differ from society to society 
(Chaudhuryet al.2003). In context of the Tai Khamyang people, all 84(100%) of the 
respondentshave revealed the fact that depending upon the nature of disease they prefer to 
consult either the indigenous medicine man or the modern contemporary doctors and other 
alternative physicians. There is a strong faith among the Tai Khamyang people on the 
indigenous healers and their use of herbal medicines. In case of diseases and ailments like 
fever, cold and intestinal problem among children, 75% of them go to both allopathic and 
homeopathic doctors and only 25% go to the indigenous medicine practitioner. For other 
diseases and ailments like body pain, jaundice, sahoniixalokhoni and fractured bone, 38.9% 
prefer to approach only the traditional medicine men to get herbal medicine at first rather 
than the allopathic doctors because of its effectiveness and cost effectiveness. Besides, these 
herbal medicines also do not have any side effectson the patient’s health. A majority of them 
61.90%however utilize both allopathic and other alternative medicines including the 
indigenous one. Besides, as the healers happen to be a known and trustworthy person of the 
village, all of them feel much comfortable to openly discuss about their health problems right 
from its history with the healers. Even when required there is not much facilities in the 
village to get proper and immediate treatment. As the only doctor in the Primary Health 
Centre of the village is available during the morning hours of the day,they have to approach 
doctors from faraway places during emergency. It is in such a context, the Tai Khamyang 
people have preferred to consult the traditional medicine man available within their reach for 
certain diseases which can be cured without going to the modern doctors. It is not that these 
people do not have any idea on the effectiveness of medicines like allopath, homeopath and 
ayurved, but most of them are scared of the side effects of basically allopathic medicine. In 
fact, all of them have acknowledged the benefits of homeopathy in treating fever and cold 
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and particularly in case of fever and intestinal worm problem among children and other 
11.90% of them who are the indigenous healers or the medicine men of the village have 
revealed that they have been practicing their traditional treatment since generations and 
believe that through the chanting of hymns and prayer in the name of the Almighty and then 
providing the herbal medicines would completely cure the patient. These traditional healers 
rarely bother to know about the benefits of modern medical system because they have an 
extensive knowledge of the herbal medicines to cure patients and their own ailments if they 
suffer from any. These healers have acquired the knowledge of these herbal medicines from 
the elder members of the family or from some other medicinal men and have also trained 
their children the healing process in order to maintain their family’s identity and that the 
practice does not get lost in the scientific world. In fact, there is a sense of preserving their 
culture among the healers. This whole picture proves that their economic hardship, lack of 
availability of proper medical facilities, lack of education among some of the people and 
overall the effectiveness of the herbal medicines has made the people believe in the age old 
tradition of healing system. Two basic points that has to be highlighted behind the use of 
herbal medicines is firstly, affordability of herbal medicines as opposed to the high expenses 
of the modern medical system and secondly, distance of the health centres or other medicals 
from the village. When the problem of unavailability of proper medical system will be 
overcome, only then the Khamyang people would be able to avail the modern medical 
facilities either solely or along with the traditional healing system. Amidst multiple problems, 
this study showsthe positive functions of religion in maintaining proper health condition. 
Thus, 27.38% of the respondentswho were Astashilholders have followed certain religious 
principles one of which is prohibition of any kind of alcoholic products. This has helped them 
to live a healthy life. Although their religious principle prohibits them to consume any kind of 
alcoholic products, yet the aged Astashil people smoke bidis which adversely affects their 
health. Although their religious principle suggest the whole Buddhist followers to adopt 
Panchashils which comprises of not to take the life of others, not to tell lie, not to steal others 
property,  not to speak ill of others and not to indulge in alcoholic items yet the people 
particularly the male folks do not refrain themselves from drinking alcohol until they accept 
Astashilwhere apart from the Panchashils three other principles are included such as to have 
meal only once before noon and can have light snacks like tea during the religious 
ceremonies, not to indulge in any kind of luxury and stay away from all sorts of 
entertainment and to refrain from using all kinds of beautifying cosmetics.  

Interestingly, Tai Khamyangs have low birth rate. They pursue various family 
planning schemes andbirth control contraceptives like copper T, oral P and condoms. More 
importantly, Infant and maternal mortality rates are non-existent. Pregnant women who have 
registered their names in the Primary Health Centre of the village are being provided iron 
tablets and nutritional foods like rice, lentils, soya bean and also regular check up to the 
babies after birth. Certain schemes like the Mamoni scheme and Janani Suraksha Yojana are 
being availed by the pregnant women of the village. Although majority of the respondents 
themselves have not utilized any such schemes related to pregnancy, child birth and caredue 
to its unavailability during their time period but the new generation people who comprises of 
the young couples are quite conscious in adopting the facilities provided by the Government. 
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In comparison to the earlier generation people who used to have many children, the new 
generation people give birth to either one or two children at the most. People have become 
conscious of their health and have limited their child birth in accordance to their economic 
condition.  

 Thus, health among the Tai Khamyang people is being regulated by various other sub-
systems such as education, economy, belief system, food habits, cultural norms and values 
present in the social system. Health and the practice of health care treatment is not simply a 
one-dimensional thing but instead a multi-dimensional one which is being determined by 
various aspects and which in turn determines other societal aspects.  

THE PROCESS OF INDIGENOUS HEALING SYSTEM  

As health is determined by other subsystems of a society, so the acceptance of a particular 
health care treatment is also based on various socio-economic aspects of the society. These 
determinants of health have made us understand health as a multidimensional aspect. In fact, 
the determinants of the utilisation of any kind of health care treatment reflect the ideologies 
of the people towards the understanding of a disease and maintenance of their health. The Tai 
Khamyang people, depending on the nature of disease, engage in both traditional healing 
system and modern medical facilities thereby emphasizing a parallel acceptance of both the 
systems. Even with the introduction of modern medicine, the indigenous healing system still 
has a strong hold upon the people. Indeed, the practice of healing system has been prevalent 
among the Tai Khamyang people since past. These people in the course of their journey to 
Assam from the Moungkong Kingdom have resided in and around the forest areas and as 
such had to depend upon the forest products including various herbal medicines to cure an 
ailment. They started having an expertise on the use and efficacy of diverse medicinal flora 
and fauna and thereby started healing many diseases and ailments among the whole 
community. Few herbal medicines havealso been in use as food items among the people. 
There is a strong adherence on the part of the people towards the use of indigenous healing 
system which is proved to be effective in curing various diseases and ailments such as 
jaundice, sahoni, fractured bone, injuries from dogs and snakes bite, menstrual problem and 
many more. In fact, menstrual problem, jaundice, fractured bones, injuries from snake and 
dog’s bite have been brought under medical supervision but still there is a believe that these 
diseases and ailments need a touch of the herbal treatment to get completely cured. Certain 
evil dreams particularly faced by the children, women and pregnant women are also 
interpreted in a way that it becomes something related to the supernatural power followed by 
some ritualistic ceremonies and spiritual mantras or prayers. Indeed, the indigenous healers 
who have learnt the healing process from their parents and other relatives have been 
practicing it since long and are of an opinion that the modern allopathic medicines have got 
certain side effects which would rather deteriorate their health in some or the other way. If 
required, although these healers also approach the modern doctors, yet they prefer to take 
treatments on their own. Besides, the most interesting fact is that in presence of both the 
traditional healing system and the modern medical system, there are no such ambiguous 
views rather there is a mutual understanding regarding the nature of disease and its treatment 
between the older and younger generation. Indeed, they are very specific in choosing the 
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appropriate treatment for some particular diseases such as menstrual problem, jaundice and 
alokhoni where one is sure to approach only the traditional healers and not the modern 
doctors because the traditional healing system has been followed since past and is effective 
and economic as stated earlier. The respondents have also revealed that they have the 
knowledge of home remedies to cure certain diseases and ailments like stomach problem, 
cold, cough, menstrual cramp, bleeding nose, and many other problems. Most of the time the 
community at large decides what treatment is to be followed by an ailing person that reflects 
a kind of solidarity among the community members. When asked about the availability of the 
health schemes, all of them have mentioned about the health schemes available especially for 
pregnant women such as Mamoniasonix, Majoniasoni and Mamataasoni. Regarding the role 
of the Asha workers, the female respondents have revealed that the Asha workers have 
strongly encouraged the pregnant women to approach the modern medical facilities by 
availing regular check-ups before and after child birth and thereby maintaining a good health 
of both the mother and the child. As the pregnant women of the young generation have 
availed the modern medical facilities and have stayed under medical supervision so both 
infant and maternal mortality rates are non-existent. Child birth which used to take place only 
in a confined room with the help of the midwives has now completely being medicalised and 
brought under medical supervision thereby resulting in low infant and maternal mortality 
rates which used to be much higher in earlier times. It is also found that majority of the 
women have not delivered more than 2 children within 2-3 years of age gap among the 
children. This also shows their awareness regarding small family size owing to their 
economic condition and reflects the availability and usage of good medical facilities 
including the various health schemes. Although majority of these women might not have 
formal education yet they have quite a good exposure to the outer world and the modern 
know-how. Besides, in case of the prevalence of disease among the children, they have 
preferred to consult both the indigenous and homeopathic doctors. Children have mostly 
suffered from diseases like fever, cough and cold and adults in most of the cases have 
suffered from cancer and diabetes thereby resulting in death. The overall picture reveals that 
there is the existence of both the health care system among the Tai Khamyang people due to 
various socio-economic factors. There is little evidence of a complete transition from the 
traditional to the modern health care practices but an acceptance of both the treatments is 
found among the people. Description of the various curative measures that the indigenous 
healers have provided and the respondents have utilized is being described. 

Curative Measures: 

There are two categories of people dealing in the treatments of diseases. Both the traditional 
medicine man and the magico-religious man or the faith healers use to deal in curing various 
diseases of the people. A brief description on both the measures is given below: 

Burn: The wounds derived from fire (burning) is mainly treated by the faith healers who 
after chanting some hymns in the name of the Lord to the medicated lime-water applies it on 
the affected part. This process takes a few weeks to get cured completely. 

Dog’s bite: In case of a person bitten by dog,the healer uses some kind of leaves and beat it 
on the affected part of the body by chanting some mantrasxi. The healer takes the root of the 
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bet plant which is a kind of medicinal herb that is faced towards the south direction and 
smashes it and then dips it in two litres of water at night. The next morning the ingredient is 
soaked and then mixed with the milk of same complexion cowxii and provides the mixture to 
the patient to take in empty stomach early morning. It is to be consumed once for three to five 
days. 

Fish spine stuck in the throat: The medicine man makes a ball of rice and chant some 
mantras on it. This is given to the ailing person to swallow without chewing it. It helps in 
pushing the spine from the throat towards the stomach. 

Insect bite: In case of insect bite, the medicine man provides medicated oil such as mustard 
or coconut oil prepared with the help of mantras. Application of this medicine relieves the 
affected person from pain.Another procedure of curing the same is done by using the soil 
where mouse throw its urine. In this process, the healer takes a bell metal and spells a 
mantrafor thrice and put it on the back of the patient. After every spell of the mantra, the 
healer throws the soil. If the pain gets well then the bell metal falls on its own and if not, then 
the healer goes on reciting the mantra. 

Measles prevention: To prevent measles, toragajolixiii and kanduli fish is being boiled and 
the juice secreted is then given to drink. 

Snake bite: The patients who have been beaten up by snakes are normally treated by the 
magico-religious practitioners. Here the practitioners first chant some mantras and beat a 
bunch of herbal leaves named bilongoni over the wound. During the treatment process, the 
patient is strictly prohibited from taking milk and non-vegetables in his or her diet. The 
patient is also asked not to step on cow-dung. 

Herbal Medicines: 

Treating an ailment with the use of herbs has been prevalent among the Tai Khamyang 
people since long. Apart from the traditional medicine men, the common people have also 
acquired some knowledge regarding the benefits of various wild plants and herbs in curing 
certain diseases. Some of the herbal medicines that are being used by the people are discussed 
below: 

Allergy: One pokaxivpaanxv added with a pinch of salt is rolled and is given to chew to the 
patient. Within ten minutes the patient gets well. 

Asthma:  In case of asthma, a mixture of one spoon of the latex of a plant whose name is 
unknown to the people and 1spoon milk of same complexion goat is prepared. Facing 
towards the west, just before the sunset and sitting on the threshold of one’s home, the mother 
of the patient, if the later happens to be a daughter, holds her in the left hand and pours the 
medicine in her mouth. If the patient happens to be a son, then the mother of the patient 
would hold him in her right hand and pour the medicine in his mouth. 

Cynacitis: A paste of the bean root is being made and is given to smell it through one hole of 
the nose by closing the other one. This medicine is very strong and the patient gets well 
within three days from its intake. 
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Cough: To get relief from cough, a paste of mouxvi , addaxvii , kola halodhixviii  and kola 
tulakhixix is given to consume extensively.  

Diarrhoea: The wild herbs locally known as drun-bon and manimuniare taken as vegetables 
to cure the disease. 

Dysentery: To get relief from dysentery, the medicine man prepares a mixture made up of 
aherb known as drun-bon and bark of amlokhixx tree and aamxxi tree. Madhuriaamxxiiis also 
used as a medicine in curing dysentery.  

Fever: In common fever, dhaniaxxiii is boiled in water and then it is taken as a medicine twice 
or thrice for a couple of days. This exercise relieves the patient from fever of general kind. 

Fever with cold: In case of both fever and cold, a kind of soup known as jal is taken. It is 
spicy and is prepared with chicken adding therein piyazxxiv, lasunxxv, adda, kola-jalukxxviand 
nimokhxxvii. It is prepared in small amount of mithatelxxviii.  

Jaundice: In order to cure jaundice, a thin garland made of some plant roots is given to wear 
round the neck of the patient. The patient is then asked to eat only boil foods and no non-
vegetables for few months. 

Khetardorob or medicine to fled evil spirit:  To refrain the evil spirit from disturbing the 
women, pregnant women and children in their dreams, the tip of a plant known as aakonatha, 
one koldilxxix, half inch sized herbal plant’s root known as biyoinihoputa, five small sized 
titavekurihipaxxx are cut into pieces and poured in a metallic tabizxxxior wrapped in either 
white or black cloth is tied around the neck, hand or waist. There is a belief among the Tai 
Khamyang people that this evil spirit prevents a woman from conceiving a baby. Besides, this 
amulet is given to the pregnant women to protect her child. This medicine is also given to the 
children who easily fall prey of the evil spirit and make them remain scared all the time. 

Menstrual cramp: Five jatilou’sxxxii leaves juice and a cup of milk is mixed with fifty gram 
of gur xxxiii . Then it has to be soaked well and given to drink to the sufferer for three 
consecutive days from the start of the women’s menstrual cycle.  

Another medicine comprises of three raw tamulxxxiv tree’s root which has to be faced towards 
the east direction, a palm full of laijaborixxxv, five gakhiroti bonxxxvi, and hundred gram of 
misirixxxvii. All of these ingredients are mixed in water and a cup of it is given to the patient 
first to drink in empty stomach then another two cups of it after lunch and dinner respectively 
in the first day of menstruation period. If the patient has been suffering from menstrual 
problem since previous months, then she has to continue the medicine in the next month too.   

Paralysis: To cure paralysis, the root of a wild plant, the name of which is unknown to the 
people is mixed with a few spoon full drops of red wine and then given to drink it once a day 
for a few months. 

Piles: To cure piles, the healers boil the skin and the leaf of a wild plant in two litres of water 
in an aluminium pot. Then a glass of this water is given to the patient to drink in empty 
stomach early in the morning. The same water is then kept in another pot from where the 
water is used to rub the anus with the help of a clean cloth. This is fruitful when the worms 
die. It takes around seven to ten days to get cured. 
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Stomach ache and indigestion: To get relief from both indigestion and stomach ache, 
people normally use a wild herb known as drun-ban as vegetable. People also take amlokhi 
juice to help digest the food.  Turmeric or kola-halodhi is also taken to get relief from 
stomach ache. In case of stomach ache, the healers especially prepare a kind of bodixxxviiimade 
of vedailotapaatxxxix, jaluk-gutixl and kola tulakhipaatxli and ask the patient to eat for two to 
three days. Within half an hour the patient gets relieved from stomach ache. 

Tonsil: To eradicate tonsil, two to threemonisalgutixliiand fivejaluk-gutiis grated and boiled in 
water till the amount becomes100 gram and one spoon of the medicinal water is given to the 
patient to drink in empty stomach for two to three days. After the prescribed days, the patient 
gets completely cured. 

Tooth ache: If the tooth ache is in the right side then Hoongbaruahxliii root’s paste is put in 
the left ear of the patient. Even if the medicine is kept inside the pillow then also the patient 
gets well. 

White discharge: White discharge problem which has been completely medicalised, it is still 
being treated with the help of the herbal medicines. To get rid of this problem three finger 
sized ashoka flower plant’s bark is mixed with a cup of same complexioned cow’s milk. 
Then the patient is given to drink a cup of the medicine in empty stomach before lunch and 
dinner. Normally the patient gets well within a day but is being given to continue the 
medicine for three more days by the healer.   

Wound:  A wild leaf known as bag-bon is applied over the wounds to stop bleeding. The 
leaves are squeezed and the juice is applied over the wound.  

Although while indulging with the traditional medicine men, it might take quite a 
little time to get cured completely, yet it is fruitful. Even if they have not availed the modern 
health facilities to the fullest but rather have depended on the traditional healing system yet 
they are able to maintain their health in an average manner. The Tai Khamyang people have 
emphasized on the holistic approach of the traditional healing system which helps in treating 
the overall health of a person including the mind, body and soul. However, in case if the 
healers are unable to cure patients suffering from certain diseases like cancer or kidney 
failure, then the healers themselves advice the patients to approach the modern medical 
system. Indeed, in accordance to the disease, there is a parallel acceptance of both the 
traditional and modern system of treatment in the Tai Khamyang society. Thus, a plurality of 
health care system is found to be regulating the life of the Tai Khamyang people. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS  

To a large extent, the economic condition and the social set up of the Tai Khamyang 
community have conditioned the regulation of the choice of their treatments to cure any 
disease or ailment. The Tai Khamyang people as a whole have a strong faith in the traditional 
healers and the medicinal plants that the healers use to cure a disease or any kind of ailment. 
The practice of this herbal medicinal process of treatment and the performance of the magical 
rites by the healers has been in continuation since generations and is being made a part of 
their culture. Besides being economic and effective, this healing treatment is in practice 
among the Tai Khamyang people in order to keep intact their culture which can be signified 
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as a mark of their identification. There is a strong community sentiment among the people 
which unites them enabling to act in accordance with the community norm as a whole rather 
than individually. To a large extent, in case of diseases, the choice of health care treatments is 
also left out in the hands of the whole community. Indeed, their economic condition, 
educational level, food habits, religious values, social norms, availability and exposure to 
medical facilities and transportation and communication system works interdependently in 
regulating the health care practices and subsequently the overall health status of the people. 
Although the government has been providing certain health schemes in the villages yet it is 
not satisfactory for the villagers. It is because of their hard physical labour; these people 
neither fall easy prey to any diseases nor bother about any even if it occurs. But still at times, 
these people also approachand utilises the modern health care treatments along with the 
traditional healing system. Most importantly, their social set up which is based on equality 
among men and women has kept the women away from situations of negligence which has 
contributed in conditioning the health structure of the women and the community at large as 
women are the producer of both an individual and the nation and thereby determine the 
development rate of a particular society. It can thus be argued that the Tai Khamyang people 
have maintained solidarity and reside under common norms and follow the same principles as 
far as possible. 

 

End Notes 
                                                             
iKacha houses are made of bamboo sticks and mud with roofs either made up of bunch of paddy ferns 
or tins. 
iiPackka houses are made up of bricks, stones, sands, cements with asbestos or tins at the roofs. 
iiiSemi packka houses are made up of both brick and wood and mud. 
iv It is their traditional house made up of wood which is raised above the ground level constructed 
with wooden pillars. Now a day’s these raised houses are also constructed with bricks. 
vIt is a medicinal plant effective in controlling high blood pressure. 
viIt is kind of evil spirit who either dwells on an individual or comes to the dream of especially women 
and children who make them feel scared. It also prevents a woman from getting pregnant. 
viiAlokhoni is an evil spirit which makes a child to cry constantly. It mainly dwells upon the children 
viiiDangoriadukh is believed to be the suffering of an individual derived from the wrath of God. It is an 
expression of anger shown by the Almighty. It can be cured only by performing certain religious 
deeds.  
ix It is a disease mostly suffered by the children. Here cough gets stuck on the throat of the child which 
makes him or her suffer from breathing problem. 
x It is an Assamese terminology for the English word Scheme. 
xiLocal Indian terminology for hymns or prayer. 
xii Milk of same complexion cow refers to the milk where both the cow and its calf’s complexion are 
same. This kind of milk is normally used in curing a disease. 
xiiiIt is a plant with long elongated leaf which is mostly used to wrap fish and put it inside the leaf to 
put it in the smoky fire. It can also be used to wrap fish and boil it. It smells like turmeric and ginger. 
It is also one of the favourite foods of the elephant. 
xivIt is an Assamese term for the word ripe. 
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xvIt is the local Assamese term of betel leaf. 
xvi It is an Assamese name for honey. 
xvii It is an Assamese name of ginger. 
xviii It is an Assamese name used to refer to a kind of turmeric. 
xix It is an Assamese name of basil leaves. 
xxIt is an Assamese name for embolic. 
xxiIt is an Assamese local name for mango. 
xxii It is an Assamese name for guava. 
xxiii It is an Assamese name of coriander seeds. 
xxiv It is an Assamese term for onion. 
xxv It is a local Assamese name of garlic. 
xxvi It is an Assamese name for black-pepper. 
xxvii It is an Assamese name for salt. 
xxviii It is a local name for mustard oil. 
xxixFlower of the banana tree which is an eatable thing. 
xxxIt is the root of a bitter vegetable. 
xxxiIt is a local term for amulet. 
xxxiiIt is a kind of gourd. 
xxxiii It is the local name of Jaggery. 
xxxivIt is a kind of nut eaten with betel leaf grown mainly in Assam. 
xxxvIt is a kind of medicinal herb 
xxxviIt is a medicinal herb. 
xxxviiIt is a kind of sugar. 
xxxviii It is a kind of tablets made by the local healers. It is round in shape. 
xxxix It is a green leaf mainly used as a vegetable in curing stomach-ache. 
xlIt is the local name for black pepper seeds. 
xliIt is the local name for basil leaves. 
xliiA plant whose seeds are used to clear throat and also used as shampoo to clean hair 
xliii It is a kind of medicinal plant. 
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