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Abstract

The weaving traditions of Arunachal Pradesh form a rich tapestry of cultural symbolism and aesthetic heritage. Practised
predominantly by tribal women, these handwoven garments such as the Khada, Gale, and others are far more than
sartorial artefacts—they embody lineage, belief systems, ecological knowledge, and collective memory. This paper delves
into the stylistic variety and deep-rooted significance of tribal weaving in Arunachal Pradesh, illuminating how threads
and motifs tell the stories of peoples, places, and purpose. Drawing from field studies, ethnographic works, and visual
analyses, the study traces the history of indigenous weaving, its sacred meanings, and the challenges posed by a changing
world. The aim is to highlight weaving not merely as craft, but as a cultural language passed from one generation to
another.
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Introduction

Perched in the easternmost periphery of the Indian subcontinent, Arunachal Pradesh presents a compelling
cartography of cultural plurality, linguistic abundance, and ancestral continuity. Often referred to as the
‘Land of the Rising Sun’ due to its geographical location, the state is home to more than two dozen major
tribal communities and a multitude of sub-tribes, each maintaining a distinct ethno-cultural identity while
also engaging in inter-tribal syncretism. The terrain itself—rugged, forest-clad, and dissected by rivers—
has historically insulated its peoples from both colonial incursions and industrial modernity, allowing
cultural practices to remain rooted and relatively undisturbed. In the context of such spatial and social
insulation, traditional weaving has emerged not only as an artisanal pursuit but as a conduit of cultural
transmission and symbolic meaning. Unlike mechanised or industrial textile traditions found elsewhere,
weaving in Arunachal Pradesh is inextricably bound with community identity, gendered knowledge
systems, ritual expression, and ecological sensibility. It is not a singular practice but a diverse, evolving
system of aesthetics, morals, and memory wherein every motif and thread is a form of coded
communication—evoking ancestry, cosmology, environmental attunement, and social belonging. At the
heart of this textile heritage lies the invisible labour and silent resilience of tribal women, who, across
generations, have woven more than just cloth—they have woven continuity itself. While the act of weaving
is tangible, the knowledge it represents is intangible: carried in gestures, stories, songs, and spiritual
consciousness. A girl in an Apatani or Galo household does not merely learn to operate aloom; she becomes
the inheritor of a philosophical system that expresses itself through symbols, sequences, and spaces within
fabric. The daily motion of weaving is thus an embodiment of what Jan Vansina calls "oral tradition in
action,” where silence, rhythm, and repetition become narrative techniques. Such tradition, especially
among indigenous communities in Northeast India, is not isolated from social structure but reflects it—
rendering visible the invisible order of life. The use of natural dyes, the selective employment of colour
bands, and the association of specific textiles with rites of passage—from birth ceremonies to funerals—
underscores the performative and ritualistic dimensions of weaving that defy commodification.
Furthermore, the very tools used in weaving—loin looms, wooden shuttles, waist-belts—are handmade,
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often gifted or inherited, embedding them within familial affect and spiritual significance (Mibang 204;
Takam 68). These objects, like the fabrics they help produce, are intergenerational artefacts, reminding one
that in these tribal cultures, heritage is not preserved in archives but lived daily. It is significant that the
weaving traditions are predominantly matrilineal in transmission, challenging patriarchal paradigms and
foregrounding women not just as passive vessels of tradition but as active agents of cultural authorship. In
fact, the loom becomes a space of quiet subversion, where female artistry holds communal authority,
especially in the absence of formal scripts or institutionalised art history. Among many of these
communities, particularly the Adi and Nyishi, the textile is a language in itself—its designs are read,
interpreted, and remembered—revealing mythologies and clan lineages that may not be found in oral lore
but persist in warp and weft (Sarmah 73; Tani 60). In some tribes, certain motifs are considered sacred,
reserved only for elders or specific social groups, and unauthorised replication of such symbols is frowned
upon, if not forbidden. This regulatory aspect of tribal weaving, guided by customary norms and taboos,
lends it a moral dimension—one in which aesthetic production is inseparable from ethical responsibility.
What adds another layer of complexity is the way textiles interface with geography and ecology. The
availability of raw materials—fibres, plant-based dyes, wood—dictates both the technique and tonal palette
of the cloth, making every woven item a geographical artefact that mirrors the flora and topography of its
origin. In essence, tribal weaving in Arunachal Pradesh not only narrates human stories but also echoes the
rhythms of the land itself. There is also the element of storytelling in the fabric—some motifs act as visual
metaphors, representing folktales, totemic myths, or symbolic events such as migration, war, harvest, or
celestial phenomena. In such cases, the textile becomes a non-verbal chronicle of collective memory. Unlike
print culture, which often severs the text from its maker, these woven narratives maintain a dialogic
intimacy between creator, consumer, and community. In ceremonial contexts, especially during festivals
such as Solung, Losar, Dree, or Oriah, textiles take on even more elaborate meanings: garments are curated
to reflect the cosmological timing of the event, and the act of dressing becomes a ritual in itself, intended to
align the human body with seasonal cycles and divine rhythms. Here, the Khada is not merely decorative
but a vector of blessings; the Gale is not only functional but performative; and the community attire is not
a costume but a collective assertion of identity. It is precisely in this convergence of form, function, and faith
that tribal weaving in Arunachal Pradesh becomes a distinct epistemological practice—one that deserves
to be documented, studied, and revitalised not only for its artistic value but for its role in sustaining
indigenous worldviews that are rapidly being marginalised. As globalisation and mass production threaten
the continuity of such handloom practices, it becomes increasingly important to foreground weaving not as
a folkloric curiosity but as a dynamic, living philosophy—an archive of resilience, resourcefulness, and
rootedness. Moreover, unlike dominant national textile narratives centred on khadi or Mughal motifs, the
traditions of Arunachal Pradesh remain underrepresented in mainstream discourse, despite their antiquity
and sophistication. By recognising tribal weaving as both an aesthetic and epistemic act, we acknowledge
the critical importance of material culture in the preservation of intangible heritage. In this light, the loom
becomes not just a site of labour, but a symbol of cultural sovereignty, where threads are drawn not only to
create patterns but to articulate identities, resist invisibility, and assert a belonging that transcends time
and border.

Objectives of the Study
This research aims to:

1. Trace the origins and evolution of tribal weaving in Arunachal Pradesh.

Catalogue key garments such as the Khada and Gale, along with their stylistic features.

Explore how these textiles function as bearers of identity, belief, and social structure.

Examine the role of women as keepers of this handloom legacy.

Suggest pathways to preserve and revitalise this heritage in a rapidly changing socio-economic
landscape.

v woN

Research Methodology

The methodology combines field-based observation with cultural interpretation. Data was collated from
ethnographic monographs, museum records, interviews with artisan women (documented by regional
researchers), and published works on North-Eastern tribal traditions. An interdisciplinary lens—merging
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textile history, cultural anthropology, and gender studies—frames the analysis. To ensure authenticity,
local terminologies and contextual meanings are retained wherever necessary.

Discussion
A Heritage on the Loom

The weaving heritage of Arunachal Pradesh cannot be disentangled from the rhythms of everyday life, the
topographical realities of its hilly terrains, or the rituals that define its tribal ethos. Weaving in this context
is not a secondary craft or peripheral domestic activity; rather, it occupies a central place within the cultural
schema of nearly all tribes inhabiting the region. While earlier ethnographies have briefly mentioned the
prevalence of back-strap looms among tribes like the Adi, Nyishi, and Tagin (Mibang 204), they have seldom
dwelled on the deep cosmological structure embedded in the act itself. To weave, for many tribal women,
is to invoke a spatial and temporal order that mirrors the metaphysical beliefs of their community. The
loom, in such cases, becomes a microcosm—its longitudinal warp threads corresponding to the axis of life
and its transverse weft lines symbolising movement, transformation, and narrative progress.

The equipment used, especially the back-strap loom (locally known by different names across regions),
demands physical discipline. The weaver fastens one end of the loom to a post or tree, while the other is
wrapped around her lower back with a wide belt. This posture creates a unique somatic experience, where
the body becomes both the stabilising and animating force of the fabric. This embodied relationship
between artisan and apparatus reconfigures the hierarchy of tool and user; here, the loom does not
dominate the weaver but responds intimately to her body’s movements (Takam 69). The process is
arduous, often taking weeks to complete a single ceremonial cloth, yet the pace is embraced rather than
resisted. It allows space for meditation, memory, and precision—qualities rarely valued in the fast-paced
commercial textile industry.

Every tribe has its own vocabulary for tools and materials—these are not just linguistic differences but
indices of cultural diversity. Among the Wancho, for instance, weaving is interlaced with the rhythms of
bamboo harvesting, as bamboo sticks form key elements in their loom construction. The Sherdukpen use
the bark of specific trees to derive natural dyes that resist fading over generations (Lalramnghinglova 89).
The awareness of ecological cycles—harvesting fibres only during certain months or observing taboos
during monsoon—also positions weaving within a ritualised framework that harmonises human activity
with seasonal transitions. Such an approach speaks volumes about the ecological ethics implicit in tribal
material culture, a dimension that industrial production often displaces.

The Khada: Sacred Threads of Greeting and Grace

Within the ritual economies of the Buddhist-influenced tribes of Arunachal Pradesh, the Khada stands out
as an emblem of spiritual alignment and social etiquette. Although it appears at first glance to be a simple
scarf, its symbolic weight is enormous. Used predominantly by the Monpa, Memba, and Sherdukpen tribes,
the Khada is integral to ceremonial protocols. At events ranging from housewarmings and death rituals to
temple visits and official receptions, one observes the quiet, reverential act of offering a Khada. It is a
performative gesture that encapsulates respect, humility, and well-wishing (Singh 241).

Unlike mass-produced scarves, each Khada is ideally made with intent—some bear religious symbols such
as the 'Endless Knot,' representing karmic continuity and the interdependence of all things. Others include
mantras or auspicious creatures like the snow lion or fish, depending on the occasion. Even the direction
in which it is offered or received carries significance—errors in this practice may be seen as offensive,
especially in temple settings where monks expect precision. These practices underscore a semiotic depth
often missed by outsiders who might reduce the Khada to an aesthetic artefact. For the weavers, the act of
producing a Khada also becomes part of a spiritual cycle: the fabric, once offered, becomes sanctified
through use, much like sacred texts that attain potency through repetition and reverence.

Some variants of the Khada are woven using raw silk or muga, dyed in shades of gold or ivory to reflect
purity and divine aura. They are not always white—as commonly assumed—but may incorporate subtle
colours that align with specific tantric associations. Such attention to chromatic detail further reveals how
nuanced and context-specific tribal textile semiotics can be (Dutta 120). For instance, during the Losar
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festival among the Monpa, vibrant Khadas are often exchanged to mark new beginnings, echoing not just
the Buddhist calendar but also agrarian renewal. In this sense, the Khada becomes a bridge between the
sacred and the seasonal, between gesture and gratitude.

The Gale: Everyday Elegance, Ritual Radiance

The Gale, ubiquitous in its presence and versatile in its use, is arguably one of the most visually striking
garments woven by the women of central Arunachal Pradesh. What distinguishes it from ordinary wraps
is its simultaneous domesticity and ceremonial significance. Used by the Adi, Galo, and Nyishi communities,
among others, the Gale is usually about two metres in length and woven with an intricate balance of linear
and geometric motifs. While simple Gales are used daily for comfort and ease of movement, ceremonial
variants are reserved for festivals, marital rites, and community gatherings (Tani 59).

Patterns on a Gale often follow a strict spatial logic. The central body of the fabric may be woven in a
subdued hue—Ilike deep blue or maroon—while the borders burst into colour and complexity. These
border patterns frequently include angular motifs, each with a symbolic undertone. For instance, diamond
shapes may represent fertility or abundance, while repeated chevrons suggest river currents or communal
harmony. The use of such symbolism, though never explicitly taught in written form, is passed on through
observational learning and oral storytelling, whereby older women narrate the meanings of motifs as they
guide younger weavers (Sarmah 77).

Beyond aesthetics, the Gale plays a significant role in establishing the wearer’s social identity. Married
women, particularly in the Galo community, wear Gales with wider borders and more vibrant colours
compared to unmarried girls, whose attire tends to be modest and symmetrical. These subtle codes,
understood within the community, allow for social navigation without verbalisation. During the Solung
festival, women often coordinate their Gales with beaded jewellery, brass anklets, and patterned blouses,
creating a holistic visual idiom that celebrates not only the individual but the tribe at large (Takam 71).

Moreover, the production of a Gale itself is seasonally aligned. Most weaving occurs during post-harvest
months when women are less burdened with agricultural work. This seasonal rhythm not only ensures that
weaving is sustainable and stress-free but also aligns it with the community’s annual cycles of rest,
reflection, and renewal. It is this cyclical understanding of time—where labour, leisure, and creativity
intersect—that distinguishes indigenous textile culture from factory-based production.

Stories in Symbols: Motifs and their Meanings

To unravel a tribal textile is to engage in an act of interpretation. The motifs embedded in the fabrics of
Arunachal Pradesh are not random decorations; they are storied elements, repositories of oral traditions,
cosmologies, and lived experiences. In fact, among the Tangsa and Nocte tribes, certain patterns are
considered mnemonic devices—designed to prompt memory of migration, conquest, or ecological change
(Mibang 211). Motifs are not merely remembered; they are lived through. Each line, triangle, or animal
depiction in a weave is charged with narrative energy.

Take, for example, the hornbill motif, which appears frequently in the garments of the Wancho and Nocte.
This bird, revered for its loyalty and ferocity, often adorns fabrics meant for men partaking in warrior
rituals or dances. While it once signified martial prowess, today it has morphed into a symbol of cultural
pride, particularly in tribal festivals such as Oriah, where costumes reaffirm identity in the face of rapid
socio-economic changes (Dutta 124).

Among the Apatani, a spiral motif is often seen, subtly embedded in shawls and borders. This is interpreted
as the representation of a ‘soul path’—the journey of the human essence through life and death, connecting
ancestors to descendants (Tani 63). This metaphysical depth adds another layer to the woven cloth; it is
not simply worn, but experienced as a second skin of belief. Indeed, the authority of these symbols
transcends visuality—they hold ritual potency. In some households, specific motifs are not woven unless a
priest or elder gives consent, especially when the designs carry ancestral weight.

Even the absence of pattern in certain textiles is meaningful. A plain weave may indicate mourning, or a
transitional phase such as widowhood or spiritual retreat. This is especially the case in fabrics worn during
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rites of passage, where restraint in design aligns with the gravity of the occasion (Sarmah 82). Such semiotic
control affirms that every textile is an ethical statement, with meanings negotiated through social context
and ancestral wisdom rather than individual whim.

Stories in Symbols: Motifs and their Meanings (continued)

The role of symbolic design in tribal weaving from Arunachal Pradesh cannot be underestimated. Beyond
decorative appeal, these motifs encode a semiotic grammar that has evolved over centuries through oral
transmission, shamanic guidance, and lived experience. Each design contains within it a layered system of
meaning, rooted in tribal mythology, environmental engagement, and socio-political memory. While
outsiders may perceive these as aesthetic flourishes, to the community they represent a living archive—a
visual literature of sorts. For instance, in the intricate weaves of the Nocte tribe, recurring triangular
formations often point to stories of ancestral migration across mountain passes. These patterns are not
merely remembered for their artistry but revered for their narrative fidelity. The use of such symbols is
often guided by elder weavers, who function not only as artisans but as oral historians safeguarding
communal consciousness (Mibang 210).

Another recurring motif among the Idu Mishmi is a stylised serpent, often subtly embedded within narrow
bands of colour or appearing at the garment’s fringes. This image alludes to Rukmini, a figure intertwined
with both local folklore and the Mahabharata epic, linking tribal spiritual traditions with pan-Indian
mythology. In such cases, textiles function as interfaces between local cosmology and broader mythic
imagination. These designs are never explained in isolation but are always narrated—through chants,
songs, and conversational instruction—during the process of weaving itself. As Rina Takam points out,
these motifs act as “palimpsests of meaning,” where each generation inscribes new interpretations upon
inherited symbols, thereby ensuring cultural dynamism without disintegration (72).

The spatial logic of motif placement also reveals tribal cognitive structures. Symmetry, repetition, and
border framing are rarely arbitrary. Among the Galo, for instance, the centre of the fabric is often left
minimal, focusing visual complexity towards the borders. This design strategy reflects the community’s
worldview—where the core of existence is seen as tranquil, and the peripheries as animated and dynamic.
Such encoding mirrors cosmological beliefs: the self is calm, the world around it full of motion and
multiplicity. It is also worth noting that in some tribes, motifs are gendered. Designs worn by men, such as
chequered fields or diagonal ladders, may signify strength or hunting prowess, while motifs on women'’s
garments often feature fertility symbols, floral bands, or mountain ridges—all relating to nurturance and
the cyclical nature of life (Tani 64).

Interestingly, despite their regional specificity, some tribal motifs display a remarkable degree of visual
abstraction, comparable to modernist principles in Western design. Zigzags, interlocking loops, or stylised
flora on the Apatani Yazapyo shawl could easily be mistaken for contemporary pattern-making, revealing
the sophistication of indigenous aesthetics long before the emergence of industrial or academic design
canons. Unlike the print-driven world, where symbols are fixed, tribal weaving in Arunachal remains fluid
and performative—designs can be altered depending on the intended wearer, occasion, or even the
weaver’s mood and personal memory. Such flexibility speaks to the creative agency of tribal women, who
balance tradition with innovation, anchoring cultural endurance through visual transformation (Mibang
213).

Moreover, there exists a tacit ethics around motifs: not all patterns are open-access. Some designs are
considered sacred and may only be used during ritual times or by specific families. Others are guarded as
clan identifiers, carrying the risk of social offence if used indiscriminately. Thus, motifs are part of a
regulated visual vocabulary, policed not through law but through communal consensus. This traditional
copyright system, though unwritten, has functioned effectively for centuries, proving that indigenous
communities have always had their own systems of intellectual property protection (Dutta 124).

The Weavers: Guardians of a Fragile Legacy

In examining the cultural ecology of weaving in Arunachal Pradesh, it becomes evident that the figure of
the weaver is not a passive replicator of patterns, but a cultural custodian—someone who holds, interprets,
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and disseminates a community’s ethical, aesthetic, and historical ethos. Weaving, in this sense, is gendered
not just biologically but ontologically; it is tied to a specifically female way of knowing, doing, and
remembering. The tribal woman, through herloom, mediates between the sacred and the social, translating
cosmic order into tangible artefacts. Her role transcends that of artisan and enters the realm of ritual
specialist, historian, and even philosopher (Takam 66).

This role begins early. Young girls are introduced to the loom often before puberty, not as labour but as a
form of cultural play. They learn the names of plants that yield colour, the prayers recited before harvesting
wild cotton, the meanings of thread tension, and the rhythm of inserting the shuttle. Each of these tasks is
embedded with metaphor. The act of spinning is likened to fate, the tying of warp to destiny, and the
finishing of borders to closure or renewal. Weaving is thus not a chore but a life-practice—akin to
storytelling, farming, or parenting in its cultural gravity (Mibang 203).

Economic considerations also play a role. While weaving is largely non-commercial in many tribal areas,
with products intended for personal or ceremonial use, the influx of market economies has introduced both
opportunities and dilemmas. Some women have begun to sell their woven items in local fairs or
government-organised expos, generating supplementary income and a degree of financial independence.
Yet this shift is double-edged: with market demand often dictating faster production, traditional dyeing
methods, hand-spun yarns, and symbolic integrity are sometimes compromised. In such cases, the weaver
faces the burden of navigating two worlds—remaining loyal to ancestral authenticity while responding to
economic need (Sarmah 133).

Despite these tensions, many women have found ways to integrate tradition with modern expression. Some
weavers now collaborate with fashion designers, NGOs, or educational institutions to adapt motifs into
contemporary garments—blouses, scarves, bags—without compromising symbolic integrity. Others teach
weaving in community centres or produce video tutorials to inspire younger girls. These initiatives reflect
a quiet revolution led by women, who reframe their inherited roles not as static but as evolving, without
ever disowning the past (Takam 74).

The absence of formal documentation has also been countered through informal networks of oral pedagogy
and communal critique. In village settings, it is common for women to gather in groups to review each
other’s weaving, suggest corrections, and pass comment on colour choices. This peer-reviewed ecosystem
ensures a high standard of quality and maintains social engagement. Importantly, it also affirms that
creativity is not individualistic in tribal cultures but is validated through collective observation and
transmission (Lalramnghinglova 90).

Challenges to Tradition

Tribal weaving traditions in Arunachal Pradesh face a constellation of challenges—some emergent, others
entrenched. The intrusion of machine-woven cloth, synthetic fibres, and factory-printed patterns has begun
to displace traditional handlooms in daily use. Imported saris and salwar suits, often cheaper and more
readily available, have replaced indigenous garments in some regions, particularly among younger
generations who associate traditional attire with backwardness or rurality (Sarmah 139). This trend not
only erodes market value but also symbolically displaces the cultural pride associated with weaving.

Education, while beneficial in many respects, has also contributed to the decline of traditional practices.
With formal schooling demanding time and urban migration drawing youth into service-sector jobs, fewer
young women are choosing to learn weaving from their mothers. This generational rupture could result in
a loss of symbolic vocabulary, ritual significance, and ecological knowledge embedded within the weaving
process (Mibang 215). Additionally, the documentation of weaving traditions remains minimal, with only
scattered government reports and academic articles attempting to capture their richness.

There is also the issue of cultural commodification. As tribal textiles gain popularity in national and global
fashion circuits, they risk becoming decontextualised commodities. Motifs are often replicated without
acknowledgement, and garments are sold under generic labels such as “tribal chic” or “ethnic weave,”
stripping them of their historical and ritualistic specificity. This reduction not only undermines the
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community’s authorship but also severs the spiritual and emotional connections that give these textiles
their depth (Dutta 128).

To counter these threats, various preservation measures have been initiated. The GI tagging of Apatani and
Adi handlooms by the Government of India is a welcome step, as it affirms regional uniqueness and offers
a legal mechanism for protection. Local NGOs have launched skill-training workshops, reviving the use of
natural dyes and traditional looms. Some tribal councils have also passed informal resolutions encouraging
ceremonial use of indigenous textiles during festivals, thereby reinforcing their cultural currency.
Furthermore, educational institutions in Arunachal Pradesh have begun integrating textile history into
regional curricula, ensuring that students learn not just science and English, but also the symbolic grammar
of their ancestors’ looms (Singh 248).

These interventions, while still nascent, demonstrate that revival need not mean museumification. The goal
is not to fossilise tradition but to animate it—through recognition, innovation, and intergenerational
dialogue. As the weavers themselves have always shown, survival is not about resistance to change, but
about selective adaptation rooted in fidelity to cultural core values.

Conclusion

The weaving practices of the tribal communities in Arunachal Pradesh embody far more than craft. They
are lived philosophies, tactile scriptures, and visual hymns that articulate a worldview grounded in
ecological balance, spiritual symmetry, and cultural self-respect. From the ceremonial Khada to the
symbolic Gale, every woven item becomes a site of meaning-making, an artefact that tells stories not just of
people and places, but of principles and prayers. The loom, operated mostly by women, stands at the
intersection of memory and materiality, encoding ancestral truths into threads that continue to speak even
as tongues fall silent. The motifs, methods, and materials may vary from one tribe to another, yet the core
impulse remains constant: to bind the past with the present, the sacred with the sensory.

As modernity threatens to unravel this delicate fabric, it becomes urgent to reimagine preservation—not
as a nostalgic return to origins, but as a conscious act of cultural stewardship. This involves empowering
weavers, protecting intellectual property, introducing ethical trade practices, and fostering educational
awareness that values indigenous epistemologies. Let the threads continue to speak—of forests and
festivals, of mothers and mountains, of resilience and renewal. For in each woven cloth, Arunachal Pradesh
offers not just beauty, but a worldview worth preserving.
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