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Abstract 

The Tsorgan institution represents one of the most enduring indigenous systems of governance among 

the Monpas of Arunachal Pradesh. Rooted in customary law and strengthened by Buddhist socio-

political traditions, it functioned as the principal institution of village administration, dispute settlement, 

social regulation, and community welfare for centuries before the introduction of modern state 

administration. This paper examines the historical evolution, organizational structure, leadership pattern, 

and multifaceted functions of the Tsorgan institution. Drawing upon ethnographic fieldwork conducted 

in Tawang and West Kameng districts, supported by historical documents and secondary literature, the 

study analyses how the institution evolved from early village leadership into a sophisticated system of 

indigenous self-government under the influence of Tibetan Buddhist administration. The findings 

demonstrate that the Tsorgan combined judicial, administrative, developmental, and socio-cultural 

responsibilities, thereby ensuring social cohesion and political stability within Monpa society. Although 

democratic decentralization and modern administrative institutions have considerably reduced its formal 

authority, the institution continues to command substantial legitimacy in matters of customary justice, 

conflict resolution, and cultural governance. Rather than disappearing under state-led modernization, the 

Tsorgan has adapted to changing political realities through institutional accommodation with Panchayati 

Raj and governmental administration. The study argues that the resilience of the Tsorgan institution 

illustrates the adaptive capacity of indigenous governance systems and underscores the continuing 

relevance of customary institutions in contemporary tribal administration. 

Keywords: Tsorgan, Monpa, Indigenous Governance, Customary Law, Traditional Leadership, 

Arunachal Pradesh, Village Council, Buddhist Administration 

1. Introduction 

Indigenous institutions of governance constitute one of the defining features of tribal societies across 

Northeast India. Long before the extension of colonial and post-colonial administrative structures into 

the region, tribal communities had evolved elaborate systems of political organization based on 

customary law, collective responsibility, and community participation. These indigenous institutions 

regulated social relations, settled disputes, managed common resources, organized collective labour, and 

preserved social order without the support of formal bureaucratic or judicial machinery. Their legitimacy 
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derived not from codified legal provisions but from shared traditions, cultural values, and collective 

acceptance by the community. 

Among the Monpas of Arunachal Pradesh, the institution of the Tsorgan represents one of the most 

sophisticated forms of indigenous governance. Unlike many tribal political systems that evolved in 

relative isolation, the Tsorgan institution developed within a unique historical context shaped by the 

spread of Tibetan Buddhism and the ecclesiastical administration of the Tawang Monastery. 

Consequently, the Monpa political system reflects a distinctive synthesis of customary governance and 

Buddhist administrative traditions. The institution exercised authority over judicial administration, 

community development, religious activities, resource management, and maintenance of social harmony 

while remaining deeply embedded within the cultural life of the community. 

Historically, the Tsorgan functioned as the chief executive authority of a village or a cluster of villages 

known as a tso. Assisted by subordinate officials such as the gomi, thumi, tsobleh, chupon, gomdung, 

and gopdulangpa, the Tsorgan coordinated village administration through the village assembly 

(Mangma) and the general assembly (Tsopa). Decisions were generally taken through consultation and 

consensus rather than coercion, reflecting democratic principles embedded within customary institutions 

long before the introduction of representative political structures. 

The judicial role of the Tsorgan was particularly significant. Most civil disputes, family conflicts, 

property issues, and minor criminal offences were adjudicated according to customary law through 

conciliatory procedures emphasizing mediation, restitution, and restoration of social harmony. 

Punishment was intended less as retribution than as a mechanism for restoring community equilibrium. 

This restorative orientation distinguished customary justice from formal legal systems that primarily 

emphasize punitive sanctions. 

The spread of Buddhism significantly transformed the institution without undermining its indigenous 

foundations. Buddhist ethics reinforced notions of moral responsibility, compassion, and collective 

welfare while introducing ecclesiastical supervision through the Dzong administration. The result was a 

hybrid administrative structure in which traditional village institutions continued to function alongside 

religious authorities under the broader political authority of the Tibetan government. 

Following India's independence and the gradual extension of modern administration into Arunachal 

Pradesh, the authority of the Tsorgan underwent substantial transformation. Judicial powers were 

transferred to statutory courts, developmental functions increasingly came under government 

departments and Panchayati Raj Institutions, and administrative authority became legally circumscribed. 

Nevertheless, the institution has not disappeared. Instead, it continues to exercise considerable influence 

in customary dispute resolution, community mobilization, religious affairs, cultural preservation, and 

village-level decision-making. Its continued legitimacy demonstrates the resilience of indigenous 

governance systems despite rapid political and administrative change. 

Although several scholars have examined the customary institutions of Arunachal Pradesh, relatively 

few have undertaken a comprehensive analysis of the historical evolution, organizational structure, and 

contemporary transformation of the Tsorgan institution. Existing studies often describe its functions but 

seldom analyse the institutional processes through which customary authority has adapted to democratic 

decentralization and modern governance. 
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Against this background, the present study examines the Tsorgan institution as a dynamic indigenous 

governance system rather than merely a traditional village office. It seeks to understand the historical 

foundations of the institution, its organizational framework, its judicial and administrative functions, and 

the ways in which it continues to negotiate its relevance within the contemporary political environment 

of Arunachal Pradesh. By doing so, the paper contributes to broader debates on indigenous governance, 

customary law, institutional resilience, and the interaction between traditional authority and modern 

democratic institutions. 

Review of Literature 

The study of indigenous governance has occupied an important place in anthropological and sociological 

research, particularly in tribal societies where customary institutions continue to regulate social, 

political, and economic life. In Northeast India, scholars have extensively documented traditional 

political organizations as effective mechanisms of local administration, dispute settlement, and 

community management. However, while considerable attention has been paid to tribal councils among 

the Adis, Nyishis, Apatanis, and other communities, systematic studies on the Tsorgan institution of the 

Monpas remain comparatively limited. Existing literature may broadly be classified into four thematic 

areas: indigenous political institutions, Monpa society, customary law and justice, and democratic 

decentralization. 

The pioneering works of Verrier Elwin (1959, 1960, 1965) provide the earliest systematic understanding 

of indigenous governance in the North-East Frontier Agency (NEFA). He argued that tribal societies 

possessed highly organized systems of self-government that were founded upon customary law, 

collective participation, and social consensus rather than centralized coercive authority. He advocated 

that modern administration should recognize and strengthen these institutions instead of replacing them. 

His observations remain fundamental in understanding the historical significance of the Tsorgan 

institution, although his studies did not examine Monpa political organization in detail. 

Historical studies on the evolution of administration in Arunachal Pradesh by Bose (1979) and Luthra 

(1993) traced the gradual transition from indigenous governance to statutory administration. These 

works explain how British frontier policies and later post-Independence administrative reforms 

transformed traditional political institutions throughout the region. Nevertheless, their analyses remain 

largely macro-level and provide limited insight into the internal organization and functioning of village 

institutions among the Monpas. 

Scholars working on tribal governance in Arunachal Pradesh have highlighted the importance of 

customary political institutions in maintaining social order. Pandey, Duarah, and Sarkar (1991) 

documented the traditional village councils of different tribes and emphasized that customary institutions 

continued to perform significant judicial and administrative functions despite the expansion of the 

modern state. Similarly, Danggen (2003) demonstrated how indigenous political institutions among the 

Adis derived their legitimacy from community participation, customary norms, and consensus-based 

decision-making. In his later works (Danggen, 2012a; 2012b), he further argued that Panchayati Raj did 

not completely replace customary institutions but instead created a system of institutional coexistence in 

which traditional authorities continued to exercise influence over community affairs. 

The literature dealing specifically with the Monpas has largely concentrated on their history, religion, 

and cultural traditions. Duarah (1990) provides one of the earliest ethnographic descriptions of Monpa 
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society, highlighting the importance of kinship, religion, and customary practices in regulating village 

life. Likewise, Nanda (1982) documented the historical development of Tawang and underscored the 

central role of Buddhist monasteries in shaping the socio-political organization of the Monpas. Bishwal 

(2006) and Norbu (2008) further explored various dimensions of Monpa society, including religious 

institutions, customary practices, and cultural identity. Although these studies acknowledge the existence 

of the Tsorgan institution, they devote relatively little attention to its historical evolution, organizational 

structure, and governance functions. 

The interaction between Buddhism and indigenous political institutions has also received scholarly 

attention. Researchers have shown that the spread of Tibetan Buddhism significantly influenced the 

administrative organization of Monpa society through the establishment of monasteries, dzongs, and 

ecclesiastical authorities. Unlike many other tribes of Arunachal Pradesh, where indigenous institutions 

evolved in relative isolation, the Monpas developed a distinctive political system characterized by the 

coexistence of customary leadership and monastic administration. However, existing literature has 

generally examined Buddhist influence from religious or historical perspectives rather than analysing its 

institutional implications for village governance. 

Customary law and indigenous justice constitute another important area of research. Dutta and Duarah 

(1997) argued that customary legal systems remain socially legitimate because they are embedded 

within community norms and emphasize reconciliation rather than punishment. Similarly, Pathak (2005) 

observed that indigenous dispute resolution mechanisms are accessible, inexpensive, and culturally 

acceptable, enabling them to survive alongside formal judicial institutions. These studies provide useful 

theoretical insights into customary justice but do not specifically examine the procedural mechanisms, 

evidentiary practices, appellate hierarchy, and restorative principles underlying the Tsorgan system. 

The emergence of democratic decentralization has generated another body of literature focusing on 

Panchayati Raj Institutions. Bhargava (1979) regarded Panchayati Raj as an instrument of democratic 

participation capable of promoting grassroots leadership and political accountability. Desai (1990) 

emphasized the developmental significance of decentralization in rural governance, while Lego (2008) 

examined the historical evolution of local self-government in Arunachal Pradesh. Collectively, these 

studies explain the expansion of statutory local governance but pay insufficient attention to the 

relationship between Panchayati Raj Institutions and traditional village authorities in tribal societies. 

The broader process of institutional transformation has been discussed by Mibang (1994) and Mibang 

and Behera (2004), who argued that modernization, education, administrative expansion, and economic 

development have significantly altered indigenous institutions without completely eroding their social 

legitimacy. They observed that traditional leadership increasingly functions alongside formal 

governmental institutions, creating hybrid governance arrangements that combine customary authority 

with democratic administration. This perspective provides an important conceptual framework for 

understanding the contemporary role of the Tsorgan institution. 

Despite this substantial body of scholarship, significant gaps remain. Existing studies have generally 

treated Monpa customary institutions descriptively, focusing primarily on cultural traditions, Buddhist 

influence, or historical development. Few scholars have undertaken a comprehensive institutional 

analysis of the Tsorgan system encompassing its historical evolution, organizational structure, leadership 

patterns, judicial procedures, developmental functions, and socio-cultural responsibilities. Moreover, 
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empirical research examining the continued relevance of the Tsorgan institution under modern 

democratic governance remains limited. 

The present study seeks to address these gaps through an ethnographic analysis of the Tsorgan 

institution in Tawang and West Kameng districts. It examines the institution as an adaptive system of 

indigenous governance that has historically integrated customary law, community participation, and 

Buddhist administrative traditions while continuing to negotiate its place within the framework of 

contemporary democratic decentralization. In doing so, the paper contributes to the broader discourse on 

indigenous governance, institutional resilience, and legal pluralism in tribal societies. 

Objectives and Methodology 

Objectives of the Study 

The present study aims to examine the Tsorgan institution as an indigenous system of governance 

among the Monpas of Arunachal Pradesh. Specifically, the study seeks to: 

1. To trace the historical evolution of the Tsorgan institution within the socio-political development 

of Monpa society.  

2. To examine the organizational structure and composition of the Tsorgan system.  

3. To analyse the process of leadership selection, membership, and legitimacy within the institution.  

4. To evaluate the judicial, administrative, developmental, and socio-cultural functions performed 

by the Tsorgan.  

5. To assess the contemporary relevance and transformation of the institution under modern 

democratic administration.  

Methodology 

The present study is based primarily on qualitative research methods combining ethnographic fieldwork 

with historical and documentary analysis. Both primary and secondary sources have been utilized to 

understand the evolution and functioning of the Tsorgan institution. 

Primary data were collected through extensive field investigations conducted in selected Monpa villages 

of Tawang and West Kameng districts of Arunachal Pradesh. Information was gathered through 

participant observation, personal interviews, informal discussions, and case studies involving Tsorgans, 

village elders, monks, members of the Mangma, Panchayat representatives, and knowledgeable 

community members. These interactions provided valuable insights into customary laws, dispute 

settlement procedures, administrative practices, and the changing role of the institution under 

contemporary governance. 

Secondary information was obtained from published books, government reports, census publications, 

archival records, gazetteers, scholarly articles, and previous research on Monpa society, indigenous 

political institutions, customary law, and Buddhist administration. Historical narratives were 

corroborated through oral traditions wherever documentary evidence was limited. 

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach. While descriptive analysis reconstructs the historical 

development and institutional framework of the Tsorgan system, analytical interpretation examines its 

functions, legitimacy, adaptability, and interaction with modern state institutions. Indigenous 

terminologies have been retained wherever necessary to preserve their cultural meanings. 
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4. Historical Evolution of the Tsorgan Institution 

The evolution of the Tsorgan institution reflects the gradual political and social organization of the 

Monpa community over several centuries. Unlike many indigenous political systems in Northeast India 

that evolved in relative isolation, the Monpa system developed through a continuous interaction between 

customary traditions and Tibetan Buddhist administration. Consequently, the Tsorgan institution 

represents a unique synthesis of indigenous democratic practices and ecclesiastical political authority. 

The early political history of the Monpas remains obscure because of the absence of written records 

prior to the spread of Buddhism. Oral traditions, however, indicate that before the introduction of 

Buddhism, Monpa society was governed by an aristocratic class known as the Khyes, who exercised 

political and military authority over dispersed settlements. Their authority primarily rested upon 

hereditary leadership and the protection of the community from external threats. Although this early 

political organization maintained social order, it lacked the institutionalized participatory mechanisms 

that later characterized the Tsorgan system. 

A significant transformation occurred with the spread of Buddhism in the eleventh century through the 

activities of the renowned Buddhist saint Terthön Pema Lingpa. Besides propagating Buddhism, he 

reorganized village settlements and introduced a more systematic form of community administration. 

During this period, hereditary authority gradually gave way to elected village leadership based on 

community participation. Each settlement selected a representative known as the Tsobleh or Michen, 

who became responsible for maintaining order, coordinating religious activities, supervising communal 

works, and representing the village before higher authorities. This marked the beginning of 

institutionalized indigenous self-government among the Monpas. 

Initially, the jurisdiction of the Tsobleh remained confined to individual settlements. However, the 

expansion of villages, increasing inter-village interactions, and the need for coordinated administration 

gradually necessitated the creation of a broader political organization. Consequently, the institution of 

the Tsorgan emerged, replacing the earlier Tsobleh system in most parts of Monyul. Unlike the Tsobleh, 

whose authority extended over a single settlement, the Tsorgan exercised jurisdiction over a tso, a 

territorial unit consisting of several villages or hamlets. This enlargement of jurisdiction enabled more 

effective coordination of judicial administration, resource management, and collective decision-making. 

The consolidation of the Tsorgan institution coincided with the establishment of the Tawang Monastery 

in the seventeenth century during the reign of the Fifth Dalai Lama. With the emergence of the 

monastery as the principal religious and political centre, Monpa society came under the broader 

framework of Tibetan ecclesiastical administration. The monastery introduced Dzongpons, monastic 

administrators who supervised village affairs, collected agricultural taxes (Khrei), adjudicated major 

disputes, and ensured compliance with religious obligations. Rather than replacing indigenous 

institutions, the monastery incorporated them into a hierarchical administrative structure. 

Within this arrangement, the Tsorgan continued to administer village affairs while remaining 

accountable to the Dzong administration. The result was a distinctive four-tier administrative hierarchy 

consisting of the Mangma (Village Assembly), Tsopa (General Assembly of the tso), Dzong 

administration under the Dzongpons, and the supreme authority of the Tibetan Government represented 

by the Tsona Dzong. This institutional framework successfully integrated local autonomy with 
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centralized religious authority, allowing customary governance to coexist with Buddhist political 

administration. 

The historical relationship between indigenous autonomy and ecclesiastical authority was not always 

harmonious. Historical accounts indicate that local resistance occasionally emerged against attempts by 

the Tawang Monastery to extend temporal control over certain regions, particularly Dirang. The 

opposition of the twelve leading households of Dirang village to the construction of the Dzong illustrates 

the tensions that accompanied political centralization. Nevertheless, these conflicts remained exceptional 

rather than characteristic, and the monastery generally exercised its authority through cooperation with 

local institutions rather than direct coercion. 

An important feature of the Tsorgan system was its democratic foundation. Although Buddhist 

administration introduced hierarchical supervision, the legitimacy of the Tsorgan continued to derive 

primarily from community consent. Village assemblies retained the authority to elect, retain, or remove 

their leaders according to customary norms. Decisions affecting the welfare of the community were 

generally taken collectively through deliberation and consensus, thereby preserving indigenous 

principles of participatory governance. 

The political transformation following India's independence in 1947 and the extension of modern 

administration to the North-East Frontier Agency during the 1950s fundamentally altered the 

institutional environment of the Tsorgan. The abolition of Tibetan administrative authority, 

establishment of statutory courts, and expansion of governmental administration transferred many 

judicial and executive functions to modern state institutions. Nevertheless, the Tsorgan institution was 

not abolished. Instead, it adapted to changing political circumstances by redefining its functions within 

the framework of contemporary administration. 

Today, the Tsorgan no longer exercises the extensive judicial and fiscal authority that characterized the 

institution during the Tibetan period. However, it continues to play a significant role in customary 

dispute resolution, community mobilization, religious coordination, village development, and cultural 

preservation. Its continued acceptance among the Monpas demonstrates that institutional legitimacy is 

rooted not merely in legal authority but also in cultural continuity, customary norms, and collective trust. 

The historical evolution of the Tsorgan institution therefore illustrates a process of gradual institutional 

adaptation rather than institutional replacement. From hereditary leadership under the Khyes to 

participatory village administration, from Buddhist ecclesiastical supervision to coexistence with 

democratic governance, the institution has continuously adjusted to changing political contexts while 

preserving its indigenous character. This remarkable continuity explains why the Tsorgan remains one of 

the most resilient traditional institutions among the tribal communities of Arunachal Pradesh. 

Organizational Structure and Composition of the Tsorgan Institution 

The Tsorgan institution represents a well-developed indigenous administrative system characterized by a 

clearly defined hierarchy of authority, collective decision-making, and functional specialization. Unlike 

many tribal political organizations that revolved around a single village council, the Monpa 

administrative system operated at multiple territorial levels, thereby facilitating coordination among 

villages while preserving local autonomy. The organizational framework reflects both indigenous socio-

political traditions and the influence of Tibetan Buddhist administration. 

http://www.aijfr.com/


 

Advanced International Journal for Research (AIJFR) 

E-ISSN: 3048-7641   ●   Website: www.aijfr.com   ●   Email: editor@aijfr.com 

 

AIJFR26047049 Volume 7, Issue 4 (July-August 2026) 8 

 

Traditionally, the entire Monpa region (Monyul) was divided into seven major territorial divisions 

comprising thirty-two tsos. Each tso consisted of a cluster of geographically contiguous villages and 

hamlets that functioned as an integrated socio-political unit. While individual villages retained 

considerable autonomy in managing their internal affairs, matters affecting several villages such as inter-

village disputes, common resource management, and regional religious activities were handled 

collectively at the tso level. This territorial organization promoted administrative efficiency without 

undermining the participatory nature of local governance. 

The term Tsorgan itself reflects the responsibilities associated with the office. Derived from the Monpa 

words Tsor (chief) and Gan (responsibility), the title literally denotes "the person who shoulders the 

responsibility of the community." The Tsorgan therefore functioned not merely as a village headman but 

as the principal custodian of customary law, communal welfare and social harmony. 

Hierarchical Administrative Structure 

The Tsorgan institution was organized through a hierarchical chain of functionaries who collectively 

managed village affairs. At the apex stood the Tso-Tsorgan, the head of an entire tso, who supervised 

several villages within his jurisdiction. In larger villages or independent settlements, local administration 

was entrusted to village-level Tsorgans or their functional equivalents. 

To facilitate day-to-day administration, each village appointed subordinate officials known by different 

names in different regions. These included the Gomi, Thumi, Tsobleh, Chupon, Gomdung, and 

Gopdulangpa. Although their nomenclature varied across Tawang, Dirang, and Kalaktang, their 

responsibilities remained broadly similar. They acted as intermediaries between the Tsorgan and the 

villagers by disseminating information, mobilizing labour, maintaining accounts, convening meetings, 

and assisting in dispute settlement. 

The Gomi generally served as the first point of contact for villagers. Minor complaints and disputes 

were initially brought before him for informal mediation. Cases that could not be settled at this level 

were referred to the Tsorgan for adjudication. The Gomi also supervised the implementation of the 

Tsorgan's decisions; collected fines imposed by the village council, and coordinated administrative 

activities within his jurisdiction. 

The Thumi assisted both the Tsorgan and the Gomi in organizing village administration. His duties 

included conveying official communications, supervising communal labour, ensuring attendance at 

village meetings, and coordinating public works. In some villages, particularly around Dakpa and 

Khrilam, the Thumi functioned as the principal village representative and was assisted by Chupons and 

Tsoblehs. 

The Chupons, Tsoblehs, Gomdungs, and Gopdulangpas performed various executive responsibilities 

depending upon regional administrative traditions. Their tasks included issuing summons, informing 

villagers of council meetings, organizing community labour, assisting in religious ceremonies, and 

ensuring compliance with customary decisions. Collectively, these officials formed the operational 

machinery of the Tsorgan institution. 

The Mangma and Tsopa 

The effectiveness of the Tsorgan institution depended largely upon the functioning of two representative 

bodies i.e., the Mangma and the Tsopa. 

http://www.aijfr.com/


 

Advanced International Journal for Research (AIJFR) 

E-ISSN: 3048-7641   ●   Website: www.aijfr.com   ●   Email: editor@aijfr.com 

 

AIJFR26047049 Volume 7, Issue 4 (July-August 2026) 9 

 

The Mangma constituted the village assembly and served as the primary deliberative body for local 

governance. Although headed by the Tsorgan, its membership included village elders, subordinate 

officials, and adult male householders who had fulfilled their customary obligations to the community. 

Decisions concerning dispute settlement, community development, public works, customary regulations, 

and leadership selection were normally discussed within the Mangma. Rather than relying on majority 

voting, deliberations generally continued until a broad consensus emerged, reflecting the democratic 

ethos of Monpa customary governance. 

The Tsopa, on the other hand, functioned as the general assembly of an entire tso. It represented all 

adult members of the constituent villages and exercised authority over matters extending beyond 

individual village boundaries. The Tsopa possessed the authority to select or remove the Tso-Tsorgan, 

adjudicate appeals from village councils, supervise inter-village relations, and coordinate regional 

development and religious activities. In exceptional situations involving major disputes or leadership 

crises, the Tsopa acted as the highest indigenous authority before cases were referred to the Dzong 

administration. 

Membership and Representation 

Membership in the Mangma and Tsopa reflected the collective nature of Monpa society. Every adult 

male householder who fulfilled his customary obligations, particularly contributions towards village 

welfare (Lumpa-Yarke), enjoyed the right to participate in deliberations. Although women traditionally 

did not occupy leadership positions, there was no formal customary prohibition preventing their 

attendance or participation in community meetings. Their exclusion from leadership was largely a 

consequence of prevailing socio-cultural norms rather than explicit customary legislation. 

Another distinctive feature of the Tsorgan institution was the principle of rotational public service, 

locally known as Kangnon-Khrei. Under this system, one adult male from each household was expected 

to serve periodically as a village functionary. Such service was regarded as an obligation towards the 

community rather than a source of economic gain. Consequently, subordinate officials generally served 

without salary but received certain exemptions from compulsory community labour and other customary 

obligations. 

Administrative Coordination 

The hierarchical organization of the Tsorgan institution enabled effective coordination between 

customary administration and higher political authorities. During the Tibetan period, the Tsorgan 

implemented administrative directives issued by the Dzongpons while simultaneously representing local 

interests before ecclesiastical authorities. After the integration of Arunachal Pradesh into the Indian 

administrative framework, this intermediary role continued, albeit with reduced judicial authority. 

Today, Tsorgans frequently collaborate with Panchayati Raj Institutions, government officials, and civil 

society organizations in implementing developmental programmes while continuing to regulate 

customary affairs within the community. 

The organizational structure of the Tsorgan institution demonstrates a sophisticated indigenous model of 

decentralized governance characterized by functional specialization, collective participation, and 

administrative accountability. Far from being an informal tribal arrangement, it constituted a highly 

organized political system capable of integrating judicial administration, public management, and 

community participation within a coherent institutional framework. Its durability over several centuries 
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reflects the institutional flexibility and social legitimacy that have enabled it to survive profound 

political transformations. 

6. Leadership, Membership and Selection of the Tsorgan 

The effectiveness and legitimacy of the Tsorgan institution largely depended upon the quality of its 

leadership. Unlike hereditary political systems found in many traditional societies, the office of the 

Tsorgan was fundamentally based on community confidence, personal integrity, and demonstrated 

ability. Although family reputation occasionally influenced public opinion, the position was neither 

hereditary nor permanently vested in any lineage. Instead, customary norms emphasized competence, 

experience, and public acceptance as the principal qualifications for leadership. 

Selection through Consensus 

The selection of a Tsorgan reflected the democratic traditions embedded within Monpa customary 

governance. At the village level, the Mangma (Village Assembly) selected the Tsorgan, while the Tsopa 

(General Assembly) elected or confirmed the Tso-Tsorgan for a cluster of villages (tso). The process 

was rarely competitive in the modern electoral sense. Rather, it was characterized by prolonged 

consultation, informal discussions, and consensus-building among village elders and respected members 

of the community. 

Whenever the office became vacant due to resignation, old age, death, or removal, elders initiated a 

series of informal consultations to identify suitable candidates. These discussions often continued over 

several days until broad agreement emerged regarding the most competent individual. Consensus was 

preferred because it minimized factionalism and preserved community harmony, which constituted one 

of the principal objectives of customary governance. 

Formal elections were therefore exceptional. Only when consensus proved impossible and multiple 

candidates persisted did the community resort to an electoral procedure known locally as Gyan (Jan). 

During this process, villagers secretly indicated their preferred candidate before designated elders, who 

recorded the votes. The candidate receiving the majority of support was declared elected. Such elections, 

however, were relatively rare because public service carried considerable responsibilities but offered 

little material benefit. 

Qualifications for Leadership 

Selection to the office of Tsorgan depended upon several well-recognized customary criteria. The 

community expected its leader to possess an intimate knowledge of customary law, village traditions, 

and religious practices. Equally important were qualities such as honesty, impartiality, oratorical ability, 

administrative competence, and practical wisdom. Since the Tsorgan frequently mediated disputes 

involving influential families and complex social relationships, diplomatic skill and moral authority 

were indispensable attributes. 

Experience also played a significant role in leadership selection. Individuals who had previously served 

as Gomi, Thumi, or other village functionaries generally enjoyed greater public confidence because they 

were familiar with administrative procedures and customary legal principles. Social standing, generosity 

towards the community, and active participation in collective affairs further enhanced a person's 

eligibility. 
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Unlike statutory qualifications prescribed by modern electoral laws, these criteria remained flexible and 

were interpreted collectively by the village assembly according to prevailing social circumstances. 

Membership of the Mangma 

The Mangma functioned as the representative institution through which political authority was 

exercised. In principle, all adult male householders constituted its membership. However, political 

participation was closely linked with customary obligations. Individuals were expected to contribute 

voluntarily towards community welfare and village development, a practice known as Lumpa-Yarke. 

Only those who fulfilled these customary responsibilities enjoyed full membership rights, including 

participation in deliberations, voting in the selection of the Tsorgan, and eligibility for public office. 

This arrangement illustrates the reciprocal relationship between rights and responsibilities within Monpa 

customary governance. Political participation was not viewed merely as an individual entitlement but as 

an expression of one's contribution to collective welfare. 

Although women traditionally did not occupy the office of Tsorgan, there existed no explicit customary 

prohibition preventing their participation in village meetings. Historical evidence indicates that 

leadership remained overwhelmingly male because of prevailing socio-cultural perceptions regarding 

public authority rather than formal legal restrictions. Consequently, women's exclusion reflected 

customary practice more than institutional design. 

Tenure and Continuity of Office 

Traditionally, the Tsorgan held office for three years. Nevertheless, customary practice displayed 

remarkable flexibility regarding tenure. A capable and respected Tsorgan was frequently re-elected 

without opposition and often continued in office for decades. Field evidence indicates that several 

Tsorgans served continuously for more than twenty years because the community remained satisfied 

with their leadership. 

This continuity promoted administrative stability and ensured the preservation of institutional memory. 

Long-serving Tsorgans acquired extensive experience in dispute settlement, customary law, and 

community administration, thereby strengthening the effectiveness of the institution. 

Conversely, ineffective or corrupt leaders could be removed before completing their tenure. 

Interestingly, removal rarely assumed the form of direct confrontation. Instead, the Mangma gradually 

withdrew its confidence by excluding the incumbent from important consultations and administrative 

decisions. Recognizing the erosion of public confidence, the Tsorgan generally resigned voluntarily, 

thereby preserving both personal dignity and community harmony. Such practices reveal the importance 

attached to consensus and social cohesion in Monpa political culture. 

Relationship with Higher Authorities 

During the Tibetan administrative period, the selection of a Tsorgan did not become fully effective until 

it received formal approval from the Dzongpon, who issued an official document known as Dzongdam 

(Seal). This procedure reflected the integration of indigenous governance within the broader 

ecclesiastical administrative framework. Nevertheless, the decisive role in identifying and selecting 

candidates always remained with the village community. 
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Following the establishment of Indian administration, this formal approval by ecclesiastical authorities 

ceased. The legitimacy of the Tsorgan increasingly derived from customary recognition within the 

community rather than external political endorsement. 

Benefits and Responsibilities of Office 

Historically, the office of Tsorgan was essentially honorary. It did not carry a regular salary or material 

privileges. Instead, the position conferred considerable prestige and moral authority upon the incumbent. 

The community acknowledged his services by providing customary contributions in the form of food 

grains, voluntary agricultural labour, and ceremonial gifts. 

Each taxable household traditionally contributed seasonal agricultural produce known as Tso-Khrei, 

while villagers collectively rendered voluntary labour (Branpa) during important agricultural operations 

on the Tsorgan's fields. These contributions were not regarded as remuneration in the modern sense but 

as expressions of communal gratitude for public service. 

The Tsorgan also enjoyed limited exemptions from compulsory community labour and occasionally 

retained a portion of the customary fines collected during dispute settlement. However, strict 

accountability accompanied these privileges. Detailed accounts of village funds, donations, taxes, and 

customary collections had to be maintained and presented before the Mangma. Transparency in financial 

matters reinforced public confidence and minimized opportunities for misuse of authority. 

Leadership as Public Service 

Perhaps the most distinctive characteristic of the Tsorgan institution was its conception of leadership as 

service rather than power. The Tsorgan functioned as the guardian of customary law, mediator of 

disputes, organizer of community welfare, and representative of collective interests. Authority derived 

less from coercive power than from public trust, personal reputation, and adherence to customary norms. 

This conception of leadership contrasts significantly with modern bureaucratic administration, where 

authority is largely defined by statutory powers and institutional hierarchy. In the Monpa system, 

legitimacy rested upon continuous public confidence and moral responsibility. Consequently, leadership 

was sustained not through legal compulsion but through social acceptance and customary accountability. 

The principles governing the selection, tenure, and functioning of the Tsorgan reveal a sophisticated 

indigenous model of participatory governance in which consensus, accountability, and collective welfare 

formed the foundations of political authority. Despite profound political changes during the twentieth 

century, these customary principles continue to shape community perceptions of legitimate leadership 

among the Monpas. 

7. Judicial, Administrative, Developmental and Socio-Cultural Functions of the Tsorgan 

The Tsorgan institution occupied a central position in the traditional governance system of the Monpas 

by integrating judicial, administrative, developmental, and socio-cultural responsibilities within a single 

indigenous authority. Unlike modern governance, where these functions are distributed among separate 

institutions, the Tsorgan combined them under one leadership, thereby ensuring administrative 

efficiency, social cohesion, and cultural continuity. The institution was not merely an adjudicatory body 

but a comprehensive mechanism of local self-government that regulated almost every aspect of village 

life. 
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Judicial Functions 

Among the various responsibilities of the Tsorgan, the administration of customary justice constituted its 

most important function. Before the establishment of the modern judicial system, almost all civil 

disputes and minor criminal offences arising within the village were adjudicated by the Tsorgan through 

the village assembly (Mangma). The objective of the customary judicial process was not merely to 

punish offenders but to restore social harmony by reconciling disputing parties and preserving 

community solidarity. 

Disputes were generally brought before the Tsorgan only after attempts at informal reconciliation by 

family members, relatives, or respected mediators had failed. This preliminary process reflected the 

Monpa preference for negotiated settlement over adversarial litigation. Individuals known as Barmin or 

Barmi frequently acted as informal mediators and attempted to persuade both parties to reach an 

amicable compromise before the matter entered the formal jurisdiction of the village council. 

When mediation failed, the complainant submitted a formal complaint before the Tsorgan after 

depositing the prescribed customary court fee. The Tsorgan then instructed subordinate officials such as 

the Gomi or Thumi to summon the parties and witnesses for hearing. Proceedings were generally 

conducted in the Tsorgan's residence, the community hall (Mang-khyem), or an open public space, 

depending upon the nature of the dispute and the convenience of the participants. 

The adjudicatory process emphasized procedural fairness and community participation. Both parties 

were given equal opportunity to present their versions of the dispute, produce witnesses, and submit 

evidence. Although the Tsorgan presided over the proceedings, he frequently consulted experienced 

village elders possessing extensive knowledge of customary law before pronouncing judgment. 

Decisions emerged through collective deliberation rather than unilateral authority, thereby strengthening 

public confidence in the outcome. 

Unlike formal courts, which often rely exclusively upon documentary evidence and statutory provisions, 

customary adjudication combined factual evidence with collective wisdom, moral considerations, and 

local knowledge. The overriding objective remained the restoration of harmonious social relations rather 

than the strict application of punitive sanctions. 

Restorative Principles of Justice 

The Monpa customary legal system may best be described as restorative rather than retributive. 

Compensation, reconciliation, apology, and restitution formed the principal remedies in most disputes. 

Offenders were generally required to compensate the aggrieved party through cash, livestock, 

agricultural produce, ceremonial scarves (Khada), or locally brewed beverages according to the gravity 

of the offence and the customary norms governing particular disputes. 

Public apology also constituted an important element of dispute settlement. The offender was often 

expected to acknowledge wrongdoing before community members and restore damaged social 

relationships. Such practices minimized prolonged hostility and facilitated the reintegration of offenders 

into community life. 

Only when reconciliation proved impossible did the council impose heavier fines or refer the matter to 

higher authorities. Thus, customary justice prioritized restoration of communal harmony over individual 

punishment. 
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Appeals and Hierarchical Justice 

Although the Tsorgan exercised considerable judicial authority, his decisions were not absolute. The 

Monpa customary legal system incorporated a well-defined hierarchy of appeals. Parties dissatisfied 

with the judgment could, after obtaining customary permission (Gonglen), appeal to the Tsopa, headed 

by the Tso-Tsorgan. If dissatisfaction persisted, the case could be referred successively to the 

Dzongpons, the semi-judicial authorities of the Tawang Monastery, and ultimately to the Tsona Dzong 

in Tibet during the pre-1951 period. 

This appellate structure illustrates the remarkable institutional sophistication of Monpa customary 

administration. Far from being an arbitrary village tribunal, the Tsorgan formed the first tier of a multi-

level judicial system that ensured opportunities for review and correction of judicial decisions. 

Administrative Functions 

Apart from dispute settlement, the Tsorgan served as the principal executive authority of the village. He 

coordinated the activities of subordinate officials, supervised implementation of community decisions, 

maintained public order, and ensured effective communication between villagers and higher authorities. 

The Tsorgan convened meetings of the Mangma whenever important community issues required 

deliberation. Matters relating to village administration, agricultural management, taxation, public works, 

customary regulations, and social welfare were discussed collectively before decisions were 

implemented through subordinate officials. 

Another important administrative responsibility involved maintaining village records and financial 

accountability. Contributions received through taxes, donations, fines, and customary levies were 

carefully recorded and periodically presented before the village assembly. Such transparency enhanced 

institutional legitimacy and prevented misuse of community resources. 

During the Tibetan administrative period, the Tsorgan also coordinated the collection of agricultural 

taxes (Khrei) payable to the Tawang Monastery. While the monastery exercised fiscal authority, actual 

implementation depended upon the cooperation of village institutions. This arrangement illustrates the 

complementary relationship that existed between indigenous administration and Buddhist ecclesiastical 

governance. 

Developmental Functions 

The Tsorgan also played a significant role in promoting the material development of the community. 

Before the establishment of modern local government institutions, almost all developmental activities at 

the village level were organized under his leadership. 

One of his principal responsibilities was the mobilization of community labour (Mang-Lyeka or Mang-

Than) for public works. Villagers collectively participated in constructing and repairing roads, footpaths, 

bridges, irrigation channels, community halls, monasteries, and other public infrastructure. Labour 

contribution was regarded as a customary obligation towards collective welfare rather than compulsory 

state service. 

The Tsorgan supervised the maintenance of common property resources, regulated the use of community 

land, managed grazing rights, and coordinated agricultural activities requiring collective action. 

Community funds generated through customary taxes, leasing of village land, voluntary contributions, 

and fines were utilized for public welfare projects and emergency assistance. 
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The institution also played an important role in organizing relief during natural disasters such as floods 

and fires. Whenever a household suffered severe loss, the Tsorgan mobilized villagers to provide labour, 

food, construction materials, and financial assistance. Such practices strengthened mutual cooperation 

and social solidarity within the community. 

Although many developmental responsibilities have now been transferred to Panchayati Raj Institutions 

and government agencies, the Tsorgan continues to mobilize community participation for local welfare 

activities that depend upon customary cooperation. 

Socio-Cultural Functions 

The socio-cultural responsibilities of the Tsorgan were equally significant. The institution functioned as 

the custodian of Monpa traditions, religious ceremonies, festivals, and customary values. Through these 

activities, it contributed substantially to the preservation of cultural identity and collective 

consciousness. 

The Tsorgan supervised the organization of important religious festivals, seasonal rituals, village 

ceremonies, and community feasts. Collective observances such as Lodhui-Kurum, Nyungne, Choekhor 

(Choskor), Tongo, Jukla, and Lha-Soibo were organized under his guidance in consultation with village 

monks and elders. These ceremonies reinforced both religious devotion and community solidarity. 

The institution also regulated agricultural rituals and seasonal calendars. In several Monpa villages, 

including Sangti and Khaso, the commencement of paddy harvesting during the Kakung-Torkhan 

festival continued to require the formal approval of the Tsorgan. Such practices illustrate the close 

relationship between customary governance, agricultural production, and ritual life. 

Another important socio-cultural responsibility involved maintaining public morality and regulating 

social conduct. The Tsorgan mediated marital disputes, family conflicts, separations, and divorces 

through conciliatory methods aimed at preserving family stability wherever possible. Similarly, disputes 

concerning inheritance, community membership, and social obligations were settled according to 

customary norms accepted by the village. 

The institution further promoted collective responsibility through village cleanliness drives, maintenance 

of public spaces, renovation of monasteries, and organization of cultural performances during important 

public occasions. These activities strengthened communal participation while preserving indigenous 

traditions across generations. 

Institutional Adaptation 

The introduction of modern administration significantly reduced the formal jurisdiction of the Tsorgan. 

Judicial authority increasingly shifted to statutory courts, while developmental functions became the 

responsibility of elected Panchayati Raj Institutions and government departments. Nevertheless, the 

institution continues to retain considerable influence because its authority rests upon customary 

legitimacy rather than statutory power. 

Today, the Tsorgan frequently cooperates with governmental agencies in implementing development 

programmes while simultaneously exercising customary authority in dispute resolution, cultural 

preservation, and community mobilization. This coexistence demonstrates that indigenous institutions 

need not disappear with modernization; instead, they often adapt by redefining their functions within 

changing political environments. 
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The continued vitality of the Tsorgan institution reflects the resilience of indigenous governance systems 

and their capacity to complement formal democratic institutions. Rather than representing a relic of the 

past, the institution remains an important mechanism through which the Monpa community negotiates 

tradition, identity, and local self-governance in contemporary Arunachal Pradesh. 

8. Crime, Punishment, and Customary Justice under the Tsorgan System 

The customary legal system of the Monpas represents a distinctive model of indigenous justice founded 

upon the principles of social harmony, collective responsibility, and restorative justice. Unlike the 

formal criminal justice system, which primarily emphasizes statutory offences and punitive sanctions, 

the Tsorgan system sought to preserve communal equilibrium by restoring broken social relationships 

through reconciliation, compensation, and consensus. Crime was perceived not merely as an offence 

against an individual but as a disruption of the moral and social order of the entire community. 

Consequently, customary justice focused on repairing social relations rather than imposing retributive 

punishment. 

Concept of Crime in Monpa Customary Law 

The Monpas possess an extensive body of uncodified customary laws transmitted orally across 

generations. These customary norms regulate individual conduct, family relations, property rights, 

religious obligations, and community behaviour. Any act violating accepted customs and traditions was 

regarded as a social offence requiring intervention by the Tsorgan or the village council. 

Unlike modern legal systems that distinguish sharply between civil and criminal wrongs, Monpa 

customary law viewed most disputes as social conflicts requiring negotiated settlement. Consequently, 

offences ranging from theft and adultery to property disputes and family disagreements were adjudicated 

within a common institutional framework. The principal objective was to restore peace and prevent 

prolonged hostility among community members. 

The customary legal philosophy therefore emphasized restitution over retribution, conciliation over 

confrontation, and collective welfare over individual punishment. 

Principles of Punishment 

Punishment under the Tsorgan system served multiple purposes. It sought to compensate the victim for 

material or emotional loss, reform the offender, deter future violations of customary norms, and restore 

social equilibrium within the community. The severity of punishment depended not only upon the nature 

of the offence but also upon the intention of the offender, the social consequences of the act, and the 

customary status of the persons involved. 

An important characteristic of Monpa customary law was its recognition of intentionality. For example, 

deliberate homicide attracted substantially heavier punishment than accidental killing. Similarly, 

repeated offences invited more severe penalties than first-time violations. Such distinctions demonstrate 

that customary justice was guided by sophisticated principles of proportionality rather than arbitrary 

sanctions. 

In most cases, punishment consisted of monetary compensation, livestock, agricultural produce, 

ceremonial offerings, or community fines. Physical punishment, imprisonment, and banishment existed 

historically but were generally reserved for serious offences such as murder and other grave crimes 

during the Tibetan administrative period. 
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Categories of Offences 

Murder and Homicide 

Murder constituted the gravest offence under Monpa customary law and ordinarily fell outside the 

jurisdiction of the village council. Such cases were referred to the Dzongpons and, where necessary, to 

higher judicial authorities under the Tibetan administration. 

Punishment historically included imprisonment, corporal punishment, payment of substantial 

compensation (Mitong) to the victim's family, and, in some cases, banishment from the community. The 

amount of compensation varied according to the customary status of the deceased and the circumstances 

surrounding the offence. This combination of penal sanction and victim compensation reflects the dual 

objectives of punishment and social restoration. 

In contemporary times, murder falls exclusively under the jurisdiction of the statutory criminal justice 

system, although customary reconciliation may continue to complement formal legal proceedings within 

the community. 

Theft 

Theft was regarded primarily as an offence against property and community trust. The Tsorgan generally 

required the offender to restore the stolen property or compensate its value. Additional customary fines 

were imposed depending upon the gravity of the offence and the value of the stolen article. 

Unlike imprisonment-oriented modern criminal law, customary justice emphasized restitution. Once 

compensation had been made and the offender publicly acknowledged wrongdoing, the matter was 

generally considered settled. This approach minimized social alienation while simultaneously protecting 

property rights. 

Adultery 

Adultery occupied an important place within Monpa customary law because of its implications for 

family stability and community morality. The amount of compensation varied according to the marital 

status of the individuals involved. Where both parties were married, both were held equally responsible 

and fined accordingly. Where only one individual was married, the married partner generally bore 

greater responsibility for the offence. 

Rather than criminalizing private morality in the modern legal sense, customary adjudication sought to 

restore family harmony through negotiated compensation and public reconciliation. Contemporary 

customary councils continue to deal with many such disputes through mediation rather than adversarial 

litigation. 

Assault and Physical Injury 

Cases involving physical assault were adjudicated according to the seriousness of the injury sustained. 

Compensation was determined by considering medical consequences, economic loss, and customary 

status of the injured person. More severe injuries attracted higher compensation, while minor 

altercations were often resolved through apology and symbolic fines. 

This individualized assessment allowed the Tsorgan to adapt customary sanctions to the specific 

circumstances of each dispute rather than applying rigid legal categories. 
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Incest 

Incest was regarded as both a serious social offence and a grave religious transgression. Traditionally, 

persons involved in incestuous relationships could be socially ostracized or expelled from the 

community because such conduct was believed to invite supernatural misfortune upon the village. 

Although contemporary practice has become more moderate, customary sanctions continue to reflect 

strong community disapproval. Heavy fines, ritual purification, and social condemnation remain 

important mechanisms of regulation. 

Divorce and Family Disputes 

Divorce cases generally came within the jurisdiction of the Tsorgan and were handled with considerable 

emphasis on reconciliation. Separation was permitted where marital relationships had irretrievably 

broken down due to incompatibility, adultery, cruelty, or prolonged conflict. However, before granting 

separation, the Tsorgan usually attempted to reconcile the spouses through dialogue and mediation. 

This conciliatory approach reflected the broader customary objective of preserving family stability while 

recognizing individual autonomy where reconciliation proved impossible. 

Oath, Ordeal, and Supernatural Sanctions 

One of the most distinctive features of Monpa customary justice was the continued reliance on religious 

oath in situations where factual evidence remained inconclusive. Unlike several other tribal societies of 

Arunachal Pradesh that historically employed physical ordeals, the Monpas adopted a religious form of 

ordeal influenced by Buddhism. 

The disputing parties took solemn oaths before the protective deities (Sungma) of the monastery or 

village Gonpa. Buddhist scriptures were placed upon their heads while monks performed ritual 

recitations. Individuals invoking false oaths believed they would suffer divine punishment through 

illness, misfortune, or death within a stipulated period. 

Although such practices may appear incompatible with modern evidentiary standards, they functioned 

effectively within the cultural framework of Monpa society by reinforcing moral accountability and 

discouraging false testimony. 

Documentation and Legal Consciousness 

Another remarkable feature distinguishing the Monpa customary legal system from many other tribal 

councils was the practice of recording judicial decisions in writing. Judgments, known as Gamja, were 

documented in Bhoti script under the signatures and seals of the Tsorgan, council members, disputing 

parties, and witnesses. 

Copies of the judgment were supplied to both parties, while another copy was preserved in village 

archives (Yiktsang). This practice promoted transparency, consistency, and institutional continuity while 

providing documentary evidence for future reference. Written documentation also facilitated appellate 

review and strengthened public confidence in customary adjudication. 

The existence of such written legal records demonstrates that the Tsorgan system possessed a 

considerably higher degree of institutional sophistication than is commonly assumed in discussions of 

indigenous governance. 
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Restorative Justice and Contemporary Relevance 

The philosophy underlying Monpa customary justice corresponds closely with contemporary theories of 

restorative justice, which emphasize dialogue, victim compensation, offender accountability, and 

community participation. Long before restorative justice emerged as a recognized concept within 

modern criminology, the Tsorgan institution had developed mechanisms designed to heal social 

relationships rather than merely punish offenders. 

Although statutory courts now exercise jurisdiction over serious criminal offences, customary justice 

continues to enjoy considerable legitimacy in resolving family disputes, property conflicts, minor 

offences, and community disagreements. Many villagers still prefer approaching the Tsorgan because 

customary adjudication is relatively inexpensive, accessible, culturally familiar, and capable of 

producing mutually acceptable settlements. 

The continued relevance of the Tsorgan system therefore demonstrates that indigenous legal institutions 

remain important components of legal pluralism in contemporary India. Rather than competing with 

formal judicial institutions, customary justice frequently complements them by providing culturally 

appropriate mechanisms for maintaining peace and social cohesion within tribal communities. 

9. Discussion 

The evolution and functioning of the Tsorgan institution reveal that indigenous governance among the 

Monpas was neither informal nor rudimentary. Instead, it constituted a highly organized political system 

characterized by clearly defined leadership, institutional accountability, hierarchical administration, and 

community participation. The historical evidence demonstrates that the institution successfully 

integrated customary norms with Buddhist administrative traditions, thereby creating a distinctive model 

of local self-government unique to the Monpa society. 

One of the most significant findings of the study is the adaptive nature of the institution. Despite 

profound political changes—including the abolition of Tibetan administration, the extension of the 

Indian state, and the introduction of Panchayati Raj Institutions—the Tsorgan has not disappeared. 

Rather, it has redefined its role by concentrating on customary dispute resolution, cultural preservation, 

and community mobilization while cooperating with formal governmental institutions. 

The study also indicates that the legitimacy of the Tsorgan derives primarily from community trust, 

customary authority, and participatory decision-making, rather than statutory recognition. This explains 

why the institution continues to command respect despite the absence of extensive legal powers. In this 

respect, the Tsorgan exemplifies institutional resilience and demonstrates that indigenous governance 

systems can coexist with modern democratic structures without necessarily losing their cultural 

relevance. 

Furthermore, the restorative orientation of Monpa customary justice offers important lessons for 

contemporary legal discourse. The emphasis on reconciliation, compensation, consensus, and collective 

responsibility provides an alternative perspective on dispute resolution that complements formal judicial 

mechanisms. As debates on legal pluralism and community-based justice continue to gain importance, 

the Tsorgan institution represents a valuable indigenous model worthy of greater scholarly and policy 

attention. 
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Conclusion 

The Tsorgan system represents one of the most distinctive indigenous institutions of governance among 

the Monpas of Arunachal Pradesh. The historical evolution of the institution demonstrates that it 

emerged through a gradual process of socio-political adaptation and attained its mature form under the 

influence of Tibetan Buddhism and the ecclesiastical administrative structure established after the 

construction of the Tawang Monastery in the seventeenth century. Rather than replacing earlier 

indigenous institutions, Buddhism transformed and institutionalized them by integrating customary 

authority with religious administration. Consequently, the Tsorgan evolved into a comprehensive 

institution exercising judicial, administrative, developmental, and socio-cultural responsibilities within 

the Monpa society. 

The study reveals that the Tsorgan system functioned through a well-defined hierarchical structure 

extending from village-level officials to the Tso-Tsorgan, Dzongpons, and ultimately the Tibetan 

administrative authority at Tsona Dzong. Such an organizational framework distinguished the Monpa 

political system from many other indigenous governance systems of Arunachal Pradesh that largely 

functioned as autonomous village republics. The existence of subsidiary officials such as gomis, thumis, 

tsoblehs, chupons, gomdungs, and gopdulangpas further reflects a sophisticated administrative 

arrangement capable of managing local governance efficiently across geographically dispersed 

settlements. 

One of the most significant features of the institution lies in its democratic and participatory character. 

Although leadership generally emerged through consensus rather than competitive elections, the 

authority of the Tsorgan depended primarily upon public confidence, moral integrity, customary 

knowledge, and administrative competence rather than hereditary privilege. The Mangma and Tsopa 

functioned as representative deliberative bodies that not only participated in selecting the Tsorgan but 

also exercised collective oversight over his functioning. This institutional accountability contributed 

substantially to the legitimacy and durability of the traditional political system. 

The judicial functions of the Tsorgan constitute another remarkable aspect of Monpa customary 

governance. The customary legal system emphasized mediation, reconciliation, restitution, and 

community harmony rather than punitive justice. Most disputes were settled through negotiation, 

compensation, and consensus, thereby preventing prolonged litigation and preserving social cohesion. 

Even the procedures adopted during adjudication—including presentation of evidence, examination of 

witnesses, written recording of judgments, and the provision for appeal—indicate a highly organized 

indigenous legal culture. These features correspond closely with the principles of restorative justice that 

have gained prominence in contemporary legal scholarship. 

The developmental and socio-cultural responsibilities performed by the Tsorgan further demonstrate the 

multifunctional nature of indigenous governance. The institution coordinated community labour, 

supervised the maintenance of public infrastructure, mobilized resources for collective welfare, 

organized religious ceremonies and festivals, regulated agricultural activities, and responded to natural 

disasters through collective action. Such responsibilities reveal that governance within traditional Monpa 
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society extended beyond political administration to encompass the broader social, cultural, and 

economic life of the community. 

Despite the introduction of modern administrative institutions after India's independence, the Tsorgan 

has not become obsolete. Although its formal judicial and administrative powers have diminished with 

the expansion of the statutory legal system and Panchayati Raj Institutions, it continues to play a 

significant role in customary dispute resolution, cultural preservation, community mobilization, and 

social leadership. Its continuing legitimacy illustrates the resilience of indigenous institutions and the 

enduring relevance of customary authority within contemporary tribal societies. 

The findings of this study contribute to the broader discourse on indigenous governance and legal 

pluralism by demonstrating that traditional institutions are not merely relics of the past but dynamic 

systems capable of adapting to changing political and administrative environments. The Tsorgan system 

exemplifies an indigenous model of decentralized governance founded upon community participation, 

moral leadership, customary law, and collective responsibility. In an era where participatory governance 

and alternative dispute resolution mechanisms are increasingly emphasized, the Monpa experience offers 

valuable insights into how indigenous institutions can complement modern democratic governance while 

preserving cultural identity and social cohesion. 

Future research may explore the contemporary transformation of the Tsorgan institution under 

constitutional governance, its interaction with Panchayati Raj Institutions, the participation of women in 

customary governance, and the role of traditional institutions in preserving indigenous legal traditions in 

a rapidly modernizing society. Such studies would further enrich the understanding of tribal governance 

in Northeast India and contribute to comparative scholarship on indigenous political systems. 
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