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Abstract:The Sajalong (Miji) tribe, inhabits in the few areas of West Kameng and East Kameng 
districts of Arunachal Pradesh. Traditionally, the tribe only depended upon their own produce from 
agriculture and forest resources. The mutual exchange and barter system were popular practices in 
the traditional Sajalongs economy which was based on goods and services exchanged. Labour 
exchanged was popular in the constructions of house, granary, cultivating agriculture, and rituals 
performance. Sometimes, skillful labour could also exchange with goods like goat, pig, paddy, maize, 
etc. The goods to goods exchanges were very common in the tribe economy. Popular exchanges 
commodities were agriculture products, handicrafts, domestic animals, ornaments, forest gathering 
articles, food and drinks items. Generally, exchange was done through the inter-family, inter-clan, 
inter-village and intra-village barter. It was done on the basis of easy access particularly with close 
friends, relatives and neighbouring villages. The Sajalong, traditional economic was a natural 
economic, which ethnologists and sociologists have termed as ‘non-monetary’ or ‘subsistence 
economic. With emergence of modernization, the Sajalongs also evolved into the monetization trade. 
Hence, this paper intends to highlight the history of traditional Barter system of the Sajalong tribe 
and its changing trend in modern age. 
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Introduction 

The Sajolang tribe popularly known as the Miji are one of the major tribes of Arunachal 

Pradesh, they inhabit a large geographical area stretching from East Kameng district to West 

Kameng district of Arunachal Pradesh. The Sajolang tribe is more or less a little-known tribe 

of the state and according to L. N. Chackravarty, the first mention of this tribe was cited in 

the British Administrative Report of 1882-83 where they were mentioned as a tribe living 

north of the Akas, (Chakravarty,1973, p.13). followed by Mckenzie in his book the North-

East Frontier of Bengal (1884) where they were mentioned as a fierce and cognate race in the 

interior. After that, the mentions of the tribe in historical accounts were very limited. They 

occupy two adjacent Administrative Circle in the two District i.e. Nafra administrative circle 

in West Kameng and Lada in East Kameng. The tribe is surrounded by the different tribes at 

different directions; they neighbour Nyishi to the Eastern side, Aka tribe to the South, Buguns 

and Sherdukpen to the West and Monpa tribes to the North. As a such, various mention about 

the tribe is found in Oral tradition of their Neighbouring Tribes for instance, the Nyishis refer 

the Sajolangs as Bangro and one of their myths claims that the Sajolangs are the descendent 

of Robbhu Pacha who was the younger brother of Nyikum Niya (forefather of the Nyishis 

according to Nyishi mythology), but not many Sajolangs acknowledges this myth neither do 

they endorse the claim. Also, the Aka tribe are also very similar to the Sajolang tribe and 

shares almost identical cultural life, it is also interesting to note that the nomenclature of their 

earlier name the Miji was given to them by the Akas, which literally translates to fire giver, 

according to Johny Miji, (the President of Sajolang Elite Society) the legend behind the Miji 

nomenclature goes to the time of Tyagi Raja of the Akas when frequent raid on the British 

territories were carried out by him and he was supported by the Sajolangs; during this 

interaction it happen that some Aka men describe the Sajolangs as Miji (Mi = fire and Ji = to 

give) and the Colonial officials thus recorded them with the same name in their reports and 

memoirs (interview with Miji). And interestingly the word Miji to these days is used, but the 

intellects of the tribe these days prefer to be called Sajolang instead. They however refer 

themselves as Dhammai or Nimmai (The traditional name of the tribesmen in their local 

dialect). Dhammai is used by Sajolangs of Nafra area while its slightly different 

pronunciation Nimmai is used by the Lada folks. The term Miji was recently changed to 

Sajolang for all official purpose by the Government of India by an amendment act of the 

Indian Constitution on May 21st 2021. 
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Methodology 

The main objective of the current research paper is to review the history of traditional Barter 

system of Sajalong tribe of Arunachal Pradesh and its changing trend. In order to construct a 

systematic analysis and interpretation of the paper, both primary and secondary sources are 

used. Few relevant books use as secondary sources and primary sources from my personal 

interview with local people of Sajalong have come to great help to develop this paper. 

 

Traditional Barter System 

Prior to British rule in Assam, almost all the tribes of Arunachal depend on Agriculture for 

their survival, but yet the trade by the means of barter system was practise by all of them for 

essential survival goods such as clothing materials, metals, cattle and salt. The Mishmis and 

the Khamptis were some notable traders; the Akas and the Mompas also carry-on extensive 

trade and act as middlemen for their neighbours, the Adis traded with their brethren living 

behind them (Sarma, 2017, p.135). From time immemorial tribal communities have been 

practicing a reciprocal exchange system to complete their demand even of small needs. To 

accomplish their needs for daily life this system of exchange plays a central role. The people 

of Nafra valley too were good traders using the barter system. The Sajolangs of Nafra were 

extremely good in trade activities too. To enhance their socio-economic life, they encouraged 

different styles of exchange to be carried among them. The tribe traded with all of their 

neighbours and sometimes as far as Bhutan. 

 Speaking of cashless trade, we find a link of the same natures among the Muduga 

community of south India. Precisely described by George Tharakan : 

“Among the Muduga, we come across mainly four forms of transaction - firstly, 
between "one's own" which is of "pure" gift giving; secondly, between "not 
others" or "allied affine" which is of delayed reciprocal gift exchange; thirdly 
the immediately balanced reciprocity which is similar to the relation-making 
commodity exchange; and lastly between strangers which is of pure commodity 
exchange type like "business transaction" or "trade" relation characterized by 
"ultimate closure" and "recognition of a naked profit." "Talking about or 
disputing money openly implies that the relationship has closure and is 
therefore business only, as between strangers.”(George: 2007, p. 450).  
 

The Muduga community in South India also followed the same system of exchange among 

them to encourage their living style. They were following four forms of transaction to sustain 
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their socio-economic and cultural aspects. Likewise, Sajolang community also used to have 

reciprocal exchange to fulfil their society needs in their day to day life.  

Traditionally, the barter trade of Sajalong tribe was following different ways of exchange: 

1. Exchange of goods for services 

2. Exchange of commodities for commodities  

3. Exchange of services for services.  

And these three categories of exchange were the important keys to self-sustenance for the 

community as well as significant for them to uplift their socio-economic and political aspects 

in the valley society ( Lasa & others,1996, p. 235).  

Goods are an object mostly known as commodities that the consumers deal in their 

various stages. In economics they are considered to be the ones which have satisfying 

abilities for the human wants. and have utilitarian values to the demand of the consumers for 

which the latter are induced to buy or purchase or desire to procure through means 

determined by market rules in a society. The consumers develop interests in them to purchase 

a satisfying product with the hope that it is a good investment to go for that. A Service is an 

act that a person does for someone else. For instance, Goods are items sold and bought by 

human beings in their various fields of life, such as foods, cloths, iron, and salts, etc; on other 

hand ‘Services’ are actions performed by human beings who contribute their services to the 

society in exchange of something.  People putting their skill and knowledge for the sake of 

getting something is other way round considered ‘services’ like workers in roads, garden, 

agriculture, forest, artisan, factory, different professions and other modes of manual works. 

Whereas goods are tangible and physical objects, the services are intangible and non-physical 

in nature (Deardorff, 2006, p. 61). 

In this way reciprocal system occurs when two or more parties such as individuals 

exchange goods or services equally for goods and services without monetary involvement in 

between. People of Nafra valley directly depended on agricultural economy and most of their 

goods for exchange of services began on the basis of their agricultural produces. This 

exchange of goods for services mostly was practiced within the village community. Also, 

from an account from Dibbin village a process where the village chief would employ his 

subjects to an unpaid labour system for his agricultural fields in return for a grand feast is 

learned. The unpaid labour system is called Subu Bemba and the feast is known as Riini. 

During Subu Bemba the entire villagers are given notice in advance, every villager is 
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expected to attend the work; however, it is not compulsory for a villager to attend it. This free 

labour camp may be for a single day or in some occasion till the desired objective of the field 

is met. After the work (Subu Bemba), riini (feast) is organized and the chief will provide a 

mithun and a pig for his subjects to feast on. Also, numerous fowls and other meats are 

procured for the feast depending on the size of the village population. Subu Bemba was an 

annual thing. The system can be put as service for some leisure.  

Also, from some respondents it is learned that the tribe lacked professional blacksmith 

in their past, as such for necessary metal works such as making iron tripod for hearth, 

wielding machete or other metal works, professionals from Shartang or Monpa community 

were engaged. The service charge may sometimes go up to as high as a Mithun and a calf 

depending on the size of the final product. It is also to note that, most of the time it was the 

Sajolangs who would provide those blacksmiths the iron ores and coals which they again 

procured from trading with the Sherdukpens (who were again the middlemen who procure 

those from the plains). As thus, the services for commodity type of trade were done with 

other tribes too (Interview with Deru). 

Commodities exchanged for commodities are yet another type of barter that was 

practice throughout the world and is truly an ancient one. It is an organized process of 

exchange where one commodity’s value was tied up with the other commodities and then the 

process of exchange of commodities for commodities takes place. Mostly their barter 

exercise is related to their needs related to non-edible goods only as in term of foods the 

people were apparently self-sufficient with their agricultural harvests. Exchange of 

commodities for commodities was very significant when money was not a part of the 

economic transactions. Even today as well in village areas still this old traditional system of 

exchange is being practiced. 

Most of the tribal groups usually had a close contact with their neighbouring areas and 

eventually they knew each other’s needs and thereafter people started trading between 

themselves. The community uses barter system to pay especially for foods. The people of 

Nafra valley usually traded in items like agricultural produces and local ornaments procured 

from their different neighbours. Local crafts made up of bamboo and cane and animals or 

animal skins, wild meat were also good commodities for bartering. Apart from that some 

jungle products also had been used as items for exchange. Some items were dried ones like, 

dry chilly, dry bamboo shoots, dry fish etc.  

 The tribe were a keen trader in the past trading with all of their neighbours including 

the traders as far as Thimphu (Bhutan). The area inhabited by the Sajolang tribe was the 
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centre of trade exchange between the tribes of Aka, Sherdukpen, Monpa and the Nyishi and 

frequent visits by the Bhutanese. The tribe however did not produce many economically 

valuable items of their own for the barter trade and as such, they were more of a middleman 

between the neighbours. Trading use to be the one of the most important features of the 

traditional Sajolang livelihood as it was the main source of their clothing and other 

necessities including metals and live stocks. So, from the accounts of Gazetteer of India 

(1996) we come to know that the tribe did not visit the plains (Choudhury, 1995, p.36), but 

also from the oral testimonies know that the plains of Assam were the ultimate destination of 

their metal source; the tribe men of the community procure those metal needs from their 

neighbouring tribe of the Sherdukpens and the Akas via barter, also they were themselves a 

middleman between the tribe and the raw sources from plains. The neighbouring tribe of Aka 

and Sherdukpen having close contact with the plains of Assam for a long time received posa 

(kind of allowance) from the Ahom government and succeeding British government later on 

as well, but the Sajolangs who were in interior geographical area didn’t receive any of such 

kind. However, the tribe would also be benefited from their neighbour’s relations with the 

plains, for instances the Aka families which had matrimonial relation with Sajolang families 

would gift them day to day useful commodities like salt. It is also learned that in villages who 

were geographically near the Akas but who had no relatives with the Akas were mostly 

dependent on the families having relations with the Akas for salt and of course it will be 

bartered for something such as grains or fowls. Salt has been one of the most sought-after 

commodities in their traditional trading system. Use of salt was very well known and was 

used every day. However, not many had access to salt on daily basis and at such situation 

ashes from their fire hearth were consumed as salt substitute. 

 The tribe, like many other tribes of the state do not have any industrial set ups as to 

produce some finished product for sale or exchange, hence their items were mostly raw 

commodities obtained from the forest or livestock and crops. Cattle such as Mithun, Cows, 

Sheep, Pig and Goat along with fowls were some of main commodities that were up for trade. 

The list of items for exchange obtained from the forest includes hunted animals’ meat, fur 

and organs like that of bears, deers, mountain goat, fish etc. Numerous plant-based 

commodities like maize, millet, wheat, rangbang (type of wild Sago palm) etc. were the farm 

items up for trading with the neighbouring tribe. 

   The trading pattern of the villages suggests that every Sajolang village were 

independent of their choices of choosing trading partners and as learned from the various 

respondents of the research it is learned that Sajolang villages would choose their closest 
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village as their preferred trading partner and the same formulae were also applied for inter 

tribe trade activities. Sajolang villages are spread across a large geographical region 

neighbouring several different tribes at different direction hence they would choose their 

closest neighbour as most preferred trading partners. For instance, the villages that falls under 

the Demizin Subang (confederacy), such as Nakhu, Dibbin village would mostly carry-on 

trade with the Monpas as they were closer to them geographically, Likewise, the villages of 

Jharabhuchang Subang would prefer the Sherdukpens, the Akas and the Nyishis of East 

Kameng for their trade activities (Interview with Rijuju). The village of Kazalang in 

particular was sort of a cattle trade centre between the Nyishi clans from present day East 

Kameng district especially the Liyak and Tawe clans and the Traders from Bhutan. The cattle 

exchanges were mainly of Cows from Bhutanese side and mithun from the Nyishi side. The 

Sajolangs would facilitate the transaction and most of the times they were the middlemen. 

From few accounts of respondents from Khazalang it is learned that the exchange rates with 

the Bhutanese were 1 male mithun for 24 cows. The traders from Kazalang who acted as 

middlemen would than offer 8 to 4 cows for a mithun to the visiting Nyishis who would 

come with the mithuns. It is not clear as who were responsible for setting the exchange rate of 

the cattle, or why was mithun valued so much more than a cow? However, it is speculated 

that the Bhutanese were taking the mithuns for some inter-breeding purpose as they would 

only take bull-mithun. The exchange rate however went down and came to 8 cows per mithun 

at the dying moment of this barter practice, and the profits to the Khazalang folks were 

dwindling, at the end the Nyishis sort out another route towards Assam for procuring cows 

directly and thus the cattle trading came to an end (interview with Khiluju). Another very 

important commodity after cattle was salt. Every village needed salt and it was one of the 

most sought-after items in their past. It is mentioned that a small rock of salt could value up 

to a small pig. Trade was the main source for the procurement of salt for the Sajolang villages 

which they obtained from trading with Monpas and the Akas. Though Sajolangs in the past 

could barely manufacture any commodity good enough for trade, however, it is learned that, 

(earthen pots for cooking and storage) made by the tribe was very popular among the 

neighbouring Monpa villages, the Monpas would often visit Sajolang area to procure those 

earthen pots for a fowl or sometimes even sheep to offer for exchange. However, with the 

coming of metallic durable pots the earthen pots along with the technique itself has been 

abandoned. Apart from earthen pots, blankets, coats etc made of sheep or yak wools, etc. 

from Monpa side and wild items like meat, fur and agriculture products like maize, etc. from 

Sajolang sides were general items up for barter between the two. It is also learned that 
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Monpas were perhaps the biggest trading partners of the Sajolangs of Nafra as even the 

villagers of Khazalang, who had geographical closer neighbours of Buguns and Sherdukpen 

tribe would rather venture out to Monpa land for trading via Shartang inhabited villages 

which would take at least a night stay at Shartang village of Koina to reach any Monpa 

inhabited villages under Dirang area. 

 

Continuity and Change 

 

Like every other tribe of Arunachal, the barter system was the main mode of trade of 

Sajalong before the dawn modern civilisation but with establishment of colonial rule in 

Assam and emphasised of British money transactions in the neighbouring areas, few people 

of the tribe also get involved. Money transactions of trade became more active after India’s 

Independence. The road connectivity, market place access and the introduction of money 

economics assisted the people to survive without the rigorous barter trade system. The 

practice of making trade with barter could not be left behind totally in these modern times but 

with the coming of money the occasional barter activity can be seldom seen. People of the 

tribe consider it as their pristine duty to preserve this old traditional system for the sake of 

traditional values and it too is a need, but they fail to justify sticking to it. Hence, today it is 

seen rarely being practiced around the world but still it is reliable trend of business mode in 

the few rural areas. The goods for goods and service for goods type of barter is no longer 

common, and has been replaced by money for goods or money for service trades. In remote 

villages where cash is not easily available the barter of corns with fowls, a day labour for a 

fowl or grains do take place occasionally. Against the practise of barter, people have open 

heartedly welcomed the introduction of money into their economy, money is understandably 

preferred everywhere, even the remote villagers would often come to market places to earn 

some money, selling vegetables, fowls or animals which in the past were common 

commodities up for barters (Interview with Rijuju).   

 Exchange of services for services comprises of a labour exchange.  Most common 

example of this practise takes place when a person goes to someone else’s the agricultural 

field for putting his personal service and the former expects and gets a return service from 

them in exchange without money being involved in between. This sort of exchange of 

services for services can be also seen practiced during house construction, agricultural 

operation, religious and ritual functions and also in exchange of expertise (interview with 
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Khiluju). As such this particular type of barter remains alive to these days in the villages of 

not just the Community but every other tribe of the state as well. 

 Trading had been one of the major economic activities of the tribe. They procured 

numbers of essentials for their day to day use via trade. Items from salt to traditional dresses 

were procured via trading in the past, on these cases the changes of times were readily 

accepted by the folks, as ancient time was an different era and the tribe didn’t had any access 

to market nearby, the long distance had to be covered to visit people for barter, it was also not 

always like people want something and the other party would be willing to barter them with 

those commodities, all in all, traditional barter system was done out of compulsion and 

necessity. Trade in ancient times requires them to go several miles to reach their trading 

destination that too carrying load of commodities for bartering. As thus, it was a hard thing to 

do and when the new system of markets along with cash economy arrived the tribe were more 

than happy to adopt it. The economic activities of the tribe, in present day just like all other 

modern society runs around money Change is of generally two types- positive and negative 

change. The former brings positive outcome in the society while the later leads to undesirable 

results. The progress and advancement of human society depends upon the positive structure 

of change. To ensure the prosperity and growth of the society, Sajolang tribe wholeheartedly 

welcomed all agents of positive socio-economic changes. They used to be happy with the 

meaningful change of the society. Thus, we can conclude that modern times has offered 

various changes to the community and the Community so far has readily adopted various 

changes and has tagged those new developments as reformations. 

 

Conclusion 

The trading system in the state was the only system in which people from different walks of 

life were provided a platform to interact and cooperate. In this way, they used to exchange 

goods and services for the betterment, upliftment, and sustenance of their lives. The form of 

trade used was no doubt the barter mode owing to lack of currency in their economic system. 

The barter system was practiced by the tribal people since time immemorial. As far as the 

Sajolang tribe is concerned, the tribe used to follow the three ways of exchange system – 

exchange of goods for services, exchange of commodities for commodities, and exchange of 

services for services. This very system of exchange was called the reciprocal exchange 

system. The Sajolang tribe is dependent upon the produce from their agriculture for survival, 

and they used to exchange this product from the agriculture for services and other 
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commodities, as like any other tribe the Sajolangs did not have industries for goods 

manufacturing. The Sajolang tribe had been a keen trader and their place of inhabitation was 

a centre of trade exchange between the Nyishis and Bhutanese. Sajolang traded with all of its 

neighbours viz the Akas, the Sherdukpens, the Buguns, the Shartangs, the Nyishis and the 

Monpas. With dawn of modernization the tribe however adapted to cash-based trading option 

and as such the traditional mode of barter which was common in olden days is rare sight 

these days. The remotest of the villages too prefers currency mode of exchange for their 

trades of service or goods. However, as we put into accounts the hardship that came with the 

barter trades, the new cash-based exchange of services and goods using a constant valued 

currency have brought positive impact to the society and have made people’s life more 

comfortable. 
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