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ABSTRACT

The introduction of the Panchayati Raj System in Arunachal Pradesh marked a significant
transition in the governance structure of indigenous communities by institutionalizing
democratic decentralization alongside existing customary institutions. This study examines the
changing patterns of traditional leadership among the Monpas of Tawang and West Kameng
districts, with particular emphasis on the transformation of the Tsorgan institution following the
introduction of statutory Panchayats. The paper is based on extensive empirical fieldwork
conducted across 108 Monpa villages selected from 343 villages inhabited by the community.
Data were collected from 1,280 respondents comprising villagers, Tsorgans (traditional village
leaders), and Panchayat members through structured interview schedules, participant
observation, and informal discussions. The findings reveal that although the Panchayati Raj
System has substantially strengthened democratic participation and accelerated developmental
activities, it has simultaneously altered the traditional political structure by creating multiple
centres of authority. The emergence of elected leadership, party politics, majority-based
decision-making, and administrative decentralization has gradually diminished the authority of
the Tsorgan while increasing political awareness among rural communities. Nevertheless, the
study demonstrates that the Tsorgan continues to retain considerable legitimacy in judicial,
customary, and socio-cultural affairs, thereby illustrating the resilience of indigenous
governance institutions despite institutional modernization. Rather than replacing traditional
leadership, Panchayati Raj has produced a hybrid governance system characterized by
coexistence, negotiation, and occasional conflict between customary and statutory authorities.
The paper argues that sustainable rural governance in tribal societies requires greater
institutional coordination between indigenous political institutions and constitutionally
mandated local self-government to preserve customary legitimacy while promoting democratic
development.
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1. Introduction

Across the world, indigenous societies have historically evolved distinct systems of governance
suited to their ecological settings, cultural values, and collective social organization. These
customary institutions regulated political authority, administered justice, resolved disputes,
organized collective labour, and ensured social cohesion long before the emergence of modern
democratic states. Although contemporary democratic institutions have penetrated most
indigenous regions, traditional governance mechanisms continue to play an important role in
maintaining community identity, preserving customary laws, and managing local affairs.
Consequently, the interaction between indigenous political institutions and modern democratic
governance has emerged as one of the central themes in political anthropology and
decentralization studies.

India presents one of the most remarkable examples of this interaction owing to its enormous
cultural diversity and constitutional commitment towards democratic decentralization. The
constitutional recognition of Panchayati Raj Institutions through the Seventy-third Constitutional
Amendment transformed local governance across rural India by establishing elected institutions
responsible for planning, development, and local administration. While this reform strengthened
democratic participation, its implementation within tribal societies generated a complex
institutional landscape where statutory governance structures coexist with deeply rooted
customary political systems.

The Monpas of Arunachal Pradesh constitute one such indigenous society whose traditional
political organization has historically revolved around the institution of the Tsorgan. The
Tsorgan has traditionally functioned as the village head responsible for dispute settlement,
maintenance of customary law, organization of community welfare, supervision of socio-cultural
activities, and preservation of village solidarity. Unlike elected representatives, the legitimacy of
the Tsorgan derives primarily from customary norms, moral authority, experience, and
community consensus rather than electoral competition. The institution has therefore represented
not merely a political office but also a symbol of collective identity and indigenous self-
governance.

The introduction of the Panchayati Raj System in the Monpa areas of Tawang and West Kameng
districts fundamentally altered this traditional political arrangement. The emergence of elected
Panchayat representatives introduced an alternative source of political legitimacy based upon
democratic elections, statutory authority, and developmental responsibilities. Consequently,
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traditional leadership began sharing political space with constitutionally recognized institutions,
resulting in significant transformations in patterns of leadership, decision-making, and village
administration.

These transformations have generated both opportunities and challenges. On the one hand,
democratic decentralization has broadened political participation, facilitated access to
governmental development programmes, and encouraged greater public accountability. On the
other hand, the emergence of multiple leadership centres has contributed to institutional overlap,
jurisdictional ambiguity, increasing political competition, and gradual erosion of customary
authority. The increasing influence of electoral politics and party affiliations has also
transformed traditional consensus-based governance into a more competitive political
environment characterized by factionalism and majoritarian decision-making.

Understanding these changes assumes considerable academic and policy significance because
indigenous governance institutions continue to perform vital social functions that cannot easily
be substituted by statutory bodies. Customary institutions enjoy high levels of local legitimacy,
possess intimate knowledge of local traditions, and often provide inexpensive and culturally
acceptable mechanisms for conflict resolution. Their interaction with modern democratic
institutions therefore deserves systematic examination to understand whether institutional
modernization strengthens indigenous governance, weakens it, or produces hybrid political
arrangements combining elements of both systems.

Despite growing scholarship on Panchayati Raj and decentralization in India, relatively limited
empirical research has focused on how democratic institutions reshape indigenous political
leadership in the eastern Himalayan region, particularly among the Monpas of Arunachal
Pradesh. Existing studies have generally concentrated either on constitutional decentralization or
on customary institutions independently, leaving the relationship between the two insufficiently
explored. This paper addresses that gap by examining the transformation of the Tsorgan
institution under Panchayati Raj through extensive field-based evidence collected from Monpa
villages.

Drawing upon survey data collected from 1,280 respondents representing villagers, Tsorgans,
and Panchayat members, the study analyses changing perceptions of leadership, redistribution of
political authority, transformation of traditional functions, and emerging governance challenges.
The paper argues that the Panchayati Raj System has neither completely displaced nor fully
preserved the traditional Tsorgan institution. Instead, it has created a hybrid governance
framework in which customary and statutory institutions coexist, negotiate authority, and jointly
influence village governance. Such coexistence illustrates the adaptive resilience of indigenous
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political systems while simultaneously highlighting the need for greater institutional coordination
to strengthen democratic governance without undermining customary legitimacy.

The study therefore contributes to broader debates concerning indigenous governance, political
modernization, democratic decentralization, and institutional transformation by providing
empirical evidence from one of India's most distinctive tribal societies.

2. Review of Literature

The political institutions of tribal societies have long attracted the attention of anthropologists,
sociologists, and political scientists because they represent distinctive systems of governance
rooted in customary law, collective decision-making, and community participation. In Arunachal
Pradesh, the interaction between indigenous governance and democratic decentralization has
become an important area of inquiry following the implementation of the Panchayati Raj System.
Existing literature may be broadly grouped into studies on indigenous political institutions,
Panchayati Raj and decentralization, traditional leadership, and the socio-political transformation
of the Monpas.

Early anthropological writings laid the foundation for understanding the socio-cultural
organization of the tribes of Arunachal Pradesh. Verrier Elwin (1960), in A Philosophy for
NEFA, emphasized that tribal communities possessed well-established systems of self-
governance based on customary laws and collective responsibility. He argued that administrative
interventions should strengthen rather than replace indigenous institutions. In his later work,
Democracy in NEFA (1965), Elwin further observed that democratic institutions introduced by
the state should evolve in harmony with traditional village organizations rather than undermine
them. These observations remain highly relevant in understanding the relationship between the
Tsorgan institution and Panchayati Raj among the Monpas.

The constitutional and administrative evolution of Arunachal Pradesh has been comprehensively
documented by Luthra (1993) and Bose (1979). Luthra traced the gradual transition from
traditional village administration to modern democratic governance, while Bose analysed the
constitutional developments that shaped the state's political institutions. Their studies provide an
important historical background for understanding how statutory governance structures emerged
alongside indigenous political systems. However, neither work examined the implications of
these constitutional changes for specific tribal institutions such as the Tsorgan.

Several scholars have examined the indigenous governance systems of Arunachal Pradesh in
greater detail. Pandey, Duarah, and Sarkar (1991) documented the structure and functioning of
traditional village councils across different tribes and demonstrated that customary institutions
continued to exercise considerable influence in dispute settlement, community regulation, and
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resource management. Likewise, Danggen (2003), in his study of the Kebang among the Adis,
argued that indigenous political institutions remained effective because they enjoyed strong
community legitimacy and operated through consensus rather than coercion. In his later works,
Danggen (2012a; 2012b) further explored the evolution of local self-government in Arunachal
Pradesh and highlighted the coexistence of customary institutions with Panchayati Raj. His
analysis suggests that democratic decentralization has produced institutional pluralism rather
than complete replacement of indigenous governance.

The literature on Panchayati Raj emphasizes democratic participation, decentralization, and
grassroots development. Bhargava (1979) viewed Panchayati Raj as an instrument of political
participation that encourages local leadership and strengthens democratic institutions. Similarly,
Desai (1990) argued that decentralization enables rural communities to participate directly in
developmental decision-making and improves administrative responsiveness. However, these
studies largely focus on rural India in general and pay limited attention to tribal societies where
customary institutions continue to regulate community affairs.

Studies specifically dealing with leadership have also contributed significantly to understanding
rural political change. Bhargava (1979) examined the nature of grassroots leadership and
observed that democratic decentralization promotes the emergence of new political elites through
electoral processes. Pandey (1991) analysed leadership patterns in tribal societies and argued
that modernization, education, and political participation have gradually transformed traditional
authority structures. These observations are particularly relevant to the Monpa villages, where
elected Panchayat representatives increasingly share leadership with traditional Tsorgans.

The Monpas have received considerable scholarly attention from anthropologists and regional
historians. Duarah (1990) provided one of the earliest comprehensive ethnographic accounts of
Monpa society, describing their social organization, religious life, and customary institutions.
Nanda (1982) highlighted the historical and cultural significance of Tawang and documented the
central role of traditional institutions in village administration. Bishwal (2006) examined the
cultural traditions and socio-religious life of the Monpas, while Norbu (2008) analysed various
aspects of Monpa society, including their customary governance practices. These studies
establish the importance of the Tsorgan institution but devote comparatively less attention to its
transformation under democratic decentralization.

The broader process of socio-political change in Arunachal Pradesh has been discussed by
Mibang (1994), who argued that modernization, education, and administrative expansion have
significantly influenced tribal institutions without completely eroding their cultural foundations.
In a later edited volume, Mibang and Behera (2004) demonstrated that tribal villages across
Arunachal Pradesh are experiencing rapid institutional transformation as traditional governance
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interacts with state-sponsored development programmes. Similarly, Das (1995) and Dhar (2005)
observed that social and economic modernization has altered traditional leadership patterns while
preserving many aspects of indigenous identity.

Scholars have also examined the relationship between customary law and modern governance.
Dutta and Duarah (1997) emphasized that customary laws continue to regulate marriage,
inheritance, conflict resolution, and community life in Arunachal Pradesh despite the expansion
of formal legal institutions. Pathak (2005) likewise argued that indigenous justice systems
remain socially legitimate because they are culturally embedded, inexpensive, and accessible.
These studies suggest that customary institutions continue to perform important judicial and
regulatory functions even within a modern administrative framework.

Research on local self-government in Arunachal Pradesh has expanded following the
introduction of Panchayati Raj. Lego (2008) traced the historical evolution of local self-
government in the state and analysed the institutional development of Panchayat bodies. Pandey
(1995) similarly examined the structure and functioning of local government, emphasizing the
administrative significance of decentralization. While these studies provide valuable institutional
analysis, they pay relatively little attention to the interaction between Panchayati Raj Institutions
and indigenous leadership systems.

Despite the substantial body of literature on tribal governance and decentralization, an important
research gap remains. Most previous studies have examined either customary institutions or
Panchayati Raj separately. Limited empirical attention has been given to the transformation of
traditional leadership among the Monpas following the introduction of democratic
decentralization. Existing studies rarely analyse the changing authority of the Tsorgan, the
emergence of dual leadership structures, or the perceptions of villagers regarding the coexistence
of customary and statutory institutions.

The present study seeks to address this gap by examining the transformation of the Tsorgan
institution through extensive field-based evidence collected from Monpa villages in Tawang and
West Kameng districts. It analyses the changing nature of leadership, redistribution of political
authority, institutional adaptation, and the evolving relationship between customary governance
and Panchayati Raj. In doing so, the study contributes to the broader discourse on indigenous
governance, democratic decentralization, and institutional change in tribal societies. The findings
also resonate with wider scholarship showing that indigenous governance systems often adapt to
democratic institutions through hybrid arrangements rather than disappearing entirely.
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Research Gap

Existing scholarship has considerably enhanced understanding of democratic decentralization
and indigenous governance independently. However, empirical studies examining the interaction
between Panchayati Raj Institutions and traditional Monpa political institutions remain limited.

Most available research has focused either on constitutional decentralization, tribal
administration, or customary law separately. Few studies have systematically examined how
democratic decentralization has transformed leadership patterns, political legitimacy,
institutional authority, and governance practices among the Monpas using extensive field-based
evidence.

Moreover, relatively little attention has been paid to the perceptions of different stakeholder
groups- villagers, Tsorgans, and Panchayat members regarding institutional change.
Understanding these perceptions is essential because governance transformation involves not
merely structural changes but also evolving social legitimacy and public acceptance.

The present study addresses these gaps by analyzing the transformation of the Tsorgan institution
through comprehensive empirical data collected from 108 Monpa villages. It examines changing
leadership patterns, redistribution of political authority, functional transformation, public
perceptions, and emerging governance challenges in the context of democratic decentralization.

Theoretical Perspective

This study is informed by the Institutional Change Theory and the Political Modernization
Framework. Institutional Change Theory argues that political institutions evolve in response to
changing socio-economic and administrative conditions while retaining elements of historical
continuity. Political Modernization Theory suggests that democratization, education, and state
expansion transform traditional authority structures by introducing new forms of political
participation and leadership.

The findings of the present study indicate that neither theory alone adequately explains
governance transformation among the Monpas. Instead, the evidence supports a hybrid
governance perspective, whereby traditional and statutory institutions coexist, negotiate
authority, and adapt to changing political realities without completely displacing one another.
This perspective provides a more nuanced understanding of institutional change in indigenous
societies undergoing democratic decentralization.

3. Objectives of the Study

The study seeks to achieve the following objectives:
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To examine the impact of the Panchayati Raj System on the traditional Tsorgan
institution among the Monpas of Arunachal Pradesh.

To analyze the changing patterns of indigenous leadership following democratic
decentralization.

To assess the perceptions of villagers, Tsorgans, and Panchayat members regarding
institutional transformation.

To identify changes in the powers, functions, and legitimacy of the Tsorgan institution.

To examine the emerging relationship between customary governance and statutory
Panchayat institutions.

To suggest policy measures for strengthening coordination between traditional and
modern systems of local governance.

4. Research Questions

The study is guided by the following research questions:

1.

How has the introduction of the Panchayati Raj System transformed the traditional
Tsorgan institution among the Monpas of Arunachal Pradesh?

What changes have occurred in the authority, functions, and legitimacy of the Tsorgan
following democratic decentralization?

How do villagers, Tsorgans, and Panchayat members perceive the changing patterns of
leadership in Monpa society?

To what extent has Panchayati Raj contributed to political modernization while
simultaneously affecting indigenous governance?

What governance challenges have emerged from the coexistence of customary and
statutory institutions?

How can traditional institutions and Panchayati Raj be better integrated for effective
grassroots governance?

5. Methodology

Research Design

The study adopts a descriptive and analytical research design, combining quantitative and
qualitative methods to examine the changing leadership structure among the Monpas. Since the
objective is to understand both institutional transformation and community perceptions, a mixed-
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method approach provides a comprehensive understanding of the interaction between customary
and statutory governance systems.

While quantitative data provide measurable evidence regarding changing political attitudes and
institutional perceptions, qualitative information obtained through interviews, discussions, and
participant observation offers deeper insights into the dynamics of indigenous leadership.

Study Area

The study was conducted in the Monpa-dominated areas of Tawang and West Kameng districts
of Arunachal Pradesh. These districts represent the traditional homeland of the Monpa tribe, one
of the major Buddhist tribal communities inhabiting the Eastern Himalayas.

The Monpas possess a well-developed indigenous political institution headed by the Tsorgan,
who traditionally functions as the village head responsible for judicial, administrative,
developmental, and socio-cultural affairs. Following the implementation of the Panchayati Raj
System, these traditional institutions began functioning alongside constitutionally recognized
Gram Panchayats, making the region particularly suitable for examining institutional
transformation.

Sampling Design

The empirical investigation covered 108 villages selected from a total of 343 Monpa villages
distributed across ten administrative circles of Tawang district and four circles of West Kameng
district.

The study involved 1,280 respondents, comprising three categories of stakeholders:

Category of Respondents Number of Respondents
Villagers 1,080
Tsorgans 88
Panchayat Members 112
Total 1,280

The respondents were selected to ensure adequate representation of traditional leaders, elected
representatives, and ordinary villagers, thereby enabling comparative analysis across different
stakeholder groups.

Sources of Data

The study relies on both primary and secondary sources of information.

WWW.ijsser.org Copyright © 1JSSER 2026, All rights reserved Page 3136




International Journal of Social Science and Economic Research
ISSN: 2455-8834

Volume:11, Issue:07 "July 2026"

Primary Data
Primary data were collected through extensive fieldwork using:

e Structured interview schedules

e Semi-structured interviews

o Participant observation

e Informal discussions

o Case studies

e Village meetings

o Personal interactions with traditional leaders, Panchayat members, and elderly villagers

The structured interview schedule contained separate sets of questions for villagers, Tsorgans,
and Panchayat members to capture their respective perceptions regarding institutional
transformation, leadership patterns, governance practices, and developmental issues.

Secondary Data
Secondary information was collected from:

e Government reports

e Census publications

o Books

e Research articles

« Doctoral theses

« Official records

e Reports of the Ministry of Panchayati Raj

e Reports of the Government of Arunachal Pradesh

« Anthropological and sociological literature on indigenous governance

These secondary sources provided the conceptual framework and contextual understanding
necessary for interpreting the field findings.

Methods of Data Collection
The field investigation employed multiple methods to improve reliability through triangulation.
Structured Interviews

Structured interview schedules formed the principal instrument for collecting quantitative
information. Separate questionnaires were prepared for villagers, Tsorgans, and Panchayat
members to capture differences in institutional perceptions.
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Participant Observation

The researcher spent considerable time in the study villages observing village meetings,
customary dispute settlement, community festivals, and interactions between Tsorgans and
Panchayat representatives. Participant observation helped verify information obtained through
interviews.

Informal Discussions

Several informal discussions were conducted with village elders, religious leaders, women,
youth, and government officials. These discussions generated valuable qualitative insights
regarding changing leadership patterns and institutional legitimacy.

Case Narratives

Specific cases involving conflict between customary authority and statutory institutions were
examined to understand the practical implications of institutional overlap.

Variables of the Study
The study examined several interrelated dimensions of institutional transformation, including:

e Changing political leadership

e People's perception of Tsorgan
o People’s perception of Panchayati Raj
o Institutional legitimacy

o Developmental functions

e Judicial authority

e Socio-cultural responsibilities

o Political participation

o Party politics

o Village solidarity

e Administrative decentralization
e Governance challenges

« Institutional cooperation

Data Analysis

The quantitative data were analyzed primarily through descriptive statistical techniques,
including frequencies and percentages. Comparative analysis was undertaken among villagers,
Tsorgans, and Panchayat members to identify similarities and differences in their perceptions.
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The qualitative information obtained through interviews and discussions was subjected to
thematic analysis. Responses were organized into broad analytical themes relating to institutional
transformation, leadership, governance, political modernization, and customary authority. The
integration of quantitative and qualitative evidence enabled a comprehensive interpretation of the
changing governance structure.

Limitations of the Study
Although the study is based on extensive fieldwork, certain limitations should be acknowledged.

First, the study focuses exclusively on Monpa villages in Tawang and West Kameng districts and
therefore does not claim universal applicability to all tribal communities of Northeast India.

Second, the analysis primarily relies on respondents' perceptions regarding institutional change.
While perceptions constitute an important indicator of legitimacy and governance, they may
occasionally reflect subjective experiences.

Third, governance transformation is a continuing process. Consequently, the findings should be
interpreted as representing the prevailing institutional dynamics during the period of field
investigation rather than a final stage of political transformation.

Despite these limitations, the large sample size, extensive field coverage, and triangulation of
multiple sources significantly enhance the reliability and validity of the findings.

6. Results and Discussion
6.1 Perceived Transformation of the Traditional Political System

One of the most significant findings of the study is the widespread acknowledgement that the
Panchayati Raj System has fundamentally altered the traditional political structure of the Monpa
villages. The overwhelming majority of respondents (91%) believed that the introduction of
Panchayati Raj has brought substantial changes to the indigenous governance system, indicating
that institutional transformation has been both extensive and widely recognized across different
social groups.

Interestingly, perceptions of change varied across respondent categories. While 93 percent of
villagers and 92 percent of Tsorgans acknowledged major changes, only 73 percent of Panchayat
members expressed similar views. This difference may be attributed to the fact that Panchayat
members, as beneficiaries of the new institutional framework, often perceive continuity rather
than disruption in village governance. For traditional leaders, however, the changes represent a
significant redistribution of authority that has altered long-established political relationships.
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The field evidence demonstrates that the introduction of elected institutions has not abolished the
Tsorgan system but has fundamentally redefined its position within the village power structure.
Traditional leadership now operates alongside elected Panchayat representatives, creating a dual
institutional arrangement characterized by overlapping responsibilities and shared authority.

The findings support broader theories of institutional change, which argue that modernization
rarely eliminates customary institutions entirely. Instead, existing institutions adapt to new
political environments by negotiating fresh roles within changing governance structures. In the
Monpa context, the Tsorgan continues to command considerable social legitimacy while
simultaneously experiencing a gradual decline in administrative authority.

Rather than a replacement of indigenous governance, the empirical evidence points toward the
emergence of a hybrid political order, where customary and democratic institutions coexist,
interact, and occasionally compete for legitimacy. This coexistence has become one of the
defining features of contemporary village governance among the Monpas and provides the
foundation for understanding subsequent changes in leadership, authority, and political
participation.

6.2 Emergence of New Leadership and Political Modernization

One of the most profound consequences of the introduction of the Panchayati Raj System has
been the emergence of a new leadership structure in the Monpa villages. Traditionally, political
authority was concentrated in the institution of the Tsorgan, whose legitimacy emanated from
customary laws, social experience, community consensus, and moral integrity. Leadership was
essentially non-partisan and community-oriented, emphasizing collective welfare over individual
political ambition. The findings of the present study indicate that this traditional model has
undergone significant transformation with the establishment of democratically elected Panchayat
institutions.

The survey findings reveal an overwhelming consensus among respondents that the emergence
of young and educated leaders constitutes one of the most visible outcomes of democratic
decentralization. Nearly all respondents identified educational attainment as an increasingly
important criterion for political leadership. This marks a substantial departure from the
traditional system, where leadership was determined primarily by age, customary knowledge,
and community acceptance. Formal education has expanded the pool of potential leaders by
enabling younger individuals to participate actively in electoral politics, government
programmes, and administrative processes.

The emergence of educated leadership has contributed positively to developmental governance.
Educated Panchayat representatives are generally better equipped to understand government
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policies, prepare development proposals, interact with administrative agencies, and secure
financial resources for village development. Consequently, many respondents acknowledged that
Panchayati Raj has increased the administrative efficiency of village governance and improved
access to governmental welfare schemes.

However, respondents also expressed concern that the rise of educated leadership has not always
translated into effective governance. A large proportion of villagers and Tsorgans believed that
electoral politics has simultaneously produced inexperienced and politically immature leaders.
Unlike the Tsorgans, who traditionally acquired leadership through years of social experience
and gradual acceptance by the community, many elected representatives enter public life
primarily through electoral competition. As a result, practical administrative experience,
customary knowledge, and conflict-resolution skills are sometimes considered secondary to
electoral success.

This perceived decline in experiential leadership reflects a broader tension between traditional
and democratic models of political legitimacy. While democratic institutions prioritize electoral
representation, customary institutions emphasize social wisdom, moral character, and collective
confidence. The coexistence of these contrasting principles has created new challenges for
village governance, particularly in matters requiring both legal authority and customary
legitimacy.

Another significant transformation concerns the changing basis of political decision-making.
Traditional Monpa governance relied predominantly upon consensus, where important village
decisions were reached through deliberation involving elders, village councils, and community
members. Consensus was regarded not merely as a procedural mechanism but as an essential
cultural value that reinforced social harmony and collective responsibility.

The introduction of Panchayati Raj has gradually shifted decision-making towards majority rule,
consistent with democratic electoral principles. A substantial majority of respondents observed
that village decisions increasingly reflect numerical voting rather than collective consensus.
Although majority decision-making enhances democratic participation and electoral
accountability, many respondents expressed concern that it has weakened traditional mechanisms
of conflict resolution and reduced opportunities for negotiated agreement.

The replacement of consensus with majority voting has important implications for indigenous
governance. Consensus-oriented systems generally seek to minimize social divisions by
encouraging accommodation among competing interests. Majority rule, while democratically
legitimate, inevitably produces winners and losers, potentially increasing political polarization
within relatively small and closely knit tribal communities.
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Closely associated with this transformation is the emergence of party politics in village
governance. Virtually all categories of respondents identified political party competition as one
of the most significant institutional changes accompanying Panchayati Raj. Prior to democratic
decentralization, political differences within Monpa villages rarely assumed organized partisan
forms. Leadership revolved around customary authority rather than political affiliation. Electoral
democracy, however, introduced organized political competition, encouraging villagers to
identify themselves with different political parties and electoral factions.

The study indicates that party politics has fundamentally altered patterns of political interaction
within the village. Respondents repeatedly emphasized that electoral competition has contributed
to the growth of groupism and factionalism, replacing earlier traditions of collective solidarity.
Instead of functioning as a unified political community, many villages increasingly exhibit
divisions based upon party loyalties, electoral alliances, and competing leadership groups.

These findings are consistent with broader scholarship on democratic decentralization in tribal
societies, which suggests that competitive electoral politics often transforms previously
consensus-based communities into arenas of political competition. While such competition can
strengthen accountability and citizen participation, it may simultaneously weaken social
cohesion if not accompanied by effective mechanisms of conflict management.

One of the most striking consequences of these developments has been the gradual decline in the
political influence of the Tsorgan. Respondents overwhelmingly believed that elected Panchayat
representatives have increasingly assumed positions of prominence within village governance,
particularly concerning developmental planning and interaction with government agencies. As
developmental responsibilities shifted toward statutory institutions, the Tsorgan's influence over
administrative decision-making has correspondingly diminished.

Many respondents further observed that villagers have become more willing to challenge or
bypass the authority of the Tsorgan, particularly in disputes involving developmental projects or
political disagreements. Traditionally, decisions made by the Tsorgan commanded widespread
respect because they reflected collective customary norms. Under the new institutional
framework, however, dissatisfied individuals increasingly seek intervention from Panchayat
representatives, administrative authorities, or formal judicial institutions.

The field investigation revealed several instances where decisions taken by Tsorgans were
questioned before government authorities or courts at the initiative of politically influential
individuals. Such developments have gradually weakened the customary authority of the Tsorgan
while simultaneously strengthening the procedural authority of statutory institutions. This does
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not necessarily imply the disappearance of customary leadership; rather, it reflects the emergence
of competing sources of political legitimacy within the same institutional environment.

Despite these challenges, respondents also acknowledged positive outcomes associated with
political modernization. Nearly all categories recognized that democratic decentralization has
substantially increased political awareness among villagers. Citizens are now better informed
about their political rights, governmental welfare programmes, electoral participation, and
administrative procedures. Greater political awareness has encouraged broader participation in
public affairs and strengthened democratic accountability at the grassroots level.

Thus, the findings suggest that political modernization among the Monpas represents a complex
and multidimensional process. Democratic decentralization has broadened participation,
encouraged educational leadership, and enhanced developmental governance. Simultaneously, it
has weakened consensus-based decision-making, intensified party competition, and reduced the
exclusive authority once enjoyed by the Tsorgan. Rather than representing a simple transition
from tradition to modernity, these developments illustrate the emergence of a hybrid political
culture in which customary norms and democratic institutions continuously negotiate their
respective spheres of influence.

6.3 Changing Perceptions of Village Leadership

An important indicator of institutional transformation is the changing public perception
regarding who constitutes the legitimate leader of the village. Traditionally, there existed little
ambiguity concerning village leadership among the Monpas. The Tsorgan occupied the highest
position within the indigenous political hierarchy and served simultaneously as administrator,
arbitrator, community organizer, and custodian of customary law. His authority was rarely
questioned because it was rooted in long-standing social traditions and reinforced through
collective consensus.

The survey findings, however, reveal that this once-unified perception has undergone significant
change following the introduction of Panchayati Raj. Rather than recognizing a single authority,
respondents increasingly identified both the Tsorgan and the Panchayat Member as leaders of the
village, reflecting the emergence of dual centres of political legitimacy.

The survey findings demonstrate that the introduction of the Panchayati Raj System has
substantially altered public perceptions regarding legitimate village leadership. Traditionally, the
Tsorgan represented the undisputed political authority within the village, combining executive,
judicial, developmental, and socio-cultural responsibilities. Leadership was closely associated
with customary legitimacy, experience, and the collective confidence of the villagers. The
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establishment of elected Panchayats has, however, diversified the sources of political authority,
resulting in a more complex leadership structure.

The empirical evidence indicates that while a considerable proportion of villagers continue to
regard the Tsorgan as the principal leader of the village, a growing number now recognize
Panchayat members as equally important political actors. The divergence of opinion among
respondents reflects the institutional dualism that characterizes contemporary Monpa
governance. Villagers no longer perceive leadership as vested exclusively in customary
institutions but increasingly acknowledge the authority of democratically elected representatives
responsible for development planning and implementation.

The perceptions of different respondent groups reveal significant contrasts. Most Tsorgans
naturally identified themselves as the legitimate leaders of the village, emphasizing the continued
relevance of customary authority and the enduring importance of traditional governance.
Conversely, a substantial majority of Panchayat members considered elected representatives to
be the primary leaders, citing their constitutional authority, electoral legitimacy, and
responsibility for implementing government development programmes.

The villagers, however, displayed a more balanced perspective. Their responses suggest that
leadership within the village is increasingly understood as functionally differentiated rather than
institutionally exclusive. Many villagers recognize the Tsorgan as the custodian of customary
law, judicial settlement, and socio-cultural affairs, while simultaneously viewing Panchayat
members as leaders responsible for development, welfare schemes, and governmental
coordination. This indicates that the community has gradually adjusted to the coexistence of two
complementary leadership institutions rather than replacing one with the other.

This functional differentiation represents an important feature of institutional adaptation. Instead
of generating complete institutional displacement, democratic decentralization has encouraged a
redistribution of responsibilities between traditional and statutory institutions. The Tsorgan
continues to enjoy considerable moral and customary legitimacy, whereas Panchayat members
derive their authority primarily from constitutional provisions and electoral mandates. Together,
they constitute an evolving system of shared governance in which leadership is increasingly
distributed across different institutional domains.

Nevertheless, the coexistence of multiple leadership centres has also generated ambiguity
regarding political authority. Field observations revealed that villagers occasionally face
uncertainty concerning the appropriate institution to approach for particular issues. While
disputes involving customary law are generally referred to the Tsorgan, developmental matters
are expected to be handled by the Panchayat. However, issues involving land, resource
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management, or community development often require the participation of both institutions,
occasionally resulting in overlapping jurisdictions and administrative delays.

The changing perception of leadership therefore reflects not merely institutional transformation
but also the broader political modernization of Monpa society. Authority is no longer
monopolized by a single customary institution but increasingly shared between traditional and
democratic structures. This emerging duality constitutes one of the defining characteristics of
governance transformation in the study area.

6.4 Transformation of the Functions of the Tsorgan

One of the most significant consequences of democratic decentralization has been the
redefinition of the functional responsibilities of the Tsorgan. Historically, the Tsorgan exercised
comprehensive authority over virtually every aspect of village life. As the administrative head of
the village, he supervised developmental activities, adjudicated disputes, maintained customary
law, organized religious and socio-cultural functions, coordinated collective labour, and
represented the village in external affairs. His authority was therefore multidimensional,
integrating political, judicial, developmental, and cultural responsibilities within a single
institution.

The findings of the present study reveal that this comprehensive authority has undergone
considerable transformation following the introduction of Panchayati Raj. A substantial majority
of respondents acknowledged that the powers and functions of the Tsorgan have changed
significantly, although the extent of perceived change differs among various stakeholder groups.
Notably, all Tsorgans interviewed agreed that their traditional functions have been substantially
modified, indicating a strong awareness among customary leaders regarding the changing
institutional environment.

The most significant functional change concerns the transfer of developmental responsibilities
from the Tsorgan to the elected Panchayat. Traditionally, community infrastructure, collective
labour mobilization, and local development were organized under the supervision of the Tsorgan
and the Mangma (village assembly). With the institutionalization of Panchayati Raj, these
developmental functions have increasingly become the responsibility of elected Panchayat
representatives responsible for implementing government-funded schemes and coordinating with
administrative departments.

The survey data demonstrate that both villagers and Tsorgans overwhelmingly recognize this
transfer of developmental authority. The Panchayat has become the principal institution
responsible for planning, executing, and monitoring rural development programmes, including
infrastructure construction, employment generation, and welfare initiatives. Consequently, the
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developmental role of the Tsorgan has diminished considerably, reducing his influence over one
of the most visible aspects of village governance.

The study also indicates significant changes in the judicial functions of the Tsorgan.
Traditionally, customary dispute resolution constituted one of the most important responsibilities
of indigenous leadership. The Tsorgan possessed extensive authority to adjudicate civil disputes,
impose customary fines, and restore community harmony through consensual settlements. This
judicial authority was reinforced by widespread public confidence in customary law and village
institutions.

However, the expansion of formal legal institutions and increasing political awareness have
gradually altered this traditional arrangement. Respondents observed that villagers are now more
likely to challenge the decisions of the Tsorgan before statutory authorities or formal courts,
particularly in cases involving politically sensitive issues or competing economic interests.
Although customary dispute resolution continues to enjoy considerable public acceptance, its
authority is increasingly exercised within a broader legal environment where statutory
institutions provide alternative mechanisms for conflict resolution.

The socio-cultural responsibilities of the Tsorgan have likewise experienced partial
transformation. Historically, the Tsorgan played a central role in organizing festivals, regulating
community rituals, supervising traditional resource management, and maintaining social
discipline. While these responsibilities continue to remain largely within the customary domain,
respondents acknowledged that Panchayat representatives increasingly participate in community
activities, particularly where government support or developmental programmes are involved.
Such participation reflects expanding cooperation between customary and statutory institutions
but also illustrates the gradual broadening of Panchayat influence beyond purely developmental
functions.

Despite these transformations, the study clearly demonstrates that the Tsorgan has not become
institutionally irrelevant. On the contrary, customary leadership continues to retain substantial
legitimacy in matters relating to customary law, village traditions, social reconciliation, and
cultural identity. Many respondents emphasized that disputes involving family matters, marriage,
inheritance, community customs, and local traditions are still preferentially brought before the
Tsorgan rather than statutory authorities. This continuing reliance upon customary institutions
underscores the enduring importance of indigenous governance within Monpa society.

The functional transformation of the Tsorgan should therefore be understood as a process of
institutional specialization rather than institutional disappearance. Developmental administration
has largely shifted towards Panchayat institutions, whereas customary governance continues to
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remain within the jurisdiction of traditional leadership. This evolving division of responsibilities
illustrates the adaptive capacity of indigenous institutions in responding to changing political and
administrative circumstances.

Moreover, the coexistence of customary and statutory functions provides important opportunities
for collaborative governance. Where effective coordination exists, the Tsorgan contributes
customary legitimacy and local knowledge, while Panchayat representatives facilitate access to
governmental resources and administrative support. Such institutional complementarity has the
potential to strengthen grassroots governance, provided that clear mechanisms for cooperation
and conflict resolution are developed.

6.5 Panchayati Raj as an Agency of Development

One of the central objectives of the Panchayati Raj System is to promote democratic
decentralization by empowering local communities to participate actively in rural development.
In the Monpa areas of Arunachal Pradesh, the Panchayat has increasingly become the principal
agency responsible for planning, implementing, and monitoring developmental programmes. The
empirical evidence indicates that while respondents generally recognize the developmental
contributions of Panchayati Raj Institutions, they also identify several structural and
administrative constraints that limit their effectiveness.

The survey findings reveal that a substantial majority of respondents perceive the Panchayat as a
more suitable institution for promoting village development than the traditional Tsorgan system.
More than four-fifths of the villagers regarded the Panchayat as an effective developmental
agency, reflecting growing public confidence in elected institutions responsible for implementing
government-sponsored schemes. Panchayat members unanimously expressed the view that
democratic local governance provides the most appropriate institutional framework for
accelerating socio-economic development at the village level.

The comparatively lower level of support among Tsorgans reflects their concern regarding the
redistribution of institutional authority rather than outright opposition to development itself.
Discussions with traditional leaders indicated that many of them acknowledge the developmental
benefits associated with Panchayati Raj but remain apprehensive about the gradual
marginalization of indigenous governance institutions. Their reservations therefore stem more
from institutional displacement than from disagreement with the objectives of democratic
decentralization.

Field investigations revealed that Panchayat institutions have undertaken numerous
developmental activities in the study area. These include the implementation of employment
generation programmes, construction of village infrastructure, improvement of footpaths and
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community facilities, renovation of religious institutions, irrigation projects, and flood protection
measures. Respondents particularly emphasized the role of the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) in creating wage employment while
simultaneously improving rural infrastructure.

The implementation of such programmes has contributed to increased public visibility of
Panchayat institutions. Unlike customary governance, which traditionally focused on social
regulation and dispute settlement, Panchayats have become closely associated with tangible
developmental outcomes. Consequently, many villagers increasingly evaluate political leadership
based upon the ability to attract governmental resources and execute development projects rather
than solely on customary authority.

However, despite these achievements, respondents consistently identified several obstacles
affecting Panchayat performance. The most frequently cited constraint relates to the inadequate
devolution of financial and administrative powers. Panchayat members repeatedly emphasized
that constitutional decentralization has not been matched by corresponding fiscal
decentralization. Limited financial resources restrict their capacity to implement developmental
programmes effectively and reduce public confidence in local governance.

Another significant challenge concerns bureaucratic delays and administrative coordination.
Respondents observed that developmental projects often suffer from slow approval processes,
procedural complexities, and delayed release of funds by government departments. Such
administrative bottlenecks reduce the efficiency of Panchayat institutions and weaken their
ability to respond promptly to local developmental needs.

The study further indicates that political factionalism adversely affects developmental
governance. Electoral competition has introduced party-based divisions within villages,
occasionally influencing the selection, prioritization, and implementation of development
projects. Several respondents expressed concern that developmental decisions are sometimes
shaped by political considerations rather than objective community needs. Such perceptions
undermine public confidence in local institutions and contribute to increasing dissatisfaction with
democratic governance.

Nevertheless, it would be inappropriate to conclude that Panchayati Raj has failed as a
developmental institution. On the contrary, the majority of respondents acknowledged that
elected Panchayats have substantially expanded access to government welfare programmes and
improved communication between rural communities and administrative authorities.
Developmental governance has become more participatory, with villagers increasingly involved
in identifying local priorities and monitoring project implementation.
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The evidence therefore suggests that Panchayati Raj has emerged as the principal institution for
rural development among the Monpas, even though its effectiveness remains constrained by
limited financial autonomy, administrative centralization, and political competition.
Strengthening fiscal decentralization, improving coordination between government departments
and Panchayats, and insulating developmental decision-making from partisan politics would
significantly enhance the performance of grassroots democratic institutions.

Importantly, respondents did not advocate replacing Panchayats with traditional institutions.
Rather, they emphasized the need for greater cooperation between Panchayats and Tsorgans,
recognizing that developmental administration and customary governance represent
complementary rather than competing functions. Such institutional collaboration would enable
Panchayats to benefit from the social legitimacy and local knowledge possessed by traditional
leaders while preserving democratic accountability in developmental planning.

6.6 Declining Authority and Changing Status of the Tsorgan

The findings of the study reveal that one of the most significant consequences of democratic
decentralization has been the gradual decline in the political authority of the Tsorgan. Although
the institution continues to enjoy considerable customary legitimacy, its formal administrative
influence has diminished substantially following the introduction of the Panchayati Raj System.

An overwhelming majority of Tsorgans acknowledged that their institutional status has been
adversely affected by the emergence of elected Panchayat leadership. Most respondents believed
that Panchayati Raj has fundamentally altered the traditional balance of power by creating
alternative centres of authority within the village. Unlike the pre-Panchayat period, when the
Tsorgan exercised undisputed leadership, contemporary governance increasingly involves
multiple actors with overlapping responsibilities.

Several interrelated factors account for this changing status.

First, the transfer of developmental responsibilities to Panchayats has reduced the administrative
visibility of the Tsorgan. Development projects funded by the government are now largely
planned and implemented through elected institutions, thereby increasing the public prominence
of Panchayat representatives. Since developmental activities constitute one of the most visible
aspects of village governance, the shift in responsibilities has naturally elevated the political
stature of elected leaders.

Second, electoral democracy has introduced new criteria for political legitimacy. Traditionally,
legitimacy was derived from customary law, social experience, and moral authority. Under the
Panchayati Raj framework, electoral success has become an equally important basis of political
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leadership. Consequently, authority increasingly depends upon democratic representation rather
than exclusively upon customary recognition.

Third, the expansion of formal legal institutions has reduced the exclusive judicial authority
historically exercised by the Tsorgan. Respondents observed that villagers increasingly approach
administrative authorities or courts when dissatisfied with customary decisions. The availability
of alternative legal forums has gradually diminished the finality of customary dispute resolution
and reduced the coercive authority of traditional leadership.

Political party competition has further complicated the position of the Tsorgan. Historically
expected to remain politically neutral, some Tsorgans are now perceived as being associated with
particular political groups, thereby affecting their traditional image as impartial custodians of
community interests. Such perceptions have occasionally weakened public confidence in
customary leadership and contributed to institutional polarization.

Despite these developments, the study also demonstrates that the decline of the Tsorgan should
not be interpreted as institutional collapse. More than half of the traditional leaders expressed
confidence that villagers continue to repose considerable faith in customary authority.
Respondents repeatedly emphasized that the Tsorgan remains indispensable in matters involving
customary law, social reconciliation, religious traditions, and cultural practices.

Field discussions further revealed that villagers continue to consult the Tsorgan before important
community decisions, particularly those involving social harmony, customary disputes, land-
related issues, and cultural ceremonies. The persistence of these practices indicates that the
Tsorgan retains substantial social legitimacy, even where formal administrative authority has
declined.

An equally significant finding concerns the qualities considered essential for occupying the
office of Tsorgan. There was remarkable unanimity among respondents that an ideal Tsorgan
should be an elderly person possessing integrity, impartiality, extensive knowledge of customary
laws, strong communication skills, and complete political neutrality. These criteria demonstrate
that traditional leadership continues to be evaluated primarily on ethical and customary grounds
rather than electoral considerations.

The persistence of these normative expectations suggests that the cultural foundations of the
Tsorgan institution remain resilient despite structural political change. While administrative
responsibilities may have shifted toward elected Panchayats, the symbolic authority associated
with customary leadership continues to command widespread respect within Monpa society.
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The evidence therefore supports the argument that the Tsorgan institution is undergoing
institutional adaptation rather than institutional extinction. Democratic decentralization has
undoubtedly reduced its formal powers, yet customary leadership continues to perform functions
that cannot easily be replicated by statutory institutions. The coexistence of diminished
administrative authority and sustained cultural legitimacy highlights the adaptive resilience of
indigenous governance systems in the face of political modernization.

6.7 Performance, Constraints, and Public Perception of Panchayati Raj Institutions

The effectiveness of democratic decentralization depends not only upon the establishment of
elected local institutions but also upon their ability to respond to community needs, deliver
public services, and sustain public confidence. The field evidence from the Monpa villages
demonstrates that although Panchayati Raj Institutions have considerably expanded
developmental activities, their performance continues to be constrained by institutional,
financial, and political limitations. Consequently, public perception of Panchayat functioning
presents a balanced picture in which achievements coexist with persistent governance challenges.

The empirical findings indicate that the Panchayat has emerged as the primary institution
responsible for addressing developmental issues in the village. Respondents identified
deficiencies in road connectivity, drinking water supply, educational infrastructure, healthcare
facilities, irrigation systems, public distribution services, sanitation, and agricultural support as
the most pressing developmental concerns. The fact that these issues were consistently
highlighted across villages suggests that Panchayat institutions operate within a challenging
developmental environment characterized by difficult terrain, dispersed settlements, and
infrastructural deficits.

Panchayat representatives generally expressed confidence that significant progress has been
achieved in addressing many of these developmental concerns. Most members believed that the
implementation of government-sponsored schemes has improved village infrastructure and
enhanced the delivery of public services. Programmes undertaken through MGNREGS, village
connectivity projects, community halls, irrigation channels, flood retention walls, and renovation
of public institutions were repeatedly cited as important achievements of decentralized
governance.

Nevertheless, the study reveals that developmental outcomes remain constrained by several
structural limitations. The most important among these is the inadequate devolution of financial
resources. Panchayat representatives unanimously argued that constitutional decentralization has
not been accompanied by sufficient fiscal decentralization. Limited financial autonomy restricts
the capacity of Panchayats to initiate independent development projects and often makes them
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dependent upon higher administrative authorities for both financial approval and
implementation.

Closely related to financial constraints is the issue of administrative centralization. Respondents
frequently referred to delays in project approvals, release of funds, and technical clearances from
government departments. Such procedural bottlenecks reduce the responsiveness of Panchayat
institutions and often create public dissatisfaction despite the commitment of elected
representatives. The findings therefore suggest that effective decentralization requires not merely
elected institutions but also administrative reforms that enable timely execution of
developmental programmes.

Another important challenge concerns coordination among elected representatives. Respondents
observed that differences in political affiliation occasionally undermine collective decision-
making within Panchayats. Rather than functioning as unified developmental institutions,
Panchayats sometimes become arenas of political contestation where party interests influence
local priorities. Such factionalism weakens institutional cohesion and reduces the effectiveness
of participatory governance.

The study also highlights the importance of community cooperation in determining Panchayat
performance. Although a majority of Panchayat members reported receiving adequate support
from villagers, a significant proportion indicated that lack of cooperation occasionally hampers
developmental activities. Discussions during fieldwork revealed that political polarization within
villages sometimes discourages collective participation in community projects, particularly
where electoral rivalries remain unresolved. This finding underscores the continued importance
of social cohesion in ensuring successful grassroots governance.

Despite these constraints, public evaluation of Panchayat performance remains broadly positive.
A majority of villagers expressed satisfaction with the work undertaken by Panchayat
institutions, particularly regarding developmental initiatives and implementation of welfare
schemes. The positive perception of Panchayats reflects growing public recognition that elected
institutions provide essential links between rural communities and government agencies.

However, satisfaction was not unconditional. Respondents consistently emphasized that
developmental governance should remain free from partisan considerations. Nearly all categories
of respondents expressed concern that excessive politicization of village affairs adversely affects
equitable development and community harmony. They argued that developmental decisions
should be guided by collective welfare rather than electoral calculations or party interests.

An equally important observation emerging from the field investigation is that respondents did
not perceive Panchayat and Tsorgan institutions as inherently incompatible. Instead, many
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villagers advocated closer collaboration between the two systems. They believed that while
Panchayats possess statutory authority and access to governmental resources, the Tsorgan
continues to command social legitimacy, customary knowledge, and community trust.
Integrating these complementary strengths could substantially improve the quality of local
governance.

The evidence therefore indicates that the effectiveness of Panchayati Raj among the Monpas
depends less upon institutional replacement than upon institutional coordination. Democratic
decentralization has expanded opportunities for participatory development, but its long-term
success requires stronger cooperation between elected representatives and customary leaders.

7. Major Findings

The empirical investigation yields several significant findings regarding the transformation of
indigenous governance among the Monpas.

First, the introduction of the Panchayati Raj System has fundamentally altered the traditional
political structure by creating a dual system of governance in which statutory Panchayat
institutions coexist with the customary Tsorgan system.

Second, the emergence of democratically elected leadership has significantly broadened political
participation and increased political awareness among villagers. Younger and educated
individuals increasingly occupy leadership positions, contributing to administrative
modernization and improved access to government programmes.

Third, the authority of the Tsorgan has undergone substantial transformation. While
developmental responsibilities have largely shifted to Panchayats, the Tsorgan continues to
exercise considerable influence in judicial, customary, and socio-cultural matters. The institution
therefore remains socially legitimate despite its reduced administrative authority.

Fourth, political modernization has transformed the traditional culture of consensus into one
increasingly characterized by electoral competition, majority decision-making, and party politics.
Although these developments have strengthened democratic participation, they have also
contributed to factionalism and declining village solidarity.

Fifth, the study demonstrates that Panchayati Raj has emerged as the principal agency for rural
development. Infrastructure development, employment generation, welfare implementation, and
coordination with government departments have become the defining responsibilities of elected
Panchayat institutions.
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Sixth, the effectiveness of Panchayats is constrained by inadequate financial resources,
incomplete devolution of powers, bureaucratic delays, and political interference. These structural
limitations restrict the full realization of democratic decentralization.

Seventh, respondents strongly emphasized the need to insulate developmental activities from
partisan politics. Excessive political competition is widely perceived as one of the principal
obstacles to effective village governance and social harmony.

Finally, the study concludes that indigenous governance has not disappeared under democratic
decentralization. Instead, a hybrid governance system has emerged in which customary and
statutory institutions perform complementary functions while negotiating overlapping spheres of
authority.

8. Policy Implications

The findings of this study have several important policy implications for strengthening grassroots
governance in tribal regions.

The first priority should be the development of an institutional framework that formally
recognizes cooperation between Tsorgans and Panchayat representatives. Rather than treating
customary institutions as parallel or competing systems, policy should encourage collaborative
governance through clearly defined functional responsibilities.

Second, greater fiscal and administrative decentralization is essential for improving Panchayat
performance. Adequate financial resources, timely release of development funds, and greater
administrative autonomy would significantly enhance the effectiveness of local self-government.

Third, capacity-building programmes should be organized jointly for Panchayat representatives
and traditional leaders. Such programmes would improve coordination, reduce institutional
conflict, and strengthen participatory governance.

Fourth, mechanisms should be established to minimize the adverse effects of party politics on
village development. Developmental planning should remain community-oriented and insulated
from unnecessary political polarization.

Fifth, customary dispute-resolution mechanisms should be formally acknowledged as
complementary institutions capable of reducing litigation, promoting reconciliation, and
preserving indigenous legal traditions, particularly in matters governed by customary law.
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Finally, future decentralization policies in tribal regions should adopt a culturally sensitive
approach that respects indigenous governance institutions while simultaneously promoting
democratic participation and inclusive development.

9. Conclusion

The present study demonstrates that the introduction of the Panchayati Raj System has brought
about a profound transformation in the traditional political organization of the Monpas of
Arunachal Pradesh. The establishment of constitutionally mandated local self-government has
redefined the nature of village leadership by introducing democratically elected institutions
alongside the long-established customary institution of the Tsorgan. Rather than replacing
indigenous governance, democratic decentralization has produced a complex institutional
arrangement in which traditional and statutory authorities coexist, negotiate responsibilities, and
jointly influence local governance.

The empirical findings clearly indicate that the Panchayati Raj System has significantly
broadened political participation, enhanced democratic awareness, and strengthened rural
development. The emergence of elected Panchayat representatives has facilitated greater access
to government welfare programmes, improved village infrastructure, and encouraged wider
public participation in local decision-making. Young and educated leaders have increasingly
entered village politics, reflecting the gradual modernization of the Monpa political system and
the growing importance of democratic representation. These developments have undoubtedly
contributed to making local governance more participatory, transparent, and development-
oriented.

At the same time, the study reveals that democratic decentralization has substantially altered the
traditional authority of the Tsorgan. Functions that were once concentrated within the customary
institution particularly those relating to development planning and public administration have
gradually shifted to elected Panchayats. Consequently, the Tsorgan's formal administrative
authority has diminished, while elected representatives have emerged as the principal agents of
rural development. The expansion of electoral politics, majority-based decision-making, and
political party competition has further transformed the traditional consensus-oriented political
culture of the Monpa villages.

Despite these structural changes, the study firmly establishes that the Tsorgan institution
continues to enjoy considerable social and cultural legitimacy. Traditional leadership remains
deeply embedded in the customary life of the community and continues to play a crucial role in
the administration of customary law, settlement of local disputes, preservation of cultural
traditions, organization of community rituals, and maintenance of social harmony. Villagers
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continue to repose confidence in the Tsorgan because the institution derives its legitimacy from
customary norms, moral authority, experience, and collective acceptance rather than merely from
formal legal recognition. This enduring public trust demonstrates the remarkable resilience and
adaptive capacity of indigenous political institutions in the face of institutional modernization.

The findings further indicate that the interaction between Panchayati Raj Institutions and the
Tsorgan system should not be viewed solely as a relationship of conflict or institutional
competition. Instead, the evidence points toward the emergence of a hybrid governance model,
in which customary and statutory institutions perform complementary rather than mutually
exclusive functions. While Panchayats primarily address developmental planning,
implementation of government programmes, and administrative coordination, the Tsorgan
continues to exercise authority in matters concerning customary governance, community
reconciliation, and socio-cultural regulation. Such functional specialization illustrates the
capacity of indigenous institutions to adapt to changing political circumstances without losing
their cultural relevance.

However, the coexistence of dual governance structures has also generated important challenges.
Overlapping jurisdictions, ambiguity regarding institutional responsibilities, inadequate
coordination, financial constraints, bureaucratic delays, and the growing influence of party
politics have occasionally weakened the effectiveness of grassroots governance. Electoral
competition has introduced factionalism into village politics, reducing the traditional emphasis
on consensus and collective solidarity that historically characterized Monpa society. If these
challenges remain unaddressed, they may gradually erode both democratic effectiveness and
customary legitimacy.

The study therefore argues that the future of grassroots governance in tribal societies lies not in
the replacement of indigenous institutions by statutory bodies, but in their constructive
integration. Democratic decentralization should recognize customary institutions as valuable
partners in governance rather than as remnants of a pre-modern political order. Formal
mechanisms for consultation between Panchayat representatives and Tsorgans, clearer
delineation of institutional responsibilities, enhanced fiscal decentralization, and capacity-
building initiatives for both customary and elected leaders would strengthen institutional
cooperation while preserving the cultural foundations of indigenous governance.

From a broader theoretical perspective, this research contributes to the growing literature on
indigenous governance, political modernization, and democratic decentralization by
demonstrating that institutional change in tribal societies is neither linear nor substitutional.
Instead, political transformation occurs through processes of adaptation, negotiation, and
functional redistribution, producing governance systems that combine elements of tradition and
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modernity. The Monpa experience thus challenges simplistic assumptions that modernization
inevitably leads to the disappearance of customary institutions. On the contrary, it illustrates that
indigenous political systems possess remarkable resilience and continue to evolve in response to
changing socio-political environments.

Finally, the study highlights the importance of adopting culturally sensitive models of
democratic governance in tribal regions. Development policies should not merely emphasize
administrative efficiency but also recognize the historical legitimacy, social capital, and conflict-
resolution capacity embedded within indigenous institutions. A balanced partnership between the
Panchayati Raj System and traditional governance structures can create a more inclusive,
participatory, and culturally responsive framework for sustainable rural development.

In conclusion, the transformation of the Tsorgan institution under the Panchayati Raj System
represents not the decline of indigenous governance but its adaptation to democratic
modernity. The emergence of a hybrid governance framework offers valuable lessons for
policymakers, administrators, and scholars seeking to reconcile constitutional democracy with
the preservation of indigenous political traditions in culturally diverse societies. Such an
approach is essential for ensuring that democratic decentralization strengthens, rather than
weakens, the rich institutional heritage of India's tribal communities.
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