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Chapter-1 

Introduction 

1. Changes brought about by the British rule and the Missionaries in 

Mizoram: 

The annexation of the Lushai hills by the British in 1890-1891, the arrival of 

Christian Missionaries in 1894 and the subsequent consolidation of the whole hills by the 

British administration in 1898 brought about a definite shift in the entire traditional 

practices and outlook of the Mizo. To the British administrators and the missionaries, the 

tribes in the Lushai Hills were wild head-hunters, who hunted for heads.1 They also saw 

the tribes as having a savage character and of course barbarians.2 The transformation of 

the Mizo society was basically due to the pioneering work of the missionaries and the 

British government.  

At first, the British followed a policy of non-interference and did not interfere 

much in the internal administration of the villages and the chiefs were largely left to 

themselves in maintaining the internal order and administration. J.Shakespear, the first 

                                                           
1 T. H. Lewin (1870), Wild Races of South-Eastern India (1870), Tribal Research Institute, 
Reprint, Aizawl, 2000, p-139; also see A.G. McCall (1949), Lushai Chrysalis (1949), Tribal 
Research Institute, Reprint, Aizawl, 2003, p-288; also  Alexander Mackenzie, The North East 
Frontier of India, Mittal Publication, New Delhi, 2005, p-287; also J. Meirion Llyod, History of 
the Church in Mizoram; Harvest in the Hill, Synod Publication Board, Reprint, Aizawl, 1991, p-
1; also John Hughes Morris, The Story of our Foreign Mission (1930), Synod Publication Board, 
Reprint, Aizawl, 1990, p-77; also Reginald A. Lorrain, 5 Years in Unknown Jungle (1912), Tribal 
Research Institute, Reprint, Aizawl, p-67; also Laura Hardin Carson (1927), Pioneer Trials, 
Trials and Triumphs (1927), Department of Art & Culture, Government of Mizoram, 1997, p-
168. 
 
2 Reginald A. Lorrain (1912) , Ibid, p-161; also see Laura Hardin Carson (1927) , Ibid., p-168; 
also A.G. McCall (1949), Ibid., p-68; also A.S. Reid, Chin-Lushai Land (1893), Tribal Research 
Institute, Reprint, Aizawl, 2008, p-5. 
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superintendent introduced ‘land settlement’ for each chief’s land and the jurisdiction of 

each chief was clearly demarcated on the basis of the decision made by the British 

administration and not by the chief themselves.3 The administration of Lushai Hills was 

settled during 1901-02, when the superintendent marked off the boundaries of each 

chief’s land permanently and gave to each of them a lease in perpetuity, called Ramri 

Lehkha, which held them responsible for the payment of revenue and the observance of 

the government orders.4 He also introduced the process of decentralization of the political 

power of the Mizo chiefs and the chiefdom. He drastically increased the number of chiefs 

from the existing 60 to 350 chiefs with the aim of decentralizing political power. With the 

decentralization of political power of the chiefs, the Superintendent of the Lushai Hills 

became more powerful and the Mizo chiefs had fewer powers and lost almost all their 

traditional rights. The Superintendent had final authority in appointing and removing the 

chiefs, although most of the chiefs were appointed to their former positions. Moreover, 

lands were apportioned to the chief by the government in accordance with the ‘indirect 

administration’; lands were made over to persons who had no pretence to chieftainship 

under indigenous conditions. This again helped to lower the whole status of the Mizo 

traditional chiefs.5 

                                                           
3 C. Nunthara, Mizoram; Society and Polity, Indus Publishing Company, New Delhi, pp-119. 
 
4 C. U. Aitchison, Treaties, Engagement & Sanads, Vol-XII, Reprint, Delhi, 1983,  p-15; also see 
J. Zorema, Establishment of British rule in Mizoram: Initiatives and Changes in administration’, 
in Rohmingmawii and Malsawmdawngliana (ed.), Mizo Narratives, Scientific Book Center, 
Guwahati, 2013, p- 152; also Joseph K. Lalfakzuala, ‘Land Settlement, Land privileges and the 
People’s response in Mizoram’, in Rohmingmawii and Malsawmdawngliana (ed.), Ibid, p-158.  
 
5 C. Nunthara, op cit., pp-119-120; also see Subhas Chatterjee, Mizo Chiefs and the Chiefdom  
M.D. Publications Pvt. Ltd.,  New Delhi, 1995, p-1.   
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Mizo traditional chiefdom was often thought of in terms of the divine right 

theory.6 But this was removed, superseded and supplanted by the British administration. 

Consequently, the traditional rights of the Mizo chief were also removed to meet the 

exigencies of the situation.  The traditional rights of the Mizo chiefs which were removed 

are- right to order capital punishment; right to seize food stores and property of villagers, 

who wish to transfer their allegiance; proprietary rights over lands, now arbitrarily 

reserved by the government in the interests of the public living in neighbouring areas in 

British India; right to tax traders doing business within the chiefs’ jurisdiction;  right to 

freedom of action in relation to making their sons chiefs under their jurisdiction; right to 

help those bawis, who were by custom not open to redemption; right to freedom of action 

in relation to other kinds of bawis, who used to constitute the means whereby the chiefs 

could cultivate and acquire the ability to sustain their villages in peace and in war; right 

to attach the property of their villagers when they wished or deemed fit, with or without 

fault on the part of the villagers.7 

To complete the process of pacification, a programme of systematic disarmament 

was chalked out. The Arms Act XI of 1878 was enforced by which unlicensed guns must 

be surrendered and licensed secured for them for regular traffic in arms. The policy first 

adopted was to issue licenses for guns with caution and moderation. A maximum limits 

on the number of guns in each village was fixed. All unlicensed guns were confiscated 

and the owners of such guns fined heavily while informers liberally awarded. The British 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
6  Ibid (Subhas Chatterjee), p-3. 
 
7 A.G. McCall, Op cit, p-202.  
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government issued orders and terms to the villages of the licensed guns. The licensed 

guns could be used only by adult member of the village and the guns could not be used 

beyond the boundary of the village of the license holder, the guns would be confiscated if 

used beyond the boundary of the village. The British resort to punitive measures to those 

chiefs who refuse to surrender or license their guns. The guns were not to be used to shot 

birds between April and October, and there was total prohibition of shooting rhino, 

elephant and mithun. When J.Shakespear assumed the superintendent of the Lushai Hills, 

he had moderated the disarmament policy. He was opposed to extracting guns by sending 

punitive measures to the villages. Therefore, the policy of disarmament was carried by 

means of establishing permanent posts and by constantly travelling among the people 

with whom a friendly relations and a sense of confidence were created. The Lushai soon 

became accustomed to the practiced of licensed guns, and the chiefs began to cooperate 

instead of resisting them. As a result of a successful disarmament operation, between 

1898-99, there were 571 licensed guns in Aizawl sub-division of 32 were held by the 

sepoys. In Lunglei sub-division, there were 273 licensed guns. The policy of disarmament 

contributed largely to the final pacification of the hills.8 

The British introduced, for the first time, in 1901-1902, the system of circle 

administration, where Mizoram was divided into 18 circles, 12 in the Aizawl sub-division 

and 6 in Lunglei sub-division. Each of these circles was placed under a circle interpreter, 

assisted by a circle chaprasi. All orders of the Superintendent were transmitted through 

the interpreters and they were held responsible for carrying out the orders to the chiefs 
                                                           
8 J.Zorema, Indirect rule in Mizoram, 1890-1954, Mittal Publications, New Delhi, 2007, pp-47-
48; also see J. Zorema, ‘Establishment of  British Rule in Mizoram: Initiatives and Changes in 
Administration’, in Malsawmdawngliana and Rohmingmawii (ed.), Mizo Narratives, Scientific 
Book Center, Guwahati, 2013, pp-154-156. 
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and the people. The interpreters were the channels of communication between the chief 

and the people on the one hand, and the Superintendent or the sub-divisional officer on 

the other. After 1907, a new system of circle administration was again introduced in 

which the interpreters were made to reside in Aizawl and were made to visit their 

respective circles once in three months. The circle interpreters, educated in mission 

schools, acted as intermediary channel between the sub-divisional officers and the chiefs. 

The chief had to report events like birth and death, yearly return of paddy harvest and the 

spread of diseases to the circle interpreters who in turn reported them back to the sub-

divisional officers at Lunglei and Aizawl. In addition, a village writer called 

‘khawchhiar’ was also appointed in every village to keep necessary records and statistics 

of the village. This system of administration ran properly till 1942 and it was extremely 

oppressive to the people challenging the Mizo chiefs with their authoritative power.9 

The British made cultural changes in the traditional Mizo society through 

impositions and prohibitions. They prohibited raids or head hunting;10 they prohibited 

elephant hunting which paralyzed the Mizo traditional religion11; burying alive of infant 

together with the dead mother was no longer allowed;12 the killing of those believed to 

                                                           
9Op cit.,( C. Nunthara); also  Ibid (Zorema, 2007), p-66. 
 
10 Liangkhaia (1938), Mizo Chanchin, LTL publications, Aizawl, p-150; also see J. Shakespear, 
The Lushei Kuki Clans (1912), Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 2008, p-64;  E. Chapman & M. 
Clark, Mizo Miracle, CLS, Madras, 1969, pp-13,20.   
 
11 Ibid, (J. Shakespear), p-64; also see Op cit., (J. Zorema, 2007) p-47.  
 
12 Op cit, (Chapman & Clark,), pp-15, 29. 
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witchcraft or magicians was banned.13 In order to curb the social evils, the British 

government gave orders to maintained law and order and to do administrative justice 

among the Mizo. Collections of orders seem sometimes to have arisen out of the 

contextual situations- It was not allowed to ill- treat, maltreat and loot others; every 

village had to clear their respective roads; every chief was a tax-collector in his village; 

all the chiefs must regularly attend the durbar meetings; it was strictly prohibited to 

accuse someone as evil eye (khawhring); the chiefs were curbed from confiscating and 

plundering belongings of the villagers; and gang rape to a reputedly loose woman by 

young men was not legal.14 

The British rule among the Mizo tribes had both positive and negative impact. 

Positively, it transformed the primitive Mizo society in a standard way and prepared the 

way for the coming of Christianity in Mizoram. Negatively, as AG McCall said, the 

British administration paralyzed the life of the Mizo people.15 

After adopting Christianity, elements such as the concept of God (Pathian), the 

concept of heaven (pialral) was used as a vehicle for communicating the message of the 

good news with new meaning. The Mizo traditional world view was transformed by 

Christianity into a new set of doctrines and beliefs. The traditional assumption of a 

Supreme Being, Pathian was identified with God; the concept of ‘thangchhuah’ or the 
                                                           
13  B. Lalthangliana, Zoram Encyclopedia , Aizawl, 2003, pp-140-141.; also see A.G. McCall, Op 
cit, pp-71-72. 
 
14 Lawmsanga, ‘A critical study on Christian mission with special reference to Presbyterian 
Church of Mizoram’, Unpublished PHd Thesis, University of Birmingham, Department of 
Theology and Religion, January 2010, p- 78. 
 
15 AGMcCall, Op cit, p- 196. 
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means of salvation which needed several costly sacrifices or killing a certain number of 

animals in the chase are superseded by faith in God; pialral has been transformed into 

eternal heaven in the light of the gospel.16 This gives new hope for all believers 

irrespective of their positions, and transformed pialral into heaven with greater hope of 

enjoying eternal bliss. This new found faith and doctrine prepared the Mizo people for 

psychological and intellectual transformations and to abandon completely anything 

connected with their old religion, culture and social practices.  

The traditional Mizo marriage was deeply influenced by Christianity. It 

eliminated the custom polygamy; throwing mud, water and rotten eggs at the bride’s 

party when they were heading for the bridegroom’s house; and eavesdropping on the first 

night of the newly married couple. It became difficult to obtain divorce as it was 

interpreted from the Bible.17 Due to the Christian teachings, the Mizo made burial ground 

outside the village and pialral or mitthi khua (dead men’s village) was contextualized as 

heaven.18 

Rice beer played a unique role in the traditional social life of the Mizo. There was 

hardly any ceremony and festivals performed without rice beer. But Christianity 

introduced tea drinking which was unknown in the traditional society and it supercedes 

                                                           
16 Lawmsanga, Op cit, p-90. 
 
17  C.L. Hminga, The Life and Witness of the Churches in Mizoram. Literature Committee, Baptist 
Church of Mizoram, Serkawn: Mizoram, 1987, p-294.   
 
18 Saiaithanga, Mizo Kohhran Chanchin, Regional Theological Literature Committee, Aizawl, 
1969. P-164. 
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rice beer.19 The importance of Mizo traditional festivals was considerably decreased20, 

Christian elements like baptism, the Lord’s Supper, observation of Sunday, celebration of 

Christmas, New Year and Good Friday were introduced as well. 21 

There was no formal system of education among the Mizo before the advent of 

the Westerners. The only system was oral education. The Zawlbuk, where all the 

unmarried and also some young married men of the village slept was the main centre of 

such education.  Here all the boys of a certain age were imparted education by their 

elders.  

James Herbert Lorrain and Frederick William Savidge, after reducing the Mizo 

language into a written form opened the first school for the Mizo in Aizawl on 1st April, 

1894 with only two pupils. But the school was soon closed as they wanted to complete 

their translation work for they had to be replaced by the Welsh Missionaries. D.E. Jones, 

who succeeded the first two missionaries, reopened the school on 28th February, 1898. 

From the year 1902, the government and the mission co-operated in the field of 

education. The Chief Commissioner of Assam, after his visit to Aizawl in 1903 instructed 

the superintendent to submit proposal for the handling over of education in the hands of 

the missionaries. The proposal was accepted and accordingly, on 1st March, 1903, all the 

government schools in Mizoram were put under the supervision of the mission with Rev. 

E. Rowlands as the inspector of schools. However, the schools where the children of 
                                                           
19 Sangkima, Essay on the History of Mizo, Spectrum Publications, Guwahati, pp-245-246. 
 
20 Ibid, p-256.  
 
21 F. Hrangkhuma (ed.), Christianity in India: Search for Liberation and Identity, ISPCK, Delhi, 
1998. 
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sepoys were having education were allowed to be continued as usual till such children 

attained proficiency in Mizo language. Till then, there was only Lower Primary Schools 

in Mizoram. In 1904, Upper Primary School was introduced.22   

Education was closely associated with Christianity. The growth of newly 

educated young men who were often in the employment of the Mission as well as the 

government was a proved to the community what education could do for a person. 

Through education as well as their contact with the outside world, the Mizo worldview 

also underwent drastic change. As Christianity attempted to offer a comprehensive 

worldview, many of the traditional beliefs were considered as merely superstitions.23 

The Mizo believed that their sickness or diseases could be cured by performing 

sacrifices. Infact, before the advent of the British they were more or less free from 

diseases of any kind in a sense that they were too ignorant to identify the particular 

disease.  But in 1860-61 after raiding the British territory in the Chittagong Hill Tract, 

they were infected by small pox and cholera and bring forth to the hills.   

From the available records that were preserved by the Health Department, 

Government of Mizoram, the Colonial government established impoverished treatment 

camp at Aizawl in a tent for laborers (kulis) in 1894. This was later upgraded to a full-

                                                           
22 Sangkima, Op cit., pp-147-150. 
 
23 Rohmingmawii, ‘Christianity and Society in Mizoram’ , in Malsawmdawngliana and 
Rohmingmawii (ed.), Mizo Narratives, Scientific Book Center, Guwahati, p-234. 
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fledged dispensary in 1896. Subsequently, in the same year, Aizawl Hospital (Civil 

Hospital) was made functional with 20 beds and Champhai Dispensary with 8 beds.24 

 On 9th December, 1908, a new era began in Aizawl.  D.E. Jones 

(Zosaphluia) returned from Wales and with him came the first medical missionaries, Dr. 

and Mrs Peter Fraser. The year 1909 was a landmark in the Mission’s activities as Dr. 

Fraser’s started working as a medical missionary. He attended as many as 50-100 patients 

a day.25 During his first year of ministry in Mizoram, he treated some 24,000 patients26; 

when he left Mizoram after five years he had treated more than 50,000 patients.27 Dr. 

Fraser’s favourite way of spreading the Gospel was to include appropriate texts on the 

medicine bottles along with the dosage instructions.  

In 1920, the Colonial government established 8 more 6-bedded dispensaries at 

Kolasib, Sairang, Lunglei, Champhai, N. Vanlaiphai, Sialsuk, Tlabung, Vahai and 

Tuipang respectively. It is presumed from the records that Dr. E. Christian Harr, Surgeon 

Captain was the first Civil Surgeon of Lushai Hills.28 

 Dr. John Williams arrived in Mizoram on 22 February 1928 and settled at 

Durtlang. With the help of only two trained staff viz: D.Thianga compounder and 

Tlawmkungi staff nurse, he converted the old Theological School building and used it for 

                                                           
24 Retrieved from http://health.mizoram.gov.in/history.html accessed on 12.5.2013. 
 
25 Lalhmuaka, Zoram Thim Ata Engah , Synod Publication Board, Aizawl, 1988, p-161.   
 
26 Saiaithanga, op cit, p- 46.   
 
27 Lalhmuaka, Op cit., p-161.   
 
28 Retrieved from http://health.mizoram.gov.in/history.html accessed on 12.5.2013. 
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hospital. The hospital beds were procured from the old hostel and thus with the admission 

of the first patient on 6th March 1928, the Durtlang Hospital was inaugurated and named 

as the 'Welsh Mission Hospital'.29 A missionary nurse, Miss Winfred Margaret Jones (Pi 

Hmangaihi) came to work in Mizoram in 1929 and she had been a great help to Dr. Jones 

William.30 On the 1st February 1929, the Welsh Mission Hospital recruited its first Mizo 

Doctor- Dr. H K Thanglura. In July, Dr. R.K Nghakliana joined after completing his 

MBBS. Anticipating this, the welsh mission in Mizoram handed over the ownership and 

management of the hospital including the land and buildings and all other assets to the 

Synod of the Presbyterian Church in Mizoram on 28th February, 1958. Thus, the name of 

the hospital changed to ' Presbyterian Church Synod Hospital'.31 

  Medical mission not only brought physical healing but also changed the Mizo 

worldview. The traditional belief of healing through series of sacrifices to evil spirits was 

thus challenged seriously by the realization that a single dosage of medicine was more 

helpful and cost effective.32 It was the medical mission that changed the minds of the 

Mizos and enlightened and transformed their attitudes to evil spirits and this played a 

vital role in a transformation of Mizo culture and religion. Communication of the gospel 

                                                           
29  Retrieved from 
http://www.medicaltourinfo.com/IndiaHospitals/Mizoram/Presbyterian_Hospital_Mizoram_1452
2.htm accessed on 12.5.2013. 
 
30 K. Thanzaua, Report of the foreign mission of the Presbyterian church of wales on Mizoram 
1894-1957, Synod Literature and Publication Board, Aizawl, 1997- p-88. 
 
31 Retrieved from 
http://www.medicaltourinfo.com/IndiaHospitals/Mizoram/Presbyterian_Hospital_Mizoram_1452
2.htm accessed on 12.5.2013.  
 
32 Rohmingmawii, ‘Christianity and Society in Mizoram’, Op cit., p-210.  
 



12 

 

by means of medicine and prayer proved to be a wise missionary method in a society 

where people associated sickness with evil spirits and religion.33 

Though the British government and the earlier missionaries dared not complain 

the Mizo Bawi system, Dr. Peter Fraser when came to Mizoram on 9th December, 1908, 

he equated it with the system of slavery as found in other parts of the world.  Fraser saw 

the Mizo Bawi system as against the Bible’s teachings. He pointed out that the British 

government prohibited slave trade in 1807 and in 1833 ruled that all slaves should be set 

free. So, some Christian chiefs released their Bawi and did this as a public testimony of 

their allegiance to Christ when they became Christians.34 

Therefore, the Westerners, both the British administrators and the missionaries 

brought about changes in almost all aspects in the life of the Mizo. Changes were seen in 

the realm of polity, administration, society, custom, culture, practices, economy and out 

looks. Since changes were also seen in the sphere of economy, it is thus clear that the 

Westerners’ do brought changes in the water use pattern and water harvesting system of 

the Mizo; they do continue and developed the traditional practices on water. This thesis, 

thus, will explore the traditional water use pattern and the water harvesting system of the 

Mizo and construct its history which remains a neglected issue till date. It will also 

construct the meaning of water in the Mizo society. Investigations will be made to 

explore the new water harvesting system and the changes in water use pattern brought by 

the British officials and the missionaries. The legacy of the Colonial rule in the water 

sector will also be taken up. The issue of gender and water will be studied and attention 

                                                           
33 Lawmsanga, Op cit, p-118. 
 
34 Ibid, pp-105-107. 
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will be paid to the relationships between women and water as they have closer 

relationship and affect each other in many aspects.  

2. Structure of the thesis:   

This thesis will be divided into the following chapters. 

Chapter-1: Approaches to Water History.  

This chapter deals with the different approaches to water history. The chapter is 

divided into three large sections. The first section deals with the approaches to global 

water history, the second section contained the approaches to water history in India and 

the third sections consisted of approaches to water history in Mizoram. 

Chapter-2: Meaning of Water in Mizo society. 

This chapter constructed the different meanings of water in the Mizo society.  The 

constructed meanings are put in different sections. The first section started by 

highlighting the importance of indigenous knowledge and traditional narratives for the 

construction of the meaning of water. The second section constructed the cultural and 

religious meaning of water, and the sub-section consists of both the negative and positive 

meanings separately; also, in another sub-section of the second section, aesthetic meaning 

of water is constructed. The third section deals with the societal meaning of water among 

the Mizo, and the sub-sections takes up the meaning of rivers and streams for the Mizo. 

The constructed physical meaning of water in the traditional Mizo society is put in the 

last section and its sub-section focuses on the development, changes and continuity in the 

physical meaning of water.  
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Chapter-3: Water harvesting in the pre-colonial Mizoram.  

The chapter started by analyzing and constructing the meaning of ‘water 

harvesting’ and followed by an attempt to connect water and the habitation pattern of the 

Mizo in the second section. The water harvesting systems of the traditional Mizo society 

occupied the whole section three of this chapter and also trace its continuity and change 

in the later period. This was followed by the study of Mizo tuikhur or water points or 

water sources in section four. Section five of this chapter is devoted to a very unique 

system of water harvesting called Tui Buhdeng.  In section six, investigations were made 

on the water carrier of the pre-colonial Mizoram, and the chapter closes by a section 

which deals with traditional rooftop water harvesting system. 

Chapter-4: Water harvesting in the colonial period. 

This chapter deals with the water harvesting system of the colonial Mizoram. The 

chapter is opened by a section which traces the reasons for the increased in the number of 

water sources due to the western interventions and the roles played by the missionaries 

and the British officials was dealt extensively.  An investigation on the colonial changes 

in the water use pattern and water harvesting system of the Mizo was made in section two 

of this chapter. The Westerners treated water in a way which was different from that of 

the pre-colonial Mizo society, and this was taken up in section three. Introduction of 

canal irrigation along with wet rice cultivation was one of the biggest developments made 

by the British in Mizo economy and section four of this thoroughly dealt with it. Another 

change in the usage of water which is related to economy, that is, terrace cultivation was 
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taken up in section five. The chapter is closed by a section which deals with introduction 

of modern rooftop rain water harvesting, which continue till today.  

Chapter-5: Gender and Water.   

This chapter covers the whole period from pre-colonial to colonial period. It also 

takes up the succeeding century to study the continuity and changes. General introduction 

on ‘gender and water’ and on ‘women and water’ was given in section one. An 

investigation on gender and water in Mizo society was taken up in section two and the 

different relevant themes of the pre-colonial Mizo society was dealt with heavily. This 

section will also deals with the colonial period, concentrating on the changes brought 

about by the missionaries and the British rulers. Continuity and changes on gender and 

water in the Mizo society in the succeeding period of the colonial regime was traced in 

the last section of this chapter.  

Chapter-6: Continuity and change in the colonial management of water.  

 Chapter six traces the continuity and changes in the water harvesting system of 

the colonial government and the chapter started by a section which investigates Assam 

government water policy for Mizo District, focusing mainly on the continuity and 

changes of the colonial water policy. Section two focuses on the Kolasib water supply 

scheme of the Assam government. Aizawl water supply system was exclusively taken up 

in section three and four of this chapter; section three concentrates on ‘Aijal Water 

Supply Company’ and ‘Aizawl Water Supply Scheme’ was dealt in section four. The 

chapter continued to take up the issue of continuity and change in section five and six, 

and attention was given on water scarcity and water treatment respectively. Likewise, 
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section seven and eight separately deals with the issue of changes, and interest was given 

to material culture on water and usage of water. The issues of development and 

continuity of canal irrigation and rain water harvesting was studied in section nine and 

ten respectively. 

Conclusion: The concluding chapter will focus on presenting the findings of the 

research and also highlighted the prospect for future research in water history. 
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   Chapter-2 

Approaches to Water History 

Introduction: 

‘Water history’ is a part of environmental history whose task is the study of 

human relationships through time with the natural communities of which they were a 

part, in order to explain the processes of change that affects relationship. As a method, 

environmental history is the use of ecological analysis as a means of understanding 

human history. It studies the mutual effect that other species, natural forces and cycles 

have on humans and the actions of humans that affects the web of connections with 

non-human organism and entities.1 Historians began to use the term ‘Environmental 

History’ sometimes in the very late 1960s or early 1970s. The popular ecology 

movement of the late 1960s and 1970s was decisive or influential in the emergence of 

environmental history as a self conscious genre in Europe and North America and the 

environmental struggle in India, China, and Latin America drove some scholars to 

fold environmental perspectives into their works.2 Water history, which is a part and 

parcel of environmental history is significant as it is evidently clear that water is one 

of the prime elements responsible for life on earth; two thirds of the earth's surface is 

covered by water and the human body consists of 75 percent of it. Also, it regulates 

the activities of fluids, tissues, cells, lymph, blood and glandular secretions.  Water 

circulates through the land just as it does through the human body, transporting, 

dissolving, replenishing nutrients and organic matter, while carrying away waste 

material. Civilizations are founded, lived and died on water. In every cultural context, 

                                                
1 J. Donald Hughes, An Environmental History of the World; Humankind’s Changing Role in 
the Community of Life, Routledge, London, 2001. 

 
2J.R. McNeill, ‘Observations on the Nature and Culture of Environmental History’, History 
and Theory, Theme issue 42, Weslysan University,  December, 2003, pp-11,15. 
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water is deeply connected with social, spiritual, political, and environmental issues. 

Water has been used since antiquity as a symbol by which to express devotion and 

purity. Traditional and modern medicines have been makings use of the psychological 

and physiological diverse properties of water, in all forms of hydrotherapy.  

There are two levels of water history, local and global water history. These 

two issues are inseparable and the analysis of global water history could not be 

success without the micro-studies on local ecosystem of various regions. The studies 

on local water history should also be seen in their regional as well as global context as 

water has global entity. Water history largely deals with the process of harvesting, 

pollution, management, crisis and conflict on water. Water history can focuses on 

materials, cultural, religious, political, state policies and much more issues.  

Therefore, this chapter is divided into the following sections: 

 

1. Approaches to Global Water History: 

Samuel Ward Francis work, Water; Its History, Characteristics, Hygienic and 

Therapeutic Uses (1861) explored the religious history of water from the Bible, both 

from the Old and the New Testament, and also from Psalm. The author constructs the 

mythological history of water from famous myths, generally of the Greek. He also 

deals with a brief propane history of water and explores the therapeutic role and uses 

of water.  Samuel Ward Francis also focuses on mineral water, its properties and 

effects. He also deals with water in different disciplines like that of anatomy, 
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physiology, chemistry, botany, geology and natural philosophy, and also stressed on 

the inhabitants of water and the tortures on water.3  

Marq De Villiers’s work, Water: The Fate of Our Most Precious Resource 

(1999) provides historical account of how people are using, misusing, and abusing our 

planet's most vital resource, that is water. Encompassing ecological, historical, and 

cultural perspectives, De Villiers touches diverse areas such as China, Las Vegas, and 

the Middle East, where population growth and unchecked development have stressed 

fresh water supplies nearly beyond remedy. He also deals with water crisis and 

political struggles for control of water rage around the world, and rampant pollution 

daily poses dire ecological threats.4 

Joachim Blatter and Helen M. Ingram (ed.), Reflections on Water: New 

Approaches to Transboundary Conflicts and Cooperation, (2001) proposed to unbind 

water from its present subject matter constraints and to call attention to the ways 

water research can reveal contemporary challenges to modes of governance and ways 

of thinking. It point out the limitation of instrumental rationality in capturing the 

meanings of water and the shortcomings of modern science in improving 

understanding of water treatment in the society. It proposes a complementary usage of 

approaches combining inductive and deductive on hermeneutical and scientific 

approaches. The book strongly criticized modern reductionist scholarship that 

neglects the pre-eminence or even the existence of meanings of water, which are 

beyond human control and rational calculation. To the authors, the modern legal, 

technical, and economic approaches employed in the study of trans-boundary water 

                                                
3 Samuel Ward Francis, Water; Its History, Characteristics, Hygienic and Therapeutic Uses, 
Crissy & Markley, New York, 1861. 
4 Marq De Villiers, Water: The Fate of Our Most Precious Resource, Jacobas Communication 
Corporation, Canada, 1999. 
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issues should be complemented by approaches from the life sciences and humanistic. 

The disembodied modern conceptualization of water as product, property, and 

commodity have to be complemented by notions of water like ‘gift of nature’, ‘focal 

point for commodity building’, ‘security issue’, or ‘specific good’ that connect water 

to the natural or cultural environment. The case studies repeated the theme that water 

is a gift of nature. It also demonstrates that pre-modern and modern meanings of 

water continue to be relevant in present times even as post-modern meanings- a 

perspective of water as a natural element beyond human control are becoming more 

significant.5   

Susan C. Anderson and Bruce Tabb’s work, Water, Leisure and Culture; 

European Historical Perspective (2002) shows that the myriad uses of water imply 

that the term itself possesses multiple meanings. The book presents case studies about 

the structuring of leisure around water in its various manifestations- from ice to liquid 

to steam- which offer fresh insights into divergent ideas of cultural, social, and 

political identities of Europe. In the first section, the British historians address 

hierarchies of class evident at beaches and spas, while Dutch and Finnish scholars 

explored water communal qualities. In the second section British and American art 

historians and German landscape architects focus more on bodies of water as aesthetic 

problems but within specific national context. The last essays, by historian from 

Greece, Italy and France, highlighted the spa or beach as product. Geographers and 

tourism experts from Bulgaria presents accounts of the Black Sea coast or Maldovan 

                                                
5Joachim Blatter and Helen M. Ingram (ed.), Reflections on Water: New Approaches to 
Transboundary Conflicts and Cooperation, Massachusetts Institute of technology, 2001.  
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Resorts as embroiled in a highly charged atmosphere of contesting and market and 

societal factors.6 

Focusing on Europe, this book addresses how using water for relaxation 

intersects with ideas about class, gender, nationality, and consumption. It also 

explores the ways how Europeans have turned to water for pleasure, relaxation, and 

profit over the last two hundred years as the enjoyment of free time developed from a 

privilege into a right. It highlighted how the organization of leisure activities around 

water reflects ideas about purity and pollution, in a moral, social, or physical sense. 

Contributors captured key moments of social and cultural transition in the 19th and 

20th centuries- moments during which new social distinctions emerged, debates about 

nationalism and cosmopolitanism flourished, concepts of hygiene became politicized, 

and attitudes about travel and vacationing developed. The book explores the 

relationships between recreational uses of water and cultural, social, or political 

practices, and how such relationships found representation in art, landscaping, or 

architecture. It also captured the picture of water resorts or beaches and the roles these 

places played in the emergence of collective identities or in lending authority to social 

distinctions.7 

Sandra Postel and Brian Richter’s work, Rivers for Life: Managing Water for 

People and Nature (2003) presented a well structured and positive contribution to the 

worldwide debate on how people balanced consumptive water use with that needed to 

maintain a healthy river. They called the society for the need to balance human 

demands with the needs of our world’s river. The authors described the forefront 

                                                
6 Susan C. Anderson and Bruce Tabb, Water, Leisure and Culture; European Historical 
Perspective,  Oxford, New York, 2002. 
7 Ibid 
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movement to restore rivers and to reconnect rivers with their flood plains, portraying 

the under-appreciated life support services our river perform, their ecological 

functions and the threat to riverine ecosystem.8 

 Jerry R. Rogers, Glenn Owen Brown, and  Jürgen Garbrecht (ed.) book, Water 

Resources and Environmental History (2004), is a collection of historical articles that 

covers the existence and function of early water projects and origins of some of 

today’s greatest water system. Water and sedimentation topic extends back to the 

Greek and Roman eras, the ancestral puebloans who lived in south western Colorado 

1,200 years ago, and the Incus who constructed Machu Picchu. The unique diversity 

of projects covers include construction of Suez Canal, a photo essay of the Straw 

Valley Project, history of the Bureau of Reclamation’s Dam design, historical 

perspective on existing hydrologic and hydraulic programs, hydraulic laboratories, 

and engineering libraries.9   

The Meaning of Water (2004) by Veronica Strang focuses on the river Stour in 

Dorset. The author draws upon a wide range of data: ethnographic research, cultural 

mapping, local archives and folklore. She explores the controversies surrounding 

water ownership and management, the social and political questions raised by water 

privatization in the United Kingdom. This book takes an in-depth analysis at the 

myriad meanings of water, from the political and environmental, to the societal and 

spiritual and the powerful effect of this upon patterns of water use and upon the 

relationship between water users and suppliers. It also considers how they are 

experienced and formed at an individual and societal level. The author explores the 

                                                
8 Sandra Postel and Brian Richter, Rivers for Life: Managing Water for People and Nature, 
Island Press, USA, 2003 
9 Jerry R. Rogers, Glenn Owen Brown, Jürgen Garbrecht (ed.) Water Resources and 
Environmental History, American Society of Civil Engineers, Virginia, 2004. 
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controversies surrounding water policy and management, such as the effects of water 

company privatization.10  

T. Tvedt and E. Jakobsson and Richard Coopey (ed.), History of Water (2006) 

of three volumes present an original exploration of all aspects of water, i.e., social, 

cultural, political, religious, historical, economic and technological from the ancient 

times until the contemporary period. Among the varied themes, the contributors 

examined the changing histories of water as a private or common good, the politics of 

water at local, urban, national and international level, water in cities, great river 

plains, dams, river biographies, and cultural constructions of water, i.e., images of 

water in religion, myth, literature and art. With empirical and ethnographic case 

studies from around the world the three volumes together represent one of the most 

complete and modern accounts of the central role of water in the history and 

development of humanity.11 

Petri Juuti Tapio, S. Katko, and Heikki S. Vourinen (ed.) book, Environmental 

History of Water (2007), is divided into four chronological parts and has 29 chapters 

produced individually or jointly by 33 authors. The first part described the water 

supply and sanitation services during the first urbanization in the ancient civilizations 

focusing on ancient Greece and Rome. The second part of the book concentrates on 

the long 19th century; the third part of the book deals with the modern infrastructure 

in the 20th century and the fourth part consists the future challenges of water supply 

and sanitation services. The main focus of the book is on water supply, health and 

sanitation services seen from various angles and disciplines, while there are also 

                                                
10 Veronica Strang, The Meaning of Water, Berg, United Kingdom, 2004. 
11T. Tvedt and E. Jakobsson and Richard Coopey (ed.),  History of Water, I.B. Tauris 
&Co.Ltd., London, 2006. 
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chapters dealing with water resource management. The book reveals that history of 

water and sanitation is strongly linked to current water management and policy issues, 

even its futures. The authors of individual chapters view the issues of population 

growth, health, water consumption, technological choices and governance when 

appropriate. The book promotes the importance of history for present and future water 

management and governance as well.12 

 Christof Mauch and Thomas Zeller (ed.), Rivers in History: Perspectives on 

Waterways in Europe and North America (2008) opened with rivers in history and 

historiography.  It presents one of the first comparative histories of rivers on the 

continent of Europe and North America in the modern age. The contributors 

examined the impact of rivers on humans, and conversely, the impact of human on 

rivers. The authors’ viewed these dynamic relationships through political, cultural, 

industrial, social, and ecological perspective in national and transnational settings. 

They analyzed the regional, national, and international politicization of rivers, the 

used and treatment of water ways in urban versus rural environment, and the 

increasing role of international commissions in ecological and commercial legislation 

for the protection of river resources.13 

Thomas V. Cech’s book Principles of Water Resources; History, 

Development, Management, and Policy (2009) changed the paradigm where the water 

experts neglect to provide straight forward and understandable water issues. It 

historically traces the perspective of water used and development from the early 

civilizations till the contemporary period around the world. The book also deals with 

                                                
12Petri Juuti, Tapio S. Katko, Heikki S. Vourinen  (ed.), Environmental History of Water, 
IWA Publishing, London, 2007. 
13 Christof Mauch andThomas Zeller (ed.), Rivers in History: Perspectives on Waterways in 
Europe and North America,University of Pittsburgh Press, 2008. 
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water treatment. It traces the hydrology and water quality with its management. The 

author provided different case studies to make the water resource management easy to 

understand. The book also covers the water agencies, the legal issues on water and the 

water used conflict.  After presenting the economics of water, the author close the 

book with the emerging water issues in the global warming world.14 

In a concise introduction to Water Resources (2010), Shimon Anisfeld 

explores the fundamental interactions between human and water, including drinking, 

sanitation, irrigation, and power production. The book deals with the current water 

crisis and with approaches for managing this essential resource more effectively in a 

time of rapid environmental and social change. Anisfeld addresses both human and 

ecological problems, including scarcity, pollution, disease, flooding, conflicts over 

water, and degradation of aquatic ecosystems. In addition to providing the 

background necessary to understand each of these problems, the book discusses ways 

to move towards better management and addresses the key current debates in the 

water policy field.15                                                      

Steven Mithen and Emily Black’s (ed.) work, Water, Life and Civilization: 

Climate, Environment and Society in the Jordan Valley (2011) presents a unique 

inter-disciplinary study of the relationships between climate, hydrology and human 

society from 20,000 years ago to the present day within the Jordan Valley. It describes 

how the state of the art models can stimulate the past, present and future climates of 

the Near East. It also reviews and provides new evidence for environmental change 

                                                

14Thomas V. Cech, Principles of Water Resources; History, Development, Management, and 
Policy, Elm Street Publishing services, USA, 2009. 

15 Shimon C. Anisfeld, Water Resources, Island press, USA, 2010. 
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from geological deposits, builds hydrological models for the River Jordan and 

explains how present day urban and rural communities managed their water supply. 

The volume provides a new approach and new methods that can be applied for 

exploring the relationships between climate, hydrology and human society in arid and 

semi-arid regions throughout the world.16  

2. Approaches to Water History of India: 

In the Indian environmental history, forest history is the first and the one 

which boom the field. Much of the existing literature on the Indian environmental 

history deals with forest. In the later part of the 20th century, water-based conflicts 

dominated the environmental debate in India. The space vacated by forest has been 

quickly filled by dams and the developed literature on these deals with the social, 

environmental and ecological effects of dam construction.17 However, in the recent 

years literature on water history in general emerged in India and the Centre for 

Science and Environment, New Delhi, India’s leading environmental NGO 

contributed greatly to water history. Apart from published books, many of the 

literature on water history emerged in the form of collected articles or proceedings of 

a seminar, which all contributed valuable information. Most of them are however 

material in focus.  

A single section of Elizabeth Whitcombe’s Agrarian Conditions in Northern 

India: The United Provinces under British Rule, 1860-1900 (1972), deals with Uttar 

                                                
16 Steven Mithen and Emily Black (Ed.), Water, Life and Civilisation: Climate, Environment 
and Society in the Jordan Valley, Cambridge, 2011. 
 
17 Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha, ‘Ecological Conflicts and the Environmental 
Movement in India’, Development and Change, Vol-25, Blackwell Publishers, Oxford, 1994, 
pp-107-114. 
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Pradesh agrarian economy. The western part of UP, specifically the Ganges-Jumna 

doab was the focus for the substantial part of canal building activity in the 19th 

century, and the study considers the impact of these schemes upon the ecology and 

rural economy of this tract. To the author, the canal proved a costly experiment and 

the disadvantages actually outweighed the advantages. Due to the way irrigation was 

applied in the Doab, the policies over its used and responses of the peasants’ 

cultivators themselves, the canal caused pronounced environmental and economic 

disruption. It led to water logging problems in the low lying areas, and the problem 

was made worst by the widespread tendency for water channels to obstruct the 

existing natural drainage lines. The rise in the water-tables made common earthen 

wells unstable and the cultivators were forced to rely on the canal’s uncertain supply. 

The peasants afflicted by calamities were confronted by typically cumbersome 

bureaucratic structure which, even if liable to make compensation payments, but the 

ground for compensation were elaborately circumscribe by the 1873 Canal Act. The 

author also argued that canal irrigation was in favour of commercial crops and due to 

its easy lifting system, it led to over-cropping and lost of soil fertility. The disruption 

of fallowing cycles was aggravated by the attraction of pastoral castes into cultivation, 

which not only led to the curtailment of fuel and fodder supplies but reduced the 

supply of cattle to the agriculturalists. However, canal irrigation increased the net 

output of agriculture.18  

 Attention to pre-British irrigation organization, design and operations, in terms 

of their relationships and status in a colonial context, was arguably first explored in 

Nirmal Sengupta’s article ‘The Indigenous Irrigation Organization in South Bihar’, in 

                                                
18 Ian Stone, Canal Irrigation in British India: Perspectives on Technological Change in a 
Peasant Economy, Cambridge University press, 1984. 
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1980. Sengupta primarily sought to explore the reason for the ‘decline’ of the 

traditional ahar (tank) and pyne (channel) irrigation system in Colonial South Bihar. 

According to Sengupta, the ahar and pyne network began to breakdown following the 

introduction of new revenue routines by the Colonial administration. In particular, by 

facilitating and encouraging a shift from ‘produced’ to ‘fixed’ and then to cash rents, 

the Colonial administration invariably upset an entire rhythm of procedures, protocols 

and duties between tenants and landlords over the question of the maintenance and 

servicing of the ahar-pyne system. In effect, while the rent burden historically for the 

indigenous irrigation system was factored as a ‘land-water combine’, the colonial 

revenue format realized claims only from ‘land’.19 

Ian Stone’s work, Canal Irrigation in British India: Perspectives on 

Technological Change in a Peasant Economy (1984) draws upon wide source 

materials, from archives both in England and India, to make a significant contribution 

to the understanding of the nature of the British Raj. The author noted the almost total 

absence of modern historical studies on the impact of British irrigation in India. In 

this book, Ian Stone has undertaken the first full-scale study of the qualitative and 

quantitative effects on local economics of these irrigation schemes. Focusing upon the 

region of western Uttar Pradesh of the 19th century, the author examines in details the 

responses of the peasant economy to this important and pervasive form of 

technological change. The focus of the study is interaction between the precise form 

of local irrigation facilities and the specific recipients’ environments. Ian Stone 

considers the impact of these schemes upon the ecology and rural economy. To him, 

canal irrigation was not neutral in its effect. It was intended to serve the perceived 

                                                
19 Nirmal Sengupta, ‘The Indigenous Irrigation Organisation in South Bihar’, The Indian 
Economic and Social History Review, New Delhi, 37/2 (1980), 157–87. 
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interest of the masters. In its design, modes of operation and intended effects, 

irrigation was ultimately a cultural expression representing the priorities and 

aspirations of its western architects, and was ultimately bound up with some of the 

most vital aspect of colonial rule. It was directly planned for the spread of commercial 

crops, for collecting high land revenue, political security, and famine prevention.  

Increasing commercialization does not mean that the benefit would reach the bulk of 

the population and that the changes would be ecologically sustainable in the long run. 

Commercial imperatives often give rise to localized environmental deterioration.  The 

employment of men and bullock was clearly more continuous throughout the year in 

canal villages and the amount of work put into the land was itself raised. The peaks in 

the activity were still there but, they had a less limiting effect upon the utilization of 

resources due the flexibility of crop management imparted by the canal.  The most 

destructive effects of canal irrigation were the physical manifestation of water logging 

and the increased salinity and malarial outbreaks associated with it. This took their 

toll of acreage and yields. To Ian Stone, it also led to the reduction of cattle stocks 

which used to work in village working wells.  

Imran Ali in his work, The Punjab under Imperialism, 1885–1947 (1987), 

there is a slight remove from the pessimism versus optimism debate on the British 

canal system. Imran Ali, in a study of the massive British canal colonies which was 

established in the semi-arid plains of Punjab between the late 19th and early decades 

of the 20th century, indicated frictions between colonial economic agendas and their 

political aims. For Ali, the latent capacity for initiating dynamic capitalism in the 

canal colonies were defeated by the colonial state’s continued embrace of traditional 
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and archaic social institutions. Thus, the canal colonies witnessed a contradictory 

economic pattern in which growth was closely paralleled by under-development.20  

David Gilmartin’s essay, ‘Scientific Empire and Imperial Science: 

Colonialism and Irrigation Technology in the Indus Basin’(1994) which is about the 

canal colonies, pointed to irreconcilable antagonisms between what he termed as 

‘scientific empire’ and ‘imperial science’. According to Gilmartin, while discourses 

on imperial science helped organize the productive control of nature for increasing 

revenue and expanding commercial agriculture, its ‘transformative’ potential was 

constrained by practices of scientific empire that is, harnessing science to craft and 

sustain political hierarchies and the exploitative character of colonial society.21 In 

other words, two countervailing and contradictory discourses on science 

simultaneously acted to expand and stymie the potential for dynamic growth within 

canal colonies. 

 Indu Agnihotri’s, ‘Ecology, Land Use and Colonization: The Canal Colonies 

of Punjab’ (1996) is an insightful and prescient essay on the ecological and land use 

consequences of the canal colonies in Punjab. It revealed how British perennial 

irrigation did not, as widely held, simply bring water and increased agricultural 

productivity in hitherto desolate ‘wastes’. Rather, according to Agnihotri, the colonial 

canal systems of the late 19th and early 20th centuries overwhelmed, over ran and 

substantially eroded an existing vibrant pastoral economy in the region. These 

pastoral grouping, moreover, had also taken to seasonally cultivating crops, which 

                                                
20 Imran Ali, The Punjab Under Imperialism, 1885–1947, Oxford University Press, New 
Delhi,  
1987; Also see M. Mufakharul Islam, Irrigation, Agriculture and the Raj: Punjab, 1887–
1947, Manohar, New Delhi, 1997. 
 
21 David Gilmartin, ‘Scientific Empire and Imperial Science: Colonialism and Irrigation 
Technology in the Indus Basin’, The Journal of Asian Studies, 53/4 (1994): 1127–48. 
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were watered through a complex network of inundation canals.22 In many other places 

as well, colonial canal lines were often deliberately situated in ways that supplanted 

other prevailing irrigation structures. In the Sone canal commanding South Bihar, for 

instance, the engineering staff often consciously placed canal distributaries across 

existing ahar and pynes, with the intension of injuring or destroying them.23 

 Radha Krishnamurthy’s article, ‘Water in Ancient India’ (1996), 

mentioned the different types of water, its chemical and physical properties, its effects 

on the body and minds of human being. It also deals with the impurities and purifying 

of water by exploring ancient texts. Surface and underground water harvesting were 

also deals in details by the author.24 

Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain’s book, Dying Wisdom: Rise, Fall and 

Potential of India's Traditional Water Harvesting Systems (1997), provides a 

comprehensive overview of India's millennia-old traditions of water harvesting. This 

book put forward the most exhaustive survey on traditional or pre-British water 

harvesting systems in India. Besides describing the functional details and varied 

operational aspects of these water structures and situating them in their regional and 

ecological setting, it also sought to advance a larger historical claim; that traditional 

water harvesting systems in India declined or was substantially degraded by a range 

of colonial actions for rule and profit. Colonialism, in other words, by instituting 

private property, commodifying land, commercialization, pursuing highly extractive 

revenue agendas and dismantling community control over natural resources caused 
                                                
22 Indu Agnihotri, ‘Ecology, Land Use and Colonisation: The Canal Colonies of Punjab’, 
Indian 
Economic and Social History Review, Volume-33/1, 1996, pp-37–58. 
 
23 Rohan D’Souza, ‘Water in British India: The Making of a Colonial Hydrology’, Blackwell 
Publishing, 2006 ,pp-  621–628. 
 
24 Indian Journal of History of Science, Volume 31(4), 1996. 
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the impoverishment of the rural populace at large and led to the decay and destruction 

of indigenous water harvesting systems.Traditional water harvesting systems exists all 

over India, but after serving the nation for several millennia, they are dying slowly 

death.25 

 Subsequent scholarship, however, has questioned whether colonialism did 

indeed have such a sweeping impact on traditional water structures. David Hardiman 

in his article, ‘Well Irrigation in Gujarat: Systems of Use, Hierarchies of Control’ 

(1998) present an excellent study on indigenous water systems in Gujarat and argued 

that aspects such as commercialization and peasant indebtedness were in fact 

processes that not only predated colonial rule in the region but were integral, 

ironically enough, to actually expanding well irrigation in the region.26  

In Satish Chandra’s Hydrology in Ancient India (1999), an attempt had been 

made to compile information pertaining to hydrology in ancient Indian literature. The 

important concepts of modern hydrology, which are scattered in various verses of 

ancient texts, are highlighted and analysed. This book deals with the hydrological 

cycle to the water quality up to the water use and conservation.27   

Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain’s work, Community and Household Water 

Management ; The Key to Environmental Regeneration and Poverty Alleviation 

(1999), presents four case studies from India in which rainwater harvesting has lead to 

both eco-restoration and poverty alleviation. Each case study shows that for 
                                                
25 Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, Dying Wisdom: Rise, Fall and Potential of India's 
Traditional Water Harvesting Systems, Center for Science and Environment, New Delhi, 
1994. 
 
26 David Hardiman, ‘Well Irrigation in Gujarat: Systems of Use, Hierarchies of Control’, 
Economic 
and Political Weekly, 33/25, 1998, pp-1533–44. 
 
27 Satish Chandra, Hydrology in Ancient India, National Institute of Hydrology, UP, India, 
1999. 
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implementing activities to manage local hydrological resources, precedence must be 

made by implementing measures to mobilize local communities and create 

community institutions that can bring the community-members to act together in an 

egalitarian and cooperative manner, so that the benefits of the new natural resources 

created are equitably shared and community-confidence engendered and strengthened. 

The role of the external agency, the state or an NGO, is to empower the community 

with financial resources needed for capital investment in eco-restoration structures 

and to ensure the laws that governing the land, water and forest resources do not 

obstruct the community effort.28 

The article jointly written by Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, ‘Water 

harvesting: community-led natural resource management’ (2000), deals with India’s 

water crisis despite its relatively high average rainfall. To them, water harvesting can 

offer a solution if 5-10% of the land were used for rainwater collection, there would 

be enough water for irrigation and household needs. The articles show the recent 

initiatives, both at community and government level have long neglected water 

harvesting traditions. Conducting case studies on different regions, the authors show 

that reviving water harvesting systems stimulate rural development and restores local 

ecosystems. This article discusses some of these initiatives and explores how 

community-led natural resource management can be facilitated.29 

Anil Agarwal, Sunita Narain, and Indira Khurana, (ed.), Making Water 

Everybody’s Business; Practice and Policy of Water harvesting (2001), consisted of 

ninety seven articles, and it was divided into four sections. The first section starts with 

                                                
28 Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, Community and Household Water Management ; The Key 
to Environmental Regeneration and Poverty Alleviation, Center for Science and Environment, 
1999.  
 
29 Anil Agarwal and Sunita Narain, ‘Water harvesting: community-led natural resource 
management’ in I L E I A  N E W S L E T T E R March 2000, pp-11-13. 
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Anil Agarwal’s article, ‘Water harvesting in the New Age’; the second part consisted 

of articles which deals with the ‘Rural Water harvesting Traditions’; articles in the 

third section focuses on ‘Rural Water Harvesting Programme’; the fourth section 

continues with the urban issues and covers the articles which deals with ‘Urban Water 

harvesting Programme’; the fifth section is about the ‘Water harvesting Technology’; 

and section six deals with the ‘Policy Dimension’ of different kinds of water 

harvesting including rainwater harvesting; and the book closes with the section 

entitled, ‘Drought of 1999-2000’, assessing the state government efforts to deal with 

drought. The book has a clear message for the thirsty times ahead: Water must be 

made everybody's business.30  

Water Wars; Privatization, Pollution, and Profit (2002), by Vandana Shiva is 

a book which goes beyond the material history of water and deals with paradigm wars 

over water and water rights. The author deals much about the water crisis and its 

solution so that water scarcity would be converted into abundance. She also discussed 

the colonization of rivers by construction of big dams with its effect and wars that it 

created within nations and between nations. In her last chapter, touching the cultural 

aspect, the author talks about the sacredness of water in India.31 

In his book, The Rule of Water: Statecraft, Ecology, and Collective Action in 

South India (2003), David Mosse explored the ecology and politics in South India and 

argued that Dying Wisdom’s belief that ‘organic and autonomous villages’ sustained 

stable water management practices cannot be historically validated. For Mosse, pre-
                                                
30 Anil Agarwal, Sunita Narain, and Indira Khurana, (ed.), Making Water Everybody’s 
Business; Practice and Policy of Water harvesting, Centre for Science and Environment, New 
Delhi, 2001. 
 
31 Vandana Shiva, Water Wars; Privatization, Pollution, and Profit, Indian Research Press, 
New Delhi, 2002. 
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British village communities were unstable entities driven by hierarchies and were 

shaped and impacted by larger processes of statecraft and regional politics. In effect, 

Mosse suggests that tanks in South India underwent various phases either of 

efflorescence or decline prior to colonial rule.32  

The pronounced claim in Dying Wisdom that traditional water harvesting 

structures declined or disintegrated across the board in the colonial period has also 

been challenged. Thomas Rosin, in a meticulously argued essay, ‘The Tradition of 

Groundwater Irrigation in North-western India’(2003) indicates that in western 

Rajasthan, a series of complex groundwater irrigation and drinking water devices 

khadin’s (silt-ponds), step wells, reservoirs and L-shaped embankments) remained 

functional and viable well into the colonial and post-colonial period. In other words, 

these systems were capable of ‘overlapping’ with other hydrological regimes. That is, 

Rajasthan’s unique water harvesting systems rather than being displaced were instead 

‘overlaid’ or coexisted with new types of modern hydraulic technologies introduced 

by the British.33 Thus, this argument shows that a large number of traditional water 

harvesting systems declined or were marginalized in both relative and absolute terms 

still holds. 

R. N. Athavale , Water Harvesting and Sustainable Supply in India (2003), 

deals with traditional practices of rain and surface water harvesting as well as more 

recent one like check dams. It describes in detail, the methods of analysis of 

hydrological data that are useful in designing these structures. The book presents the 

                                                
32 David Mosse, The Rule of Water: Statecraft, Ecology, and Collective Action in South India 
, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2003. 
 
33 R. Thomas Rosin, ‘The Tradition of Groundwater Irrigation in North-western India’, 
Human 
Ecology, Volume-21/1, 2003, pp-51–83. 
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scientific basis, perspective and technical information required for water harvesting 

practices. The author analyses case histories of community water harvesting as 

practiced in six areas in India like Rajasthan, Gujarat, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, 

Madhya Pradesh, and Delhi. Innovative techniques like fog drip, artificial glaciers and 

adaptations to hilly regions and storage on sea surfaces are discussed. The author also 

suggests a common strategy for sustainable supply of potable water and changes in 

current water management practices through modifications in the National Water 

Policy.34  

P.C. Bansil, Water Management in India (2004), is about the modern water 

management and harvesting system in India. Dividing the book into three parts, 

Bansil traced the history of water management scenario from the global level to the 

Indian scenario and then concentrated on the capital city Delhi in the first section of 

the book. In part II, while discussing the causes of water management and harvesting 

in India, the author intertwined it with the land use pattern, and continues by 

highlighting the rural and urban water problem. He then deals with the possible 

solutions in the last part of the book.35 

Rohan D’Souza in his article, ‘Water in British India: The Making of a 

Colonial Hydrology’ (2006) said that debates on colonial irrigation in British India 

have been concentrated on the semi arid interfluves of the north-west. On the other 

hand, studies on canal irrigation impacts in the south and the eastern deltas have as yet 

remained shy of taking on polarised positions. Studies on these regions have 

                                                
34 R. N. Athavale , Water Harvesting and Sustainable Supply in India, Centre for 
Environment Education, Ahmadabad, 2003. 
                                                                  
35 P.C. Bansil, Water Management in India, Concept Publishing Company, New Delhi, 2004. 
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essentially looked at two aspects of the canal experience; productivity and the 

transition to commercial agriculture; failures of private irrigation companies in the 

Madras and Bengal Presidencies.36 

Kalyan Kumar Chakravarty, Gyani Lal badam and Vijay Paranjpye, (ed.), 

Traditional Water Management System of India (2006), is a book based on seminar 

proceedings on ‘Traditional Water Management System’ organised by the Indira 

Gandhi Rashtriya Manav Sangrahalaya, Bhopal. This book covers a wide range 

period-from ancient to the contemporary, and as the name suggest it deals with the 

traditional water harvesting system and management in India. It contained three 

sections; first section deals with ‘Traditional Water Management System’ and 

consisted of nine articles; the thirteen articles of section two deals with the 

contemporary period under the sub title, ‘Traditional Water Management System in 

Contemporary Times’; the last and the third section of the book consisted of ten 

articles which give suggestions and recommendations to the water harvesting and 

management.37 

John Brisco and R.P.S. Malik, (ed.), Handbook of Water Resources in India; 

Development, Management, and Strategies (2007), is a collection of 13 articles which 

deals with water resources to its development, management and its strategies. It also 

includes articles on the interrelatedness of water and economy, and also with 

poverty.38 

                                                
36 Rohan D’Souza, ‘Water in British India: The Making of a Colonial Hydrology’, Blackwell 
Publishing, 2006, pp- 621–628. 
 
37 Kalyan Kumar Chakravarty, Gyani Lal badam and Vijay Paranjpye, (ed.), Traditional 
Water Management System of India, Aryan Book International, New Delhi, 2006. 
 
38 John Brisco and R.P.S. Malik, (ed.), Handbook of Water Resources in India; Development, 
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K.R. Gupta (ed.), Water Crisis in India (2008), is a collection of articles, 

dealing with water crisis and its solution, water conflict, rights, laws, and policies.  

The present anthology contains well researched articles by eminent scholars who have 

deeply analysed the problem and its various implications. The problem of water crisis 

is acute in India because of its high population density, space and time variability of 

rainfall and increasing depletion and contamination of its surface and groundwater 

resources. Most water resources in India are contaminated by sewage and agricultural 

run-off. Besides, overuse of pesticides and chemicals in agriculture is the primary 

cause of groundwater pollution in India. Further, uneven water distribution across the 

country is another aspect of water problem. A large area of the country is water 

deficit, whereas a small part is bestowed with abundance of water. This has led to 

inter-state conflicts. Major factors responsible for the problem have been studied in 

detail and some measures have been suggested to retrieve the situation. It also deals 

with water policy and Acts.39 

Kuntala Lahiri Dutt and Robert J. Wasson (ed.), Water First: Issues and 

Challenges for Nations and Communities in South Asia (2008), outlines the 

contemporary issues and challenges that confront both the nations and the 

communities of the South Asian region, particularly India, where control over water 

has always been a symbol of social and political power. It explores the adequacy of 

the competing and or complementary explanations for these daunting challenges of 

envisioning water management in one of the most densely populated parts of the 

world with a long history of water control. 

Water First: Issues and Challenges for Nations and Communities in South Asia bring 

                                                
39 K.R. Gupta (ed.), Water Crisis in India, Atlantic Publishers & Distributor, Delhi, 2008. 
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together cutting edge interdisciplinary perspectives from renowned scholars on the 

histories, politics, ecologies and cultures of water. Through a rich offering of case 

studies and local examples, it elaborates on current water management practices, the 

passions and complexities that these practices have inspired, and the policies that have 

impacted the patterns of water use.40 

M. Dinesh Kumar, Water Management in India; What Works, What Doesn’t?, 

(2009), begin with the discussion of the current water crisis in India; the nature of 

debate on water management, and identified the key knowledge gaps.  The book has 

argued that the roof water harvesting system is not the alternative to the people in 

rural and urban areas of regions receiving low rainfall. It also deals with the 

hydrological opportunity and economics of rainwater in general focusing on naturally 

water scarce regions. The book covers the impact of introducing marginal cause for 

electricity and raising electricity tariff on equity, efficiency, and sustainability of 

ground water used in agriculture and the overall net return from farming. The author 

analyzed whether the validity of a dominant argument that economies that face acute 

water scarcity problems can meet their water demand for food production through 

cereal import from water rich countries. His finding shows that the economically poor 

countries should invest in building water infrastructure, introduces policy reforms in 

water sector that could lead to improved water situation. The book concludes by 

recommending that the nation’s policy makers needs to exercise much more caution 

while investing in the water sector. Furthermore, the author wants a greater focus on 

                                                
40 Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt and Robert J. Wasson(ed.),  Water First: Issues and Challenges for 
Nations and Communities in South Asia, Sage Publication, India, 2008. 
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creating institution for water management to deal with the new age challenges in the 

issue of water.41 

Kamlesh Kumar Jha, in his book, Environmental and Water Resource 

Management (2009), entails efficient management of environmental and water 

research. He made an emphasis in making assessment of the processes, techniques 

and principles that are involved in water research, and how they determine managerial 

practices in the same. Attention has been given to the essentials of water research 

management in a scenario where water scarcity is a threatening realistic prospect, and 

the urgency for water conservation becomes ever more pressing. The author also 

comprehends the future necessities of the field.42 

Water history in India is greatly enriched by seminar papers and volumes. Few 

to mention are, seminar volume on ‘National Seminar on Rain Water Harvesting’ 

which was held on 22nd & 23rd, May, 2000 at Vigyan Bhavan, New Delhi. This 

volume was published by India Central Ground Water Board and contained papers 

which deals with rain water harvesting in different parts of India.43 Small Water 

Harvesting Structures in India is a proceeding of four regional workshops organized 

by Society for Promotion of Wasteland Development, and the book contained papers 

which deal with water harvesting system in different parts of India.44 National 

                                                
41 M. Dinesh Kumar, Water Management in India; What Works, What Doesn’t?, Gyan 
Publishing House, New Delhi, 2009. 
 
42 Kamlesh Kumar Jha, Environmental and Water Resource Management, Oxford Book 
Company, Jaipur, India, 2009. 
 
43 Seminar Volume on National Seminar on Rain Water Harvesting, 22nd & 23rd, May, 2000, 
Vigyan Bhavan, New Delhi, India, published by India Central Ground Water Board. 
 
44 Small Water Harvesting Structures, Society for Promotion of Wastelands Development, 
New Delhi, 2001.  
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Seminar on ‘Water and Culture’, held at Hampi, Karnataka between 25th -27th June, 

2007, and the one which was held at Hospet, provided fruitful information as the 

papers deals with traditional water management, its conservation, and traditional 

water harvesting of different kinds like- rain water harvesting, irrigation, water 

storage and many more. 

Due to the water-based conflict of the 20th century, good books on dams like 

Ganguly Thukral E (ed.) Big Dams, Displaced People (1992)45; Goldsmith E and N. 

Hildyard, The Social and Environmental Effects of Large Dams (1984)46; Sharma L.T. 

and R. Sharma (ed.), Major Dams; A Second look (1981)47, and others emerged. 

Several authors critique valley projects such as Narmada Valley Projects. Authors 

who deals with the construction of dams whether large or small, deals with apart from 

the material and technological structure, social, economic, cultural, ideological, 

physiological, environmental and ecological effect to the displaced people. Also, there 

exist several writings on rainwater harvesting mainly to revitalize the practice.  

3. Approaches to water history in Mizoram:  

In case of Mizoram, literature on water history is lacking. Some colonial 

ethnographers and few indigenous writers gave passing references to water in their 

works. Apart from these, few articles on water do exist.  

                                                                                                                                       
 
45 Ganguly Thukral E (ed.) Big Dams Displaced People, Sage, New Delhi, 1992. 
  
46 Goldsmith E and N. Hildyard, The Social and Environmental Effects of Large Dams, 
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B.S Carey and H.N Tuck in their work, The Chin Hills, Volume-1 (1896) 

gives an account on how the Mizo tribes of the Chin Hills managed to get water 

supply into their villages from the springs. They wrote that, in the Chin Hills water 

was usually carried into the villages by trough or wooden leads so as to save the 

trouble of fetching water from the springs. These leads may frequently be seen 

winding a more and more round the hills spanning deep nullahs and passing over 

broken ground before entering the villages, when branch leads conduct the water to 

the large wooden trough which was found in every compound. The branch lead was 

only used when water was required, and the surplus water after passing through and 

round the entire village in the main leads waste itself below the village. When it was 

required to divide the water supply into two streams, a forked bough was procured 

and both prongs being hollowed out, the water branches off through each and was 

carried on in single pipes as before. 48  

In his Lushei Kuki Clan (1912), J. Shakespeare deals with the slash and burn 

system of cultivation and how the Lushais depends on rain water for agriculture 

purposes. Shakespeare gave an account on how and when the Lushai women fetched 

water, sometimes accompanied by their little daughters for their household uses.  

Shakespeare wrote, “A Lushai woman has to rise early, fill her basket with empty 

bamboo tubes, and trudge off before daylight down to the spring, which is generally 

some way down to the hill, and the supply of water is frequently so scanty that it takes 

her sometime to fill her bamboos.” 49 

                                                
48 B.S Carey and H.H Tuck, The Chin Hills, Volume-I, Reprint, Tribal Research Institute, 
Aizawl, 1976, P-175. 
 
49J.Shakespear, The Lushei Kuki clans (1912), Reprint, Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 
2008, p-16. 
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N.E Perry, in his book, The Lakhers (1932), gave a good account on the water 

use pattern of the Lakher by dealing with the everyday uses of water. He deals with 

the various domestic uses of water other than cooking, like dyeing purposes, how it 

was mixed with some herbs for medicines; he also narrated in details the methods, 

patterns and stages of cultivation and how the Lakhers managed the rain water. In this 

book, Perry wrote that some villages, which have an abundant water supply, run the 

water through the village with bamboo pipes, each house joining its own pipe system 

on to the main pipe line. He wrote that, in this way, a constant supply of running 

water was maintained which saves the women many weary journeys to the spring.50 

A.G McCall, in his work, Lushai Chrysalis (1949), gave a good account about 

the methods, stages and patterns of cultivation among the Lushais and how much 

seasons shaped their crops rotation. Also there are few references on how the women 

fetched water from the spring for household uses. McCall highlighted how the Lushai 

gave importance to water while choosing the village site. He wrote, “The highest hill 

top started as favorite, and the site subsequently chosen would be that which 

constitute the most impregnable stronghold, combined with the hope of good water 

supply, which would not dry up in the hot weather.”51 Besides, the author also 

mentions the wet rice cultivation which was extensively carried on at the plateau of 

Champhai with the help of running water.  

The Structure of the Chin Society (1963) by F.K Lehman discusses the land 

use pattern and the swidden agriculture practised by the Mizo tribes who lived in the 
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Chin Hills. He also mentioned the wet rice cultivation which began in the areas in 

1949. However, Lehman concentrated on the identity, economy, society and culture.52 

Zakhuaia’s book, Rih Lipui (1988), though a very short book, deals about the 

Rih lake in a detailed manner, the origin, the myth, the saying, the beliefs of the 

traditional Mizo, the surrounding, and the living creatures inside the lake. Though this 

book does not deals with the water use pattern or the water harvesting system of the 

Mizo, it is credible as this lake held an important place in the culture and beliefs of the 

traditional Mizo.53  

James Dokhuma, in his book Hmanlai Mizo Kalphung (1992), while 

discussing the traditional life of the Mizo, he mentioned an important water demon, 

that is Sih huai which would cause sickness through the medium of innocent and clear 

looking spring.54 

C. Dunglena, presented a paper ‘Rainwater Catchment System of Mizoram 

State, India’ on the ‘9th International Rainwater Catchment Systems Conference’ held 

at Petrolina, Brazil  in July 1999. In this article, Dunglena first wrote on the traditional 

water supply system of the Mizo and then traced the Aizawl water supply system. But 

the main focus of this article is rainwater catchment system, that is, rooftop rainwater 

harvesting system by using corrugated iron sheet, spring water catchment where 

catchment tanks of stone masonry or concrete are built, and check dams where 

earthen check dams of different sizes are constructed in valleys, streams, and rivers to 
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collect the monsoon rainwater. Dunglena also discusses the different government 

programmes on water harvesting. 55 

In his book, Mizo Khua (2003), C. Laitanga, while discussing the traditional 

Mizo villages, he mentioned an important uses of water by the Mizo. He wrote that 

‘they used to wash themselves in the streams after tirefully working in the jhum for 

the whole day’56  

R K Srinivasan, ‘Mizos turn to rainwater harvesting as alternative option’ 

(2006), traced the development of Aizawl water supply system since the construction 

of Laipuitlang reservoirs in 1953-1954 till the Mizoram state government launched 

the Greater Aizawl Water Supply Scheme, Phase-II. Srinivasan deals with the 

population problems of Aizawl, and the water tariff. He wrote that due to 

demographic growth the government water supply does not satisfy the needs of the 

people. Regarding the water tariffs, he wrote that the people in Aizawl paid Rs.100 as 

water tariff which was higher than those in metropolitan cities. Srinivasan wrote that 

since there was water crisis and water scarcity inspite of government water supply, the 

people of Mizoram harvested rainwater as an alternative which was stored in 

Corrugated Iron Sheet tanks.57  

In his article, “Role of water in Mizo culture” (2008), C. Laitanga, discusses 

the role of water in Mizo culture. He narrated how the Mizo gave importance to water 

for the selection of a village site and also in the new village. He also deals with water 
                                                
55 Dunglena, Rainwater Catchment System of Mizoram State, India, retrieved from 
www.cpatsa.embrapa.br/catalogo/doc/posters/12_16_Mr._Dunglena.doc, accessed on 11th 
January,  
2014. 
 
56 C. Laitanga, Mizo Khua, Mizoram Publication Board, Aizawl, 2003, p-13. 
 
57 R K Srinivasan, ‘Mizos turn to rainwater harvesting as alternative option’, retrieved from 
Catching%20rain%20%20%20Down%20To%20Earth.html, accessed on 12th January, 2014.  
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and the Mizo society, and highlighted the social hierarchy that was created by water. 

Laitanga mentioned the importance of water for a Mizo family; apart from domestic 

uses, each family need water for making rice beer, which was apart of the traditional 

Mizo life. The importance of water for traditional Mizo religion was also narrated in 

this article; Rih 58 lake and Lungloh tui 59 deserved special mention. The role of rivers, 

streams and brooks on Mizo culture was also discussed. Laitanga gave little 

information on the traditional rainwater harvesting system of the Mizo. 60  

C. Dorema, in his article ‘Ruahtui’ (2008) meaning rainwater, discusses the 

beginning, uses and development of rooftop rain water harvesting by using corrugated 

iron sheet. He also deals with the contemporary water supply system of the state 

government and encouraged people to practice and developed rain water harvesting.61 

In another article ‘Aizawl Water Supply’, Dorema wrote on the development of 

Aizawl water supply system from the beginning that is 1900, till the ‘Greater Aizawl 

Water Supply Scheme’ was opened in 2007.62  

Dr. M.P. Mishra in his article ‘Rain water harvesting in the North-eastern 

India-with special reference to Mizoram’ (2009) wrote that people of Mizoram and 

                                                
58 Rih lake presently situated at Myanmar. This lake held an important place in the culture of 
the Mizo. Before Christianity enters Mizoram, it was believed by the Mizo that every human 
soul passes through the Rih lake on their way to dead men’s village.  
 
59 Lungloh tui is water drank by human souls after passing through the Rih lake. When the 
human souls drank the lungloh tui, all their yearning for the human world fade away, and they 
are able to proceed to the dead men’s village.  
 
60 C. Laitanga, “Role of water in Mizo culture”, Seminar and Important Papers, Tribal 
Research Institute, Aizawl, 2008, p-167-170. 
 
61 C. Dorema “Ruahtui’, The 25th Year Souvenir, Public Health Engineering Department, 
Mizoram, 2008, pp-21-24.  
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Nagaland are expert in cutting beautiful terraces along mountain slopes which are 

irrigated by a network of water- channels of bamboos that reach to every field. This 

system of irrigation is called as bamboo-drip Irrigation system.63 But from oral 

sources, it is known that bamboo-drip irrigation does not prevailed in Mizoram in the 

olden days. However, the Mizo used to get water supply in their jhum land by using 

bamboo tubes if the spring or any water source was situated in a higher level than the 

jhum land. The water that they get from this system was used for several purposes like 

for cooking and drinking in the jhum hut, for watering the nearby crops, and for 

washing and bathing.64 Another thing to be noted here is that, terrace cultivation is not 

an indigenous practice of Mizoram; it was introduced by the British during the 

colonial period.65 In the same article, M.P. Mishtra wrote that Zabo system is the 

indigenous system of conservation of rain water in Mizoram and Nagaland.66 But this 
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system of conserving rain water is not an indigenous practice of Mizoram but of a 

recent phenomenon in some Mizo villages.67    

Conclusion: 

 At the Global level, water history is a burning issue among historians and 

scholars from different discipline since the late 1960’s and early 1970’s. Many 

scholarly books, articles and journals were published. In India, literature on water 

history developed along with the rest of the world. Seminars on water history were 

held covering all parts of India; seminar papers and proceedings enriched Indian water 

history. Both in India and at the global level, water history largely deals with its 

traditional and modern harvesting, water pollution – causes and prevention, water 

management, water crisis, conflict on water and much more. It also focuses on the 

materials, cultural, religious and political issues of water. Some historians also deal 

with the government water policies and supply system. But in Mizoram, not to talk of 

water history, environmental history is a new issue and literature of this kind is still 

lacking. Few colonial ethnographers and indigenous writers gave few passing 

references to water in their works; few articles on water do exist but those were 

mainly written by government servants from some government departments, an 

example being the Public Health Engineering Department. It is because of this that I 

take up water history.   
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Chapter-3 

Meaning of Water in the Mizo Society 

Introduction: 

All civilizations are founded, lived, and died on water. And so too, different 

world traditional religions, stories, myths, and legends are founded, and can be traced 

to the “life giving and ever-mysterious” water.
1
 These stories, legends, and myths 

formed the basis of belief system, and thus water has different meanings in different 

societies. Veronica Strang, in her book, The Meaning of Water, explored that in every 

cultural context water is densely encoded with social, spiritual, political, and 

environmental meanings, and these have a powerful effect upon patterns of water use 

and upon the relationships between water users and suppliers.
2
 Other than Veronica 

Strang, various authors like Terje Tvedt, and Terje  Oestigaard in their article, 

‘History of Ideas of Water: Deconstructing Nature and Constructing Society’, in 

Tvedt T, Oestigaard T (ed.), A History of Water, Series 2, Vol -1
3
 and J. Blatter , H. 

Ingram, and S.L. Levesque, ‘Expanding Perspectives on Transboundary Water,’. in J. 

Blatter and H. Ingram (ed.) Reflections of water, 
4

indicated that water’s meanings are 

continuously present throughout history and must be understood in relation to social, 
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1 Philip P Warren and Emeritus, ‘Desirable elements in water: Historical, Theoretical, and 

Scientific basis for specific structural elements desirable in water’ in Papers on fascinating 

facts of water for health, retrieved from www.rebprotocol.net/papersonwater, accessed on 30-

7-2010, p-6. 

2 Veronica Strang, The Meaning of Water, Berg Publishers, Oxford, United Kingdom, 2004.  

3Terje Tvedt and Terje Oestigaard,  ‘History of Ideas of Water: Deconstructing Nature and 

Constructing Society’, in T. Tvedt and T.A.Oestigaard (ed), A History of Water, Series 2, Vol 

-1, ‘The Ideas of Water from Ancient Societies to the Modern World’, I.B. Tauris, London, 

2010, pp 1–36. 

4
 J. Blatter , H. Ingram, and S.L. Levesque , Expanding Perspectives on Transboundary 

Water, in J. Blatter and H. Ingram  (ed.)  Reflections of water,  MIT Press, Cambridge, 2001, 

pp 31–53. 
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material and bodily processes. Thus, the aim of this chapter is to construct the 

different meanings of water in the Mizo society. 

According to Hilary Putnam, the meaning of water did not change between 

1750 and 1850 for the English speakers, the reason being, for Putman, meaning 

“determines reference than hold on to the commonsensical notion that meaning is in 

the head”.
5
 William G. Lycan did not maintain that meaning determines reference and 

that linguistic meaning is in the head. Lycan also did not agree with David Lewis, 

who said that “water cannot mean substance that satisfies most of the commonsense 

beliefs about water, because there are countless possible worlds in which water 

satisfies few if any of the platitudes”.
6
 To an American Philosopher David Kaplan, 

water meaning is its ‘character’. Kaplan argues that ‘character’ is a more appropriate 

bearer of the title of ‘meaning’ than is content. Ulrike Haas-Spohn, in his article 

‘Meaning Change as Character Change’ analyzed Putnam’s account of natural kind 

terms with theoretical terms within Kaplan’s context theory and distinguished three 

different kinds of meaning change in terms of character change. The first type applies 

to the change in the usage of words, and the words acquire new intentions in all 

contexts; the second type of meaning change as character change: change in usage 

without change in intention- thus, the meaning of water changed as its character 

changed; the third type of change occurs when the usage of a word remains the same 

or constant but when the nature of the paradigm cases change without the linguistic 
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5 William G.Lycan, “The meaning of ‘Water: An Unsolved Problem’, retrieved from 

www.unc.edu/~ujanel/MeanUnsolved.htm, accessed on 15-9-2010, pp-2. 

Hilary Putnam a retired professor of the Harvard University and University of California, Los 

Angeles. 

6
Ibid, p-5. 
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community realizing it.
7
 Australian philosopher Frank Jackson, a current 

distinguished professor of the  Australian National University and David Charmer go 

in the same track as that of Kaplan and said that water has different ‘A or primary 

intentions’ for different people at different times, and ‘C or secondary intention’.  

Lycan even agreed and said that water has a kind of non-rigid meaning or intention 

along with its normal and rigid meaning.
8

This chapter is divided into the following sections: 

1. Indigenous Knowledge System of the Mizo and the Meaning of Water: 

The tribes inhabiting the then Lushai Hills had evolved a rich Indigenous 

Knowledge System. Indigenous Knowledge System is ‘the sum total of the 

knowledge and skills which people in a particular geographic area possess, and which 

enables them to get the most out of their natural environment.’
9
 These knowledge and 

skills have been passed down from the earlier generations and the indigenous people 

used it as their survival strategies by adjusting it to their changing circumstances and 

environmental conditions. Indigenous Knowledge System stresses ‘the essential 

interrelatedness and interdependence of all phenomena - biological, physical, 

psychological, social, and cultural. Indigenous cosmology centers on the co-evolution 

of the spiritual, natural, and human worlds.’
10

 ‘It is the basis for local decision-making 
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7
 Ulrike Haas-Spohn, ‘Meaning Change as Character Change’, retrieved from www.uni-

konstanz.de/philosophie/spohn/.../.../meaning%20change.pdf, accessed on 1-10-2010, pp- 10-

14. 

8
Ibid, pp-6-12.  

9 L. Grenier, Working with Indigenous Knowledge: A Guide for Researchers, IDRC, Ottawa, 

1998, as cited in Catherine A. Odora Hoppers,  Culture, Indigenous Knowledge and 

Development, Center for Education policy Development, Johannesburg, 2008, p-2. 

10 Ibid, p-5. 
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in agriculture, health, natural resource management and other activities. Indigenous 

Knowledge is embedded in community practices, institutions, relationships, and 

rituals’
11

. ‘The context in which traditional knowledge is generated and preserved is 

extremely important to its meaning, and reflects the internal cultural cognitive 

categories of the particular community’
12

. The Indigenous Knowledge System of the 

traditional Mizo was the basis for the conservation of their natural resources. It was 

the Indigenous Knowledge System and the traditional practices that shape the 

traditional water uses and management. However, ‘their knowledge base is fairly 

limited, and nature is viewed as almost totally capricious, as something not subject to 

human control.’
13

 It was their ‘animism’ or belief system that restricted the people to 

a few water sources, which again affected the whole society and the individual health 

and lives. It was on the basis of the indigenous knowledge and practices on water that 

the meaning of water is created within the context of the Mizo.   

1.1 Water and Traditional Narratives: 

The meaning of water in the Mizo society can be constructed from the 

traditional narratives like folktale, myths, and legends. In a traditional society, 

customs and institutions tends to be validated or confirmed by traditional narratives. 

These narratives are of great varieties, which formed the belief system of the 

traditional society. They have been orally transmitted from the earlier generations and 

the sporadic transmission contributes to the loss of content and blurring of theme from 
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11 Indigenous for Development, Knowledge and Learning Center, World Bank, Africa, 1998, 

retrieved from, www.worldbank.org/afr/ik/ikrept.pdf, accessed on 1-10-2010, p-i. 

12
 Catherine A. Odora Hoppers, op.cit, p-5. 

13
 Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha, This Fissured Land; An Ecological History of 

India, Oxford University Press, Delhi, 1993, p-15. 
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the original. Today, these narratives formed a traditional story for children, which are 

almost shadowed by the western fairy tales. Traditional narratives function as a 

charter for the customs, institutions or beliefs of the society. It also offers a cause or 

explanation of something in the real world, and explains the unexplained. Traditional 

oral narratives do not just recount ordered events; they reinforce the expectations and 

values of the community. Narratives filter and shape these elements by giving them 

meaning and structure. Traditional oral narratives are how we make sense of 

ourselves as individuals and as members of groups. Traditional narratives may be 

broadly divided into three, viz., myths, legends, and folktales. ‘Myths are prose 

narratives which, in the society in which they are told, are considered to be truthful 

accounts of what happened in the past. They are accepted on faith; they are taught to 

be believed: and they can be cited as authority in answer to ignorance, doubt or 

disbelief. Myths are embodiment of dogma: they are usually sacred; and they are 

often associated with theology and ritual. Their main characters are not usually human 

beings, but often they have human attributes’
14

  ‘Legends are prose narratives which, 

like myths, are regarded as true by the narrator and his audience, but they are set in a 

period considered less remote, when the world was much as it is today. Legends are 

more often secular than sacred, and their principal characters are human’
15

. It 

‘emphasizes the story more than the significance of the story’
16

 but the philosophical 

and moral meaning can still be gleaned. ‘Folktales are prose narratives which are 

�������������������������������������������������������������
14

 William Bascom, ‘The Forms of Folklore: Prose narratives’, The Journal of American 

Folklore, Volume- 78, No. 307, (Jan-March, 1965), pp-3-20, American Folklore Society, 

retrieved from www.jstor.org, p- 4. 

15
Ibid. 

16
 ‘Analyzing Mythology’, retrieved from www.mythome.org/mythII.html, accessed on 12-8-

2012., p- 1. 
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regarded as fiction. They are considered as dogma or history; they may or may not 

have happened. Folktales may be set in any time and place, and in this sense they are 

almost timeless and placeless’
17

. They are often told within a limited geographical 

area. In Mizo traditional narratives, the three of them are difficult to separate.   

The traditional narratives of the Mizo contained within them a rich source of 

information pertaining to the social life, culture and belief system. They are not mere 

imaginative stories but are actually indicative of historical and projected realities. It is 

also a socializing tool as it embodies the collective wisdom of the traditional people. 

The revival of traditional narratives can bring about ‘reflections on a new old 

history’.
18

  In order to glimpse the traditional Mizo society and to construct the 

different meaning of water, the relevant traditional narratives and folk songs will be 

narrated in the later sections wherever necessary. 

2. Cultural and Religious Meaning: 

The pre-colonial Mizo society was in the stage of what Madhav Gadgil and 

Ramachandra Guha called a gathering stage. They typically regarded humans as 

merely part of a community of beings that include other living creatures, as well as 

elements of the landscape.
19

  They therefore entered into a whole range of frequently 

positive or negative relationship with these other beings of their own locality. The 

traditional belief system of the tribes in the Lushai Hills created dualistic meaning of 

water. On the one hand, it represents dangerous, illness and troubles of life; on the 
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17 William Boscom, Op.cit.

18 Lawrance Stone, ‘The Revival of Narrative, Reflections on a New Old History’, Past & 

Present, No. 85, (Nov. 1979), Oxford University Press, pp-3-24, retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/650677, accessed on 10-0-2012. 

19 Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha, op cit, p-19. 
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other hand it represents beauty, purity, a curative agent and a ‘life- giving’ substance. 

Veronica Strang in her article on ‘Common Senses: Water, Sensory Experience and 

the Generation of Meaning’, explains that water’s dualistic meanings is useful for 

explaining and expressing broad aspects of life. She notes that water imagery is 

widely used to ‘describe the health of the human body, of social groups, of economic 

systems and of the environment. It is the ultimate symbol of energy, potency, and the 

ability to extend human agency outwards into the world.’
20

             2.1        Negative meaning of water in the Mizo society:  

The tribes in the Lushai Hills believed that the hills, streams, and trees are 

inhabited by various demons and all the illness and troubles of life are attributed to 

them, and sacrifices were offered in order to appease them.
21

 Those demons 

inhabiting the water are called tui huai or water demons. Almost all the water sources 

like lakes, springs, streams, rivers, or water falls were taken as the residence of the 

water demons.
22

 Among the outstanding demons, the Sih huai 23
was an important 

one, and would cause ‘sickness through the medium of innocent and clear looking 
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 Veronica Strang, ‘Common Senses: Water, Sensory Experience and the Generation of 

Meaning, Journal of Material Culture, Volume-10(1), Sage Publication, 2005, retrieved from 

http://mcu.sagepub.com/content/10/1/92, accessed on 4-01-2013, pp- 110-111. 

21
 J.Shakespear, The Lushei Kuki Clans, (1912), Reprint, Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 

2008, p-65; also see, A.G. McCall, Lushai Chrysalis (1949), Reprint, Tribal Research 

Institute, Aizawl, 2003, p-67; also, N.E Parry, The Lakhers (1932), Reprint, Tribal Research 

Institute, Aizawl, 2009, p-350;also, Lalbiakthanga, The Mizo, United Publishers, Guwahati, 

1978, p-26. 

22
 Interview with Pi Ai-i, 75 years, 6

th
 October, 2010, Zotlang, Aizawl. 

23
 A kind of water demon which used to cause sickness through the medium of clear looking 

spring. 
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spring’.
24

Sih was a small spring which generally rises in muddy soil and is often 

associated with a reddish deposit found at the bottom of pools or where water has run. 

Sih was generally regarded as being haunted by evil spirits and ‘it was therefore 

considered unlucky to jhum in the land nearby, and if a jhum was made, a sacrifice 

was necessary in order to appease them’.
25

  

One of the most famous traditional narratives of the Mizo ‘Ngaitei’ 

highlighted the actions of water demon. The tale of Ngaiteii goes like this.  Once upon 

a time, there was a girl named Ngaiteii who lived with her grandmother. Her father 

drowned in a river and died. One day, Ngaiteii and grandmother went to the jhum and 

by the side of their jhum there was a deep pool of river water and that was the place 

where her father died. Because of this, they believed that the soul of Ngaiteii’s father 

would be staying there.  On that day, Ngaiteii felt thirsty off and on, her grandmother 

fetched water from the nearby pool of water. As Ngaiteii felt thirsty again and again, 

the grandmother said, ‘Ngaite, I am tired of going there and fetching water, you go 

there yourself, but when you reach the water, you should keep mum and don’t even 

say wow’. When Ngaiteii reached the dark pool of river, she forgot everything that 

was told by her grandmother and loudly uttered ‘wow’. Simultaneously, she fell down 

into the river. As Ngaiteii did not return, her grandmother went down into the river in 

searched of her granddaughter. After sometime, the grandmother met a couple of deer 

and asked them if they see her granddaughter. The deer replied that they saw her, but 

she was already taken by her father’s soul. And then, the grandmother saw a couple of 
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 A.G. McCall, op.cit, p-70. 

25 James Dokhuma, Hmanlai Mizo Kalphung, Aizawl, 1992, p-102 
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partridge, and asked the same question. But the partridge answer exactly as the deer 

did.
26

The grandmother went to the pool of the river and saw Ngaiteii inside the pool 

and instantly jumped inside. Ngaiteii was very happy to see her grandmother. The 

grandmother asked, ‘where is your father’s soul’? Ngaiteii said, ‘he went to the jhum 

and will return after sometime. He will transform into a snake and come back.’ In the 

evening, the soul of Ngaiteii’s father came back in the form of a snake; after while it 

transformed into human being. The grandmother then asked, ‘with your permission, 

let me take back Ngaiteii?’ Ngaiteii’s father soul said, ‘all right, you can take her, but 

within a few days, Ngaiteii must come back to me’. Then Ngaiteii and her 

grandmother went home happily. But Ngaiteii did not want to go back to her father’s 

soul.
27

As her daughter did not come back, Ngaiteii father’s soul was very angry, and 

let the river water swell up flooding the village, and the flooded water sounded ‘Ngai, 

Ngai, Ngai’. As the village was almost submerged, the afraid villagers blamed 

Ngaiteii, and said Ngaiteii’s clothes must be thrown into the river. When Ngaiteii’s 

clothes were thrown into the water, the flood subsided. But after sometime, the water 

swelled up again and the villagers threw Ngaiteii’s comb into the river, and the flood 

subsided again. But the flood swelled up again and again. Even after all the 

belongings of Ngaiteii were thrown into the river, the flood rose up again and again. 
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 C. Vanlallawma, Hmanlai Hian Mawm, Zamzo Publishing House, 2000, pp-43-46; also 

see, Lalhmachhuana Zofa, Mizo Thawnthu, Vol-I, 2006, pp-67-70;  also Lianhmingthanga 

and V.L. Fimate, The Mizo Folktales, Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 2006, pp-76-78; also 

Mizo Thawnthu , Tribal Research Institute, 2008, pp- 72-74. 

27 Ibid
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At last, having no alternative, Ngaiteii was thrown into the river where her father’s 

soul resided and the flood receded.
28

 This tales shows the actions of water demon, 

which caused troubles and hardships to the living human being. 

The lake between the southern border of the Lushai hills and the Arracan hill 

tracts was credited with being the abode of many water demons. It was said that some 

foreigners once visited the place, and one of them dropped his knife into the lake. 

When the diver dived into the lake he returned without the knife but with tales of 

wonderful beings beneath the water. The foreigner fired his guns into the lake, 

whereupon number of water demons emerged and carried all the intruders except the 

leader. When J. Shakespeare first went to this site, he had a great difficulty in getting 

men to accompany him because no hill men dare to go within the sight of this water.
29

The many legends associated with the Palak dil reveals that, the Mizo believed it was 

inhabited by lake demons, and this was the reason why any hunting activities or 

gathering of wild vegetables and fruits around this lake always ended with some 

misfortune. According to one indigenous writer, K.C. Vanlalruata, even in the 

contemporary period, the water of this lake sometimes took red colour which was 

believed to have caused some misfortunes, or the spread of some diseases, or the 

death of the youth. He said that in the year 2000, the water took its red coloured form 

which was watched by many people.
30

 Man was subordinate to these spirits and 
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 J. Shakespear, op.cit, p-67; also interview with Lalthangpuii, 87 years, 6

th
 March, 2010, 

Luangmual, Aizawl. 

30
 K.C. Vanlalruata, Mizo Dil Hmingthangte, Mizoram Publication Board, Aizawl, 2008, p-
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misfortune could only be averted by appeasing the spirits through the observance of 

rituals and sacrifices, and respecting taboos.  

The negative and ill sided meaning of water got eroded with the adoption of 

Christianity. The missionaries were success in converting the animists to Christianity 

and the very teachings of Christianity and Jesus Christ’s salvation dispelled the notion 

of evil spirits. Thus, the Mizo got freedom from the fear of evil spirits and this 

brought men on an equal footing with the nature. The dismissal of mysticism by the 

Christian teachings allowed the indigenous rational thought to unfold and appreciate 

the linkages between various natural forces and resources, and also the effect of 

human activities on these dimensions. Moral trepidation was replaced by the 

expression of the new found wisdom through the teachings of Christianity and enables 

the society to preserve its deep-seated respect for nature and its elements. This respect 

may be seen in social customs, that have survived the religious transition, and also in 

techniques of cultivation. Education was instrumental in demystifying hitherto 

inexplicable natural phenomena.
31

 And A.G. McCall also wrote in 1938, ‘sacrifices 

and feast are no longer a necessity. Medicine is a cheap and more certain cure for 

disease than the costly sacrifices of the old’.
32

2.2 Positive meaning of water in the Mizo Society: 

On the other hand, the indigenous uses of water as a defense mechanism for 

treating certain diseases established the meaning of water as a ‘life giving substance’.  

Water mixed with the bile of a wild boar was used for treating fever, and the bile of 

�������������������������������������������������������������
31

 Daman Singh, The Last Frontier; People and Forest in Mizoram, Tata Energy Research 
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32 A.G. McCall, op.cit, p-208. 
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python was mixed with water for curing cholera and diarrhea. Several jungle creepers, 

leaves dried or powdered were mixed with water and used for treating many 

diseases.
33

 This meaning of water continued to be held inspite of the spread of the 

Christianity among the Mizo, and the onset of modernization.  It does continue and 

enrich itself with the developing generations.  

Till today, the water through plants or herbs like Turmeric, Black Nightshade, 

Indian Privet, Country Bean, Hay of Paddy, Wild Plantain, Indian Acalypha, 

Marigold, Sensitive plant, Guago, Guava, Foetid Cassia, Periwinkle, Bhedelia Lot, 

Pineapple, Pennywort, Ash Gourd, Phyllanthus, Neem, Phuihnam (Clerodendrum 

colebrookianum Walp from the family of Verbenaceae), Indian Gooseberry, Devil 

Tree, Mountain Ebony, Amaranth, Chiretta, etc are boiled or soaked and are still very 

common among the Mizo people for curing several diseases.  

The Mizo drink turmeric water for treating cholera, diarrhea, stomach ulcer 

and any kind of stomach problems, chronic cough, appendix problems, liver 

problems, and for weak pregnant women for several problems during pregnancy and 

also for the problems after delivery; externally turmeric water is use for ringworm and 

any other kind of skin diseases, swelling body, minor cut or wound in the body, snake 

bites, and also for animal diseases especially chicken and cow. Turmeric is easy to 

find in all places of Mizoram.
34

 Black Nightshade, which is commonly used as a dish 

by the Mizo, is also famous for its curing capabilities. The water by which black 

nightshade is boiled is consumed for diseases like chronic enlargement of spleen, eye 
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 R. Rozika, Ramhmul Damdawite (Medicinal Plants), Medicinal Plants Board, Aizawl, 

2005, 6-9; also Ramhmul Damdawite (Medicinal Plants), Directorate of Agriculture & Minor 

Irrigation, Government of Mizoram, 2001, pp-3-5. 
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diseases, urinary problems, kidney stone and for body tonic.
35

  The roots of Indian 

Privet is boiled and the boiled water is consumed for several diseases like dysentery, 

fever, problems that arise within the bronchial tube and piles, stomachache, and for 

body tonic; the water through which the leaves is soaked is consumed for urinary 

problems, women menstrual problems, rheumatism, and for treating worms problem 

in the body while the flower is used for cardiac tonic and liver problems. Indian privet 

is found mostly inside the Aizawl city, and also in the area between Bawngkawn and 

Durtlang.
36

 Hay of paddy or straw is cut and boiled, and the boiled water is taken for 

treating kidney and gull stone, urinary problems, and beri-beri. As the name suggest, 

straw is usually obtained from the jhum land, and wet or rainfed cultivated land.
37

 The 

boiled or soaked water of Country Bean is internally used for treating fever, itching of 

skin due to the consumption of pork and several plants or herbs, and women 

menstrual problems, especially for excessive bleeding during menstruation and 

inflammation of the urethra and vagina, and externally it is used for cut or wound 

within the body, snake bites and earache. Since Country Bean is a common dish for 

the Mizo, it is usually found in kitchen garden and jhum land.
38

 Wild plantain, which 

is found throughout Mizoram contain a large amount of water within itself, the Mizo 

collected it and externally used for burn and cut in the body and drink for dysentery 
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Minor Irrigation, Government of Mizoram, 2001, pp 9-10.  
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Ibid, pp- 52-53; also Ramhmul Damdawite (Medicinal Plants), Directorate of Agriculture & 

Minor Irrigation, Government of Mizoram, 2001, pp-26-28.  

37 Ibid, pp- 64-65; also Ramhmul Damdawite (Medicinal Plants), Directorate of Agriculture & 

Minor Irrigation, Government of Mizoram, 2001, p-34.  

38
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and diarrhea.
39

 Indian Acalypha, which is believed to be imported originally from 

Mizoram, could be easily found in Aizawl and several villages because it forms an 

important flower which is planted near the houses and residential campus. The Mizo 

drink the boiled water of Indian Acalypha for treating several diseases like cough, 

urinary problems, bronchitis, asthma, pneumonia, and rheumatism, and for external

diseases like several skin problems.
40

 Marigold, which is one of the famous flowers of 

the Mizo, is found throughout Mizoram near the houses and also in the jhum land. 

The water through which the flower of Marigold is infused is used for treating chest 

pain, anxiety, worms in the body, women problems within the womb, and for blood 

purifier; the juice of Marigold leaves is used for carbuncles, boil, earache, eye 

diseases and irritation of the skin.
41

 The roots and leaves of Sensitive Plant is boil and 

the boil water is consume for treating any kidney and gull problems, and it is said that 

it can even break stones in the kidney and gull. The juice of the roots and leaves is 

good for curing boil, skin diseases, toothache, and male testicle problems. Sensitive 

plant is easy to found in several places of Mizoram, on the roadsides, near the streams 

or river, and also in lower level of land.
42

 Climber Guago, is believed to enter 

Mizoram during the Second World War (1940-45), and is found in all the places of 

Mizoram. Guago is pounded and mixed with water, and the filter water is good for 

curing/treating cuts in the body, dysentery, cholera, diarrhea, fever, malaria, 
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Minor Irrigation, Government of Mizoram, 2001, pp- 36-38.  
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Minor Irrigation, Government of Mizoram, 2001, pp- 45-47.  

41 Ibid, pp- 92-93; also Ramhmul Damdawite (Medicinal Plants), Directorate of Agriculture & 

Minor Irrigation, Government of Mizoram, 2001, pp- 49-50.  
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stomachache and vomit.
43

 Like Guago, the pounded and filtered water of Guava is 

good for diarrhea, dysentery, cholera, stomachache, and for stopping bleeding due to 

cuts. Since Guava is one of the famous fruits of the Mizo, it is found in most gardens 

throughout Mizoram; it is also found in the forest and several other places.
44

 The 

water through which Foetid Cassia is infused, is good for children with appendix 

problems, and it is also use for ringworm and several skin diseases. Foetid Cassia is 

usually found in and outside villages, especially in an unvirgin land; Kolasib is known 

to have more of this herb than other villages.
45

 Periwinkle, which is found throughout 

Mizoram is usually planted near the houses and residential area. The leaves of 

Periwinle should be immerged in boil water for 15 minutes and the water should be 

consumed for treating several diseases like dysentery, diabetes, women’s menstrual 

and womb problems, cancer, high blood pressure, toothache and thread-worm.
46

 The 

drinking of water by which Bhedelia Lot is boiled is very good for treating and curing 

any kind of kidney problems, including kidney stone, any kind of urinary problems, 

women’s womb problems, malaria and fever. Like Bhedelia Lot the boiled water of 

pineapple leaves is good for kidney problems and kidney stones, and it is also good 

for typhoid, asthma, and unconsciousness.
47

  Pineapple garden is found in several 
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44 Ibid, pp- 166-167; also, Ramhmul Damdawite (Medicinal Plants), Directorate of 
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Ibid, pp- 174-175; also Ramhmul Damdawite (Medicinal Plants), Directorate of Agriculture 

& Minor Irrigation, Government of Mizoram, 2001, p-96. 
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47
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places of Mizoram, and is a source of living for many villages. The boiled water of 

pineapple leaves is use for treating kidney problem and can even break kidney stone 

and unconsciousness.
48

  

Among the several medicinal plants, the Mizo pin point Pennywort. It is found 

in almost all the places of Mizoram, and it is believed that it is a cure for almost all 

the diseases. The pounded water of pennywort is used for treating high blood 

pressure, diabetes, piles problems, any kind of eye problems including conjunctivitis, 

any kind of skin diseases, urinary problems, women’s menstrual problems, enlarged 

scrotum, stomachache, dysentery, cholera, and for also brain and body tonic etc.
49

  

The boiled water of Ash Gourd is use for treating diseases like cholera, dysentery, 

diarrhea, asthma, diabetes, thread-worm, women’s womb problems and it is also use 

as body and brain tonic. Since Ash Gourd is a very common dish of the Mizo, it is 

cultivated or planted in the jhum land and also in the kitchen garden.
50

 A herb called 

phyllanthus is not difficult to find in all the places of Mizoram; but is common near 

the outskirt of Vairengte village and Aizawl. It is also possible to found even inside 

the Aizawl city. The boiled water of the whole plant of Phyllanthus should be drink 

for curing any kidney and urinary problems. It is also good for dysentery, fever, 

women’s menstrual problems, and jaundice.
51

  The boiled water of Neem is a good 

treatment for high blood pressure, women’s menstrual problems, skin diseases, 
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51
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cholera, malaria, urinary problems, eye problems etc. Neem is imported from outside 

by the forest Department of Mizoram due to the known several uses. It became a 

common tree in Mizoram and is known by almost all the people. It is planted on the 

roadsides, and many people in the city and villages planted in their own land.
52

 The 

boiled water of Phuihnam , i.e., Clerodendrum colebrookianum Walp from the family 

of Verbenaceae is a good cure for high blood pressure, diabetes, stomachache, etc. 

Not for its medicinal purposes, the Mizo eat Phuihnam as a dish, and because of this it 

is planted in the kitchen garden and jhum land, and thus, is known throughout 

Mizoram. It is also found in the jungle and uncultivated land.
53

  For cough, heart 

ailments, jaundice, tetanus, dysentery, thread-worm, stomach ulcer, bronchial asthma, 

anemia, burn, eye problems, low blood pressure and women’s problems within the 

womb, the pounded water of Indian Gooseberry, which is found throughout Mizoram, 

is a good cure.
54

 Devil Tree is one of the most important medicinal plants for the 

Mizo, and is possible to find in all the places of Mizoram, even inside the Aizawl city. 

The bark of a Devil Tree should be boil and the boiled water should be consumed for 

treating diseases like dysentery, fever, typhoid, asthma, high blood pressure, stomach 

ulcer, thread-worm, skin ulcers, cardiac problems, rheumatism, enlarged spleen, and it 

is also commonly use for curing domestic animal diseases.
 55

 The bark of Mountain 

Ebony is boiled and the boiled water is said to be a good cure for diarrhea, skin 
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diseases, leprosy, thread-worm, and dysentery; it is also use as a blood purifier and 

body tonic. Since Mountain Ebony is one of the famous trees of the Mizo, it is present 

in all the places of Mizoram. The pounded and boiled water of Chiretta is a good 

treatment for high blood pressure, cardiac problems, stomach problems, and jaundice. 

Since it is one of the popular side dish of the Mizo, it can be easily found in domestic 

gardens, in the jhum land, and even in some wet open space.
 56 

The Mizo used 

pounded Indian Nightshades for burn, toothache, and insects bites; the boiled water is 

famous for healing women’s problems, diarrhea, and high blood pressure.
57

   

There are many other medicinal plants apart from those mentioned above. But 

without using water these medicinal plants do not serve its purpose, and thus, water is 

the basic of Mizo herbal medicines. 

Several kinds of rituals were performed by the traditional society. Rituals were 

performed by the priests called sadawt and bawlpu for several purposes like for 

healing, blessings, successful hunting and jhumming, and to propitiate the evil 

demons.  In these rituals, different kinds of animals are sacrificed. In performing 

sacrifices, water held an important place. The priest always sprinkles water to the 

sacrificed animals.
58

 In a particular ritual called Daibawl, where sacrifices are 

performed to cure fever, an artificial tuikhur is constructed in the place where the 
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sacrifice is made and the water from the artificial tuikhur is carried home. The 

patient’s hands and legs are rubbed with that water for healing purposes.
59

Water meaning as a spiritual or eternal life giving substance is reflected by the 

recognition of the ‘Vanchung Nula (the damsels of heavens)’
60

, who can be equated 

with the goddess of rain, and the belief in the connection between the Rih lake and 

paradise.  

Vanchung Nula was believed to be the maker of rain. It was again believed 

that she lifted and stored water during the dry seasons which was the reason why 

many water points or sources dries up during these seasons. The belief goes on that 

she used to pour water which comes to the earth as a rain, as and when needed by the 

human.
61

  

The Mizo believed that when someone dies, the immortal soul 

immediately proceeds towards Mitthi Khua or dead men’s village and that all the 

spirits of the dead passed through the Rih lake on their way to the dead men’s 

village. Without passing through the Rih lake, no human soul could reach Mitthi 

Khua and Pialral (paradise). This belief system originates from the tales which tells 

that a group of men camped out hunting at the shores of Rih lake. At night, one of 

them was awakened from his sleep by the sound of human voices. Startled, and was 

surprised to hear the voice of his wife saying that she forgot to tell her children that 

there was smoked meat and eggs in the pot on the shelf over the hearth, and also that 
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their father has gone out hunting and won't be back for some days; the wife said that 

unless they find it, they will be eating plain rice until their father returns. On hearing 

this, the man got up and caught her and asked where she was going. The wife replied 

that she already died, and thus, had to go. Since the husband cannot let her go, she 

turned into a firefly, slipped through his fingers and flew away. The man hurried 

home as soon as it was daylight. There, he found that his wife had died the previous 

day and he also found the smoked meat and eggs inside the pot on the shelf over the 

hearth.
62

  

In this journey to Mitthi khua or dead men’s village, the human souls are 

full of “sorrow and nostalgia”,
63

 for the earth’s life. After arriving at a place 

called Hringlang Tlang (a hill from where the human can be viewed), the soul 

viewed their near and dear ones who are still living on the earth, weeping and 

shedding tears, longing for the earth’s life. But this longing for the earth’s life 

disappeared when the soul picked the Hawilopar, the flower for not looking back, 

which lies just beyond the Hringlang Tlang. Nearby this, there was a fountain 

called Lungloh river and when the souls drank the clear and transparent water 

called Lunglohtui from the river, they started yearning for the Mitthi Khua and 

proceed.
64
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2.3 Continuity in the positive meaning of water: 

Even after the adoption of Christianity, water meaning as an eternal life 

giving substance was retained but with a change in the belief system. The early 

Mizo Christian converts believed that they can secure certainty of salvation by 

strictly following the rules of the church; ‘regular attendance at the church and 

sincere confession of sins’.
65

 Immersion or sprinkling of a person in or with water is 

a central sacrament of Christianity where it is called baptism.  Baptism is a religious 

sacrament which is marked by the symbolic use of water and results in admission to 

the community of believers. Thus, every Mizo converts have to perform the rituals of 

baptism. Without baptism it was believed that an individual could not have an eternal 

life for the union with God. The two first Mizo Christians Khuma and Khara were 

baptized in 1898.
66

  The ritual of baptism continues till today, where the new born 

babies are baptized by sprinkling water on their heads and admitted into the Christian 

community. In Mizoram, denominations like the Isua Krista Kohhran (Church of 

Jesus Christ), United Pentecostal Church and the Baptist Church, instead of sprinkling 

the new born babies immerses the children in water for baptism. Like every other 

Christian state, some denomination of the Christian community like the Roman 

Catholic prepared holy water for religious purpose, for healing rituals, to counter 

misfortunes, to expel evil forces and for purification purposes.  
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2.4 Water and aesthetic:  

‘Another facet of water’s cultural history is the aesthetic. Water is a long 

standing metaphor in art and literature, evoking, among many others, ideas of 

limitless expansion or the unknowable.’
67

 In the context of the Mizo society, it is the 

songs which reflected and helped propagate ideas about water. The continuity of the 

positive water meaning in the life of the Mizo people can be seen from their songs, 

where the Rih lake has been replaced by the river Jordan, where Jesus was baptized.  

This is clarified by the selected verses of songs which are highlighted below:

Some verses of the pre-Christian songs of the Mizo on death go as: 

‘Awi maw Kungi lal lai Bung a thliak,     

(Oh, it has plucked the reign of Kungi,) 

Kan chalngeng thawn e Rih sang kai an rel,  

 (We have sent it to cross the Rih,) 

Zua lian tawng che maw?’68
       

(Shall you meet a great father?) 

  

‘An ngaia che hawikawm lenrualin,          

 (The near and dear people are missing you,) 

Rih tlang liam hnu lokir leh la,   

(Come back from the land beyond Rih,) 

�������������������������������������������������������������
67

 Susan C Anderson and Bruce H Tabb (ed.), Water, Leisure & Culture; European Historical

Perspective, Berg, UK, 2002, p-3.  

68 Zakhuaia, Op cit., p-24. 




��

�

Kan run a dai e.’
69

     

(Our home is cold.) 

Another traditional song on death, which was used to be sung during the 

festivals, goes as: 

Hring leh fam karah dai tui maw luang?

(Between the human and the death, does the cold water flows?) 

Lak lei sang kan dawh hring leh fam karah. 

(We created a high bridge between the human and the world.) 

The selected verses of songs clearly highlighted the importance of the Rih lake in the 

culture of the traditional Mizo. It is beyond the Rih lake that their hope lie to meet 

again with their love and dear ones.  

With the adoption of Christianity, the Rih Lake has been replaced by the river 

Jordan. In the songs the river Jordan usually signifies the world full of worries, and it 

is beyond the river Jordan that a heavenly life is hoped. This is clarified by the 

selected verses of Mizo Christian songs which are listed below: 

‘Tunah buaina Jordan lui kam-      

(Now on the shore of the troublesome river Jordan) 

Ah ka nghak Chhandamtu;          

 (I am waiting for the saviour ;) 

Chu arsi piah chawlhna hmun chu,    
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(Beyond the stars was a place of rest,) 

Eng tik nge ka thlen ang?’70
     

(When will I reach there?) 

‘Ni tinin min sawm thin, a aw nem ngai la, 

(He invited us every day, listen to His soft voice)

A hmangaihna rawn pan la, rawn pan la; 

(Come to His love, come ;) 

Jordan tuipui fawn mahse,                          

(Though the river Jordan flooded,) 

Aw, Lalpa ramah lo lut rawh u.’71          

  (O, come inside the Lord’s reign)  

3. Societal meaning of water among the Mizo: 

In the traditional Mizo society, “If someone discovered a water spring and 

kept that information to him or herself that was a taboo. It was believed that it would 

bring suffering to the family of the finder”.
72

 At the same time, seeing large amount of 

water in the dreams was believed to have brought wealth for the whole community.
73
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Thus, the connection between water and belief system allows the whole society to 

share the available water resources.   

Not only has the belief system, but also the selection of the village site has 

been effected by water. A.G. McCall wrote, “The Lushai were very particular about 

their place of residence, and considerable thought were spent on the subject of the 

village site. The highest hill top started as favorite, and the site subsequently chosen 

would be that which constitute the most impregnable stronghold, combined with the 

hope of a good water supply, which would not dry up in the hot weather. 
74

 Thus, a 

good source of water was one of the most important factors to consider when moving 

to a new village. The first thing that the community did when they moved to the new 

village was constructing the chief’s house and making tuikhur, i.e. water source or 

water point. A typical Mizo village used to have more than three water points or 

more, depending on the availability of water sources
75

. The tuikhur belongs to the 

community, and the king as the head of the community had the authority over it; 

the cleaning and repairing of tuikhur was the responsibility of the community.
76

  

Pierre Bourdieu highlighted the significance of water as an indicator of 

identity and social positions.
77

 In an unequal social order in India, water played 
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its own role. In the rural mountain villages, water is instrumental in determining 

inequality.
78

The issue of water somehow shaped the position of women in the 

traditional Mizo society and it is in the issue of water that a kind of class 

hierarchy or divisions within the society is seen. Collecting water from the village 

water points was a sole responsibility of women and thus, time does not allow 

them to participate in the village affairs. This lowered the position of Mizo 

women than their male counterparts and it was from here that there arose a saying 

that the sagacity of women stop within the village water point. During dry 

seasons water points like springs or brooks used to dry up and women have to 

wait for long hours to fill their water tubes. When the chief’s family- the chief’s 

wife or daughter came for collecting water, she can fill her water tubes before the 

rest of the women, no matter how long they have waited for the water. After the 

chief’s family, the family of head-hunter and thhangchhuahpa (a renowned hunter 

or a well to do man who conducted a number of ceremonial feast) can fill their 

water tubes before the rest of the commoner. Here comes the matter of social 

hierarchy, a kind of social division with the issue of water.
79

Water is one source of quarrels in the society mainly because of its 

scarcity. The situation in the traditional period can be predicted from the tale of 

‘The Bear’s Water Hole’. The granddaddy bear made an artificial dam to collect 
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water during the dry seasons and put one monkey to watch over it. Every sort of 

animals came begging, ‘I am dry. Who has water which he does not want? I am 

dry.’ The monkey always replied, ‘The water belongs to the granddaddy bear. If 

you dare to drink, drink, if you dare to suck, suck it up’.  As the dam belongs to 

the granddaddy bear, they don’t dare to drink it. At last the tiger came and drank 

the water and sucked the place dry. Then the monkey went to the bear and report 

it and said ‘Oh, granddaddy bear, the tiger has drank you water’. So, the bear 

rushed and fought with the tiger for a long time and both died.
80

  

Water is one issue which shows that orphans and children with single 

parent are looked down in the traditional Mizo society. Long time ago, Fiara lived 

with his mother Liankili in Lamsial village, around the present Farkawn and 

Vaphai villages. His father died when he was a young boy.  Since the mother was 

not healthy and Fiara was still young, they faced many hardships as they were 

very poor.  Fiara used to collect water from the tuikhur due the ill heath of his 

mother. In the traditional Mizo society, if a man was seen at tuikhur, women always 

let him to collect water first no matter how long they have waited. This is because it 

was believed that that family was poorer than the rest of the families in the village and 

bestowed with some misfortunes.  But, Fiara was looked down as he was a poor 

orphan and had to wait long hours for water. The desperate Fiara searched for 

another tuikhur. One day he went into the jungles and luckily found one spring in 

the Satawk hill, whose source comes from the Tan hill and used to fetch it secretly. 

The water founded by Fiara was clearer, cooler, and tastier than water from the 
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rest of the ordinary tuikhur. He did not tell anyone about his tuikhur and always 

covered it with leaves after collecting.
81 

Fiara water is famous among the Mizo, 

and till today, it is highlighted in songs and writings. 

 The situation during the colonial period was clearly seen in N.E.Parry’s 

Monograph on Lushai Customs & Ceremonies where he wrote that ‘a great many 

villages are very short of water and in the dry season it is very difficult to obtain 

enough. In ordinary times, no cognizance is taken of squabbles between women at 

the water supply but during a water famine these squabbles get very acute and 

lead to petty assaults. As these quarrels becomes a perfect nuisance to the whole 

village, during a water famine women squabbling at the water supply are fined a 

salam Rs.5.
82

  

The contemporary Mizo society, both the rural and urban areas, received 

government water supply in the forms of pipe water supply, accessed ground 

water in the form of hand pump, revitalized traditional spring sources, and rain 

water harvesting was also promoted by the government.
83

 But due to population 

growth and several developmental works the government water supply is never 

sufficient till today. The contemporary Mizo women were still in charge of 

managing and controlling the usage of water and many of them still waits for a 
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bucket of water in the water points, and thus, always reminded their husbands and 

children to use water wisely.  

            3.1      The meaning of rivers and streams in the Mizo society:    

The meaning of water, however, is not limited to beliefs and ideas. 

According to Veronica Strang, water’s diversity is, in some respects, a key to its 

meanings. Water changes its form from a solid to a liquid, and vice versa, 

depending on factors such as temperature or whether it is a river, a stream, a lake 

or a sea.
 84

 Another theme in the literature focuses on the role of water’s material 

aspects in the production of its meanings. This view indicates that the meaning of 

water is not a social extra that can be understood apart from its diverse physical 

properties.  

In the Mizo society, rivers and streams do have its own social, economic, 

and cultural functions. The Mizo being a nomadic tribe, one of the most important 

things that they considered when moving to a new village is a good water source, 

which would not dry up in the hot weather
85

. Thus, the Mizo traditional villages 

almost all situated near a river or streams and we also hear instances of the shifting of 

the villages due to the spread of cholera or the improper water sources; till today 

villages are usually not far from the rivers. This shows that the Mizo villages raise and 

died of water. The contemporary Mizo society still depends on river water or stream 

for living. For the entire government water supply scheme, whether it’s urban or rural, 

�������������������������������������������������������������
84 Veronica Strang, “Common Senses: Water, Sensory Experience and the Generation of 

Meaning’, Op.cit, p-98. 

85
 A.G. McCall, op.cit, p-165; also see C. Laitanga, “Role of water in Mizo culture”, Seminar 

and Important Papers, Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 2008, p-167. 




��

�

river water have been pumped and supplied to the people. In some region a 

gravitational scheme is used for catching the river water where it flows.  

In every traditional Mizo festivals like Chapchar Kut, Mim Kut and Pawl Kut, 

rivers and its water played a significant roles indirectly; water was needed for making 

rice beer without which festivals or community gathering could not be organized. 

Even after the adoption of Christianity and the celebration of Christmas, water was 

collected collectively by the women for the Christmas feast. This shows how rivers 

are embedded in the Mizo social and cultural life. 

 Fishes, prawns, snails, tadpole, and crabs from the rivers and streams 

provided the traditional Mizo people some of the necessary vitamins for their 

body, and thus, indirectly water had its meaning for physical health. Even the 

contemporary Mizo people valued the traditional river food, and many chooses it 

over the alternative imported from outside, and has a very good sale in the local 

market. This shows the retaining of the traditional food culture by the Mizo 

people. River gave a pleasurable behavior for the traditional men folk and served 

as a gathering place, where swimming and fishing activities played a crucial role. 

River retained its pleasurable behavior till today, where not only the rural but the 

urban men folk spend their free time and holidays in the rivers for enjoying 

themselves and for the collection of the sea dishes that it produced. The 

contemporary youth enjoyed themselves in the river in the form of picnic, where 

often there are instances of accidents in the water. This seems to be the negative 

effect of river created by the contemporary society.  
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The images of the rivers and streams that are seen in the songs show that 

the Mizo valued the precious gift of nature. The few selected verses of the song 

Chite Luipui (River Chite) by Rokunga which is shown below clarify it. 

‘Zawlkhaw sir a luang del del Chite luipui,

(The river Chite which flows beside the village,) 

A lo luanna Zawl khaw lam phei saw hmar’an, 

(It flows from the north of the village) 

Dam te’n luang del del zel e chhim tualan; 

(It flows safely toward the south ;) 

Rialltui hming thang  lengngha vangkhua fin turin’86

(To meet the famous and larger residence of the fishes.) 

‘Fiara tuithiang te luang del del, 

(There flows the cool and fresh water of Fiara) 

Lengi nena luia lengngha kan chhaina; 

(Where I went fishing with my lover ;) 

I sirah thing leh maurua an zing riai e, 

(Besides you stand the trees and bamboos,) 

Luang dem dem rawh, piallei a ral hma loh chuan.’87

(Flow until the earth vanishes.) 
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4. Physical meaning of water in the traditional Mizo society: 

 The other level, on which water is meaningful, is the body. The most 

obvious reality about water is that it is essential to the human body. In a very 

immediate sense, therefore, human share an experience of water as the substance 

that is most vital to their continued existence. “Analyses of water usage in and on 

the body have shown that these are essentially tied to broader social and cultural 

processes. Drinking water restores the physiological balance, but how one drink can 

also reflect cultural attitudes and social behaviors. Similarly, how water is used to 

wash and bathe expresses cultural valuations of people’s bodies. The excretion of 

water—in the form of bodily fluids—influences the way people think and feel about 

themselves and others”.
88

 In the traditional Mizo society, the meaning of water for physical wellbeing 

seems to be somehow minimal. This is known from the fact that the traditional Mizo 

house did not have a separate bath room, and T.H Lewin, the colonial official wrote, 

“As a rule they bathe but seldom, as their villages are generally situated at a long 

distance from water and at an elevation which much reduces the temperature”.
89

 They 

went to the outskirt of the village to pass their excreta and used small stick instead of 

water to clean themselves. Dogs used to eat up the excreta of the babies and licked 
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their buttock clear.
90

 At home water was used only for washing hands and faces. 
91

However, they used to wash themselves in the streams after whole day working in the 

jhum.
92

 And one traditional Mizo song on rain goes as: 

Ruah aw sur buan  buan, 

(Let it rain,) 

Kan vai lalpa a thi e, 

(Our king from outside the state has died) 

A bualna tui a awmlo ve, 

(There is no water for the bath of the king’s death body,) 

Ruah aw sur buan buan 

(Let it rain.) 

The song shows that the traditional Mizo people bathe death bodies. J. Shakespear 

also wrote that the Lushai washed corpse directly after death.
93

 Even if death bodies 

are bathe, it can be argue that the people were aware of their body cleanliness.  

People bathe in river or stream in the traditional society. This is seen from 

some of the traditional narratives. The tales of ‘Rimenhawihi’ and ‘Kawrdumbela’ 

will be narrated to clarify this. 

The beautiful Rimenhawihi and her husband Zawlthlia settled near a river.  

Rimenhawihi got a very long and beautiful hair and she used to bathe in the river. One 
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day, while she bathe, one single hair fall off, the water carried it off and it was 

consumed by a fish.
94

 There was a king down the river in a distant land called vai lal meaning the 

non-Mizo king. One day his servants caught him a fish which consumed 

Rimenhawih’s hair. They took out the hair from the fish and it was so long that when 

they ball it, it was as big as a big ball of cotton. The king was astonished and ordered 

his servants to find out the owner of the hair so that he could marry her. The servants 

followed the course of the river and found her living in a house made of iron and 

brass, and the house was all locked from outside by the husband as he would be away 

for some days. The servants reported to their king that they had found her but she 

lived in a house of iron and brass which was all locked from outside. The king again 

ordered his servants to go back and asked her name. The servants went back to 

Rimenhawihi and asked her name from outside by a song, “In thir a mi, in dar a mi, 

tu maw I hming min hrilh rawh.” (The one who stay in a house of iron and brass, tell 

us your name) Rimenhawii replied, "Hming lem hming lem ka nei lo, tuisik ringi ka ni 

e, antlak ringi ka ni e." ("No name do I have, I am one who depends on water and 

boiled foods.") The servants returned to their king and told what they heard. The king 

sent them back to repeat the same question but Rimenhawihi gave them the same 

answer. The king was not yet satisfied. So, he sent them back to repeat the same 

question. Since the servants keep on asking, Rimenhawihii answered them, 

“Rimenhawihi ka ni e, Menchanghawihi ka ni e” which means, "My name is 
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Rimenhawihi ,  also called Menchanghawihi." The servants returned to the king and 

told him that the lady with long hair was named Rimenhawihi.  The king was too 

impressed by the very name that he sent his servants back to fetch her for him to 

marry. The servants tried to get Rimenhawihi out of her house and tempted her with 

several gifts; Rimenhawihi could not resist when they tempted her with her favourite 

fruit, that is, orange. When she was about to take the orange, one of the servant pulled 

her in the hair. As she cared for her hair so much, she surrendered.  Rimenhawii 

carried a threat with her and she wrapped in several places on the way. She also told 

all her pets to tell her husband that she had been captured by the vai lalpa when he 

comes back. When the husband came back, the pets told him everything about the 

wife and also to follow the threat. He followed the threat, attacked the enemies and 

killed them. He brought back his wife and they lived happily thereafter.
95

 Once an ugly lad, named Kawrdumbela ventured out to a jungle and set a trap 

for animals. From the next day, he frequently checked the trap. But even after many 

visits, he came back home always empty handed. Suspicious Kawrdumbela decided to 

go for spying and after sitting for a while a fairy women named Vazunteii came and 

took all the trapped animals. Suddenly, Kawrdumbela caught her and unable to set 

herself free, Vazunteii said to Kawrdumbela, ‘Oh, please release me. In turn I will 

offer you a good fortune for your future. Kawrdumbela agreed and Vazunteii said, 

‘You go near the chief’s house for three consecutive nights and each time tell him that 

he should offer his daughter in marriage to Kawrdumbela. The happy Kawrdumbela 

released Vazunteii and went home.
96
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 Kawrdumbela did exactly as he was told. For the first time, the chief did not 

bother much. But after three consecutive nights of hearing the same words, the chief 

got frightened. The horrified chief called his daughter and said to her, ‘There are two 

options before us, whether you marry or not marry Kawrdumbela. If you don’t marry 

him, I and all the villagers will die’. Under the compelling situation, the chief’s 

daughter at last decided to marry Kawrdumbela whom she hates very much.
97

 One fine morning, Kawrdumbela intended to go for fishing. As he had no 

fishing net, he asked his wife to go and borrow her father’s net. His wife then went to 

her father’s house but instead of going back to an ugly husband, she stayed for a long 

time till her father asked her to go back with the net. Then, Kawrdumbela, taking with 

him the net, he went to the river. When casting the net, he happened to catch a fish 

locally named Nghangiai. To his surprise, the fish talk and said, ‘Please set me free, 

in turn I will tell you a fortune for your future’. Kawrdumbela said, ‘Do tell me now.’ 

Then the fish said, ‘you take bath in this river and rub your entire body with a smooth 

stone’. After bathing, to his amazement, Kawrdumbela found a miraculous change of 

his body which transformed into a tender, beautiful and fair complexion. He happily 

went home.
98

 On entering his house, the wife did not recognise him. But Kawrdumbela told 

the miraculous thing that took place in the river and the wife began to really love him. 

The wife then went to her father’s house to return the net and she throw the net from 

the door and said, ‘take your net’ and hurriedly returned home as she now want to be 

with her husband all the time. The chief felt something strange in his daughter’s 

character and went to his son-in-law’s house the same night to see what had happened 
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to them. He was surprised to see the beautiful and fair son-in-law. When 

Kawrdumbela narrate him of all what had happened, the chief decided to do the same 

thing.
99

 The next day, the chief went to the same river and caught a fish named 

nghahrah. The fish then begged him to release and promised a fortune and said, ‘take 

bath in this river and rub your entire body with a rough stone’. As told by the fish, the 

chief bathe and rubbed himself with a rough stone. But contrary to his expectation he 

was sad to see that all his body surfaces become ugly, pitted and wrinkled. When he 

reached home he was feared by all those who saw him. The angry and shy chief 

cursed and put all the blame on Kawrdumbela.
100

The Mizo washed their indigenous mattress and quilt called puanhlap and 

pawnpui respectively at tuikhur. The traditional Mizo used hlingsi, an indigenous 

soap for washing clothes.
101 Hlingsi is a soap-nut tree; the fruit is used for washing.

102

Thus, it can be argue that they were aware of washing their cloths.  

The Mizo used bamboo cups for drinking rice beer and the habits of washing 

cups and their wooden plates with water was unknown
103

. For purification purposes, 

oral sources indicated that the Mizo used to protect their water source particularly the 

one which was used for drinking by fencing it with bamboos and shrubs to prevent the 
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animals fouling the water.
104

  The fencing of the water sources is supported by the 

writings of N.E. Parry.
105

4.1  Development in the physical meaning of water: 

However, during the colonial and the succeeding century, hygienic treatment 

of water was started by the efforts of the government, and the people started a 

hygienic way of living which is rather the result of the mission teachings and the 

imitation of the western ways of living.  With all these naturally comes water meaning 

for physical wellbeing.  

As early as 1910, water from wells, tanks, streams, river, springs, and other 

source are collected and analyzed, probably for drinking purposes.
106

  In the year 

1956, the idea of constructing rain water catchment and spring water catchment, and 

construction of a small filtration chamber at the springs for the protection from 

pollution emerged.
107

 In the same year, the Deputy Commissioner of the Mizo District 

ordered that bathing and washing of clothes at the water point below the bridge over 

Sairang river is strictly prohibited as this pollutes the water and make it unfit for 

human consumption.
108

 In 1960, the Deputy Commissioner of the Mizo District again 

sanctioned a notice to all the local heads of government officers at Aizawl and Chief 

Executive Member, Mizo District Council that the water supplied from reservoir 

through pipe or from Sairang river should not be used for drinking purposes without 
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proper boiling.
109

 This shows that physical health consciousness had been started. The 

attachment of a separate bathroom and latrine in the house were still inexistence and 

the clean and hygienic use of water by the common people in their domestic life was 

still minimal in the mid 20
th

 century.
110

4.2  Continuity and changes in the physical meaning of water: 

However, with the rapid emergence of development and urbanization in the 

late 20
th

 and early 21
st
 century, many changes took place in the domain of health and 

in ways and style of living. There was also development in the field of water supplies, 

its treatment, management, and uses.  The contemporary meaning of water must be 

understood against this background of these changes.  

Water is no longer valued just as a necessity of human existence and even the 

traditional meaning, uses and significance of water no longer served as the only 

justification of water resources development. “The meanings of water condense and 

express an extraordinary range of experiences, interpretations, and values about health 

and wellbeing. People prefer specific uses of water because they help them to imagine 

and express a variety of health ideals linked to the maintenance, strengthening, or 

improvement of the health, beauty, or wellbeing of body and mind”.
111

 The most 

visible sign of this shift is in the increasing popularity of safe drinking water. There 

was an increasing caution to drink only clean water, boiled or filtered and 

encouragement to follow a set of hygienic routines, which involved regular bathing 
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with water. The result of this was the emergence of “utilitarian image of water”
112

which became central to everyday care for the body. Behind the notions of this 

hygienic routine there are continuities in the meaning of water. The changing habits of 

washing and bathing the body with water reflected responsible and socially acceptable 

forms of daily domestic behavior that demonstrated good manners and ideas about 

decency.
113

 The significance of water is mostly evident in current uses in physical 

health, illness, and wellbeing. In the medical circles, water is illustrated as a material 

and functional substance. It is valued for its cleaning and dissolving properties and its 

ability to lighten pain, swelling, or cramps by transferring temperature, or to maintain 

fluid levels in the body. It is also essential for cleaning and washing surgical tools and 

equipment and creating a clear environment free of germs for patients. This had 

created ‘medical utilitarian’
114

 image of water.  

 Crawford (2006) indicates that “health promotion encourages people to take 

control over their health by being responsible and moderate, while consumer culture 

impels them towards release, indulgence, and pleasure”.
115

 Some dwellers of the 

Aizawl city valued drinking bottled mineral water, whether imported or local made 

like ‘Zo Aqua’.  In many contemporary public gathering in Aizawl and some districts 

where public feasts are held, the people are provided clean and safe drinking water 

which are ordered from people who deals with the business of selling drinking water. 

While most families’ drinks filtered water, some resorted to the used of an expensive 
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Elkan water filter which is believed to produce safer water than the normal filter. 

People who believed in herbal medicines drink water in which some particular herbs 

or plants are soaked or boiled. These uses of water encourage people to practice self-

control and reflect notion of bodily discipline and control over health.  

‘Water has become a recreational commodity to be marketed, advertised and 

sold’.
116

  Due to the commercialization of health activities and the increasing focus on 

health issue in a consumer culture have created a climate in which water is also linked 

with various forms of pleasurable behavior. Many Aizawl city dwellers resort to 

steam bath and spas to de-stress, and enhance the appearance and health of their body. 

Water therapies that improve facial looks and overall wellbeing such as moisturizing 

packs, homeopathic medicines and similar natural remedies are also undergoing a 

revival. The bathrooms are no longer a place of hygiene and the disposal of human 

waste, it now comes with comfortable bathtubs and showers and has transformed into 

a place of relaxation. These uses of water gave a feeling of enjoyment in a health 

conscious.  

Thus, contemporary activities created a dual meaning of water; one towards 

self-discipline and self-control, and the other toward the release and transgression of 

self-discipline which led to pleasurable activities. The positive aspect of this double-

sided aspect of water is that it articulates individual responsibility for health through 

the uses of water.  
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5.  Conclusion: 

 Some theorist like Illich argue that due to material developments, water lost all 

its cultural, social, and ecological values and that the earlier cultural meanings of 

water are presently absent.
117

 But in the context of the Mizo society, though new 

meanings have been added and differences are seen in the way water meaning are 

shaped and expressed, water retains its characteristics. The differences depend on the 

changing belief system of the Mizo people and of the developing thinking about 

health and the physical being. The idea that water is beneficial to health is found in 

traditional medicine where water is mixed with several herbs or plants and used as a 

life saving agent. This practice continues till today, maintaining continuity in the 

meaning of water. The change in the religious belief system of the Mizo changed the 

way in which the connection between water and spiritual life is expressed, but the link 

between water and life after death is still present. However, the contemporary 

meaning of water relating to body and physical health is the outcome of education and 

development brought about by the developing world and closely connected to health 

and body culture where people expressed themselves. In the contemporary Mizo 

society, the life of women and water is still deeply connected. It is the women who 

look after the supply, uses, and management of water and always reminded the 

husband and children to use water wisely. 

 These meanings permeate many aspects of the Mizo life: the social, the 

spiritual, the physical, the cultural and the environmental. They flow into every 

interaction with water, whether personal, familial or collective, literal or metaphorical. 

�������������������������������������������������������������
117

 Illich I (1985), H2O and the Water of Forgetfulness, The Dallas Institute of Humanities 

and Culture, Dallas as cited in Nick W. Verouden and Frans J. Meijman, Op.cit, pp-26,31. 



���

�

Thus, the consciousness of water, which is ‘water culture’
118

 according to Vandana 

Shiva presents in the Mizo society from the traditional till the contemporary period. 

The water culture survived as the awareness and consciousness of living in the water 

cycle does not die out.  
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Chapter-4 

Water Harvesting in the Pre-Colonial Mizoram 

Introduction: 

 Before the arrival of the Christian Missionaries and the development of an 

alphabet for the Mizo based on Roman script in 1894, the Mizo society was 

essentially an oral society, whose language were not written. All of the elements in 

culture are transmitted by a long chain of interlocking face-to-face conversations 

between members of the society. All beliefs and values were related orally, face-to-

face, and were held in human memory. Since memory is a vital human process in 

transmission, those items are heard, stored in memory, and, when appropriate, 

recalled at the moment of subsequent transmission. Since, there is a lack of written 

accounts in the pre-colonial Mizoram; it is necessary to consult the Colonial 

Ethnographies apart from few written sources by the indigenous people. However, 

when the Colonial Ethnographers’ compiled an account of the Mizo, be it a person, 

people’s character, an institutions, or an events, what they have written can be 

justified and are credible because oral sources and indigenous writings gave accuracy 

to their works. But the Colonial Ethnographers sometimes omitted significant facts 

about the subject of their work and thus, their works were imbalanced. There are also 

instances when they elaborated upon people's vices but ignored their virtues, giving 

an unfair impression of their character. Also, being an outsider, their accounts of the 

past, sometimes, reflected their personal interests, vision and ideas. Thus, this chapter, 

‘Water Harvesting in the Pre-Colonial period’ relies heavily on oral sources in order 

to bring forth the true picture.  
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 This chapter is divided into the following sections: 

1. Definition of Water Harvesting: 

Traditionally, water harvesting essentially meant valuing the raindrop. It has 

meant capturing the rain water where it falls or capturing the run off in your village or 

in your own town. Additionally, it also meant taking measures to keep that water 

clean, which, in turn, has meant not allowing dirty activities to take place in the 

catchment.
1
  

In the context of the National Drinking Water Mission (NDWM), ‘water 

harvesting’ denotes the collection and storage of rain water and other activities aimed 

at harvesting water, whether it may be surface or ground water, prevention of losses 

through evaporation and seepage, and all the other hydrological studies and 

engineering interventions aimed at conservation and efficient utilization of limited 

water endowment, of a physiographic unit such as a watershed or a geomorphic 

basin.
2
  Therefore, the various activities and structures covered under water harvesting 

according to the NDWM are construction of permanent or portable water storage 

structures with accompanying collection system; farm ponds, for soil conservation 

and storage of supplemental water or for recharging the aquifers; check dams for soil 

conservation and they also effectively served the objective of water retention and 

recharge; percolation tank constructed at appropriate sites selected on geological 
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considerations and designed for the purpose; reclamation or revitalization of 

traditional water harvesting structures which have deteriorated over the years due to 

silting and poor maintenance; artificial recharge of aquifers through injection wells 

using seasonal surface water surplus; control of evaporation from surface water 

bodies and bare soil surfaces; prevention of  seepage losses in appropriate situations; 

enhancement of runoff through mechanical and chemical treatment of catchment in 

low rainfall areas; subsurface dams across ephemeral streams to arrest loss of ground 

water through base flow; soil and water conservation practices comprising contour 

and terrace bunding besides trenching; control of sea water incursion as well as 

subsurface discharge of fresh water into sea in the case of coastal aquifers; control of 

transpiration losses of water through plants without effecting the normal growth 

spraying of appropriate chemicals; and lastly, adoption of crops and cropping patterns 

appropriate to the agro-climatic conditions of the region.
3

2. Traditional habitation pattern of the Mizo and Water: 

Both the indigenous writers 
4
 and the colonial ethnographers 

5
 agreed that the 

Mizo were very particular about their places of residence. After a considerable 

thought were spent on the subject of the village site, the elders of the village would 

spent a night at the site for the final selection, taking with them a cock. If the cock did 

not crow within one hour before the dawn, it was taken as a bad omen and the site 

was not taken for a new village. “The highest hill top started as favorite, and the site 
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subsequently chosen would be that which constitute the most impregnable stronghold, 

combined with the hope of good water supply, which would not dry up in the hot 

weather”.
6
 Before the final selection of the village site, the elders verified that the site 

was accompanied by a good water source. So, most of the villages had enough water 

for the entire population.
7
 It might appear as a superstitious belief to a modern person 

but this belief was more eco-friendly as compared to many modern practices. 

3. Water harvesting in the Pre-Colonial Jhum land: 

 The Mizo practiced the slash and burn or shifting system of cultivation. They 

did not developed or practiced any kind of water harvesting in their jhum land. The 

shifting cultivation of the Mizo comprises various stages shaped by the seasons as 

they depended solely on the rain water for watering their crops. The rainfall which is 

the only source of water supply to the Mizo is well spread throughout the year except 

on November, December, and January. The cutting of forest is usually done by men in 

January and February and after some weeks by the end of March or April if rain do 

not fall and permeate the fallen timber or bamboo with damp, it is usual to fire the 

cleared hill-sides. “Work is now at a standstill, till the gathering of the heavy clouds 

and the grumbling of thunders denotes the approach of rains. These signs at once 

bring a village into a state of activity; men and women, boys and girls each bind on 

the left hip a small basket filled with mixed seeds” 
8
 and the sowing started. If shortly 

afterwards the rain falls, they are fortunate or unparallel luck if they get wet through 
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6 Ibid.  

7  Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 

Government of Mizoram, on 12
th
 September, 2013. 

8
 T.H. Lewin, The Hill Tract of Chittagong and the Dwellers Therein (1870), Reprint, Tribal 

Research Institute, Aizawl, 2004, p-16. 
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with the rain as they are sowing, great will be jollification on the return home, this 

being an omen that a bumper season may be expected.
9

3.1  Terraces in the Pre-Colonial Mizo Economy: 

 In the Lushai hills, it seems that the tribes never have had any knowledge of 

terrace cultivation because T.H. Lewin, in his book, Wild Races of South-Eastern 

India (1870) wrote that “they do not seem to be acquainted with the method of terrace 

cultivation pursued in the Himalayas; indeed the slope of the hills in most part is so 

steep, that it is doubtful whether this mode of cultivation would be practicable.”
10

 But 

in almost all other hilly states of North East India, terrace cultivation developed in the 

pre-colonial period. Nagaland is famous for its zobo system. The word "Zabo" means 

the impounding of water in the local language. The system has forest land at the top 

of the hill, water harvesting tanks (silt retention ponds and water storage tank) further 

down the hill slope, followed by livestock enclosures and then terraced rice fields at 

the foot of the hill.
11

 The silt retention tanks are cleaned annually for proper 

maintenances of the water harvesting system. The bottom surface of water harvesting 

tank is properly packed and side walls are plastered with paddy husk to minimize the 
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9

Ibid., p-17. 

10 T.H Lewin, Wild Races of South-Eastern India (1870), Reprint, Tribal Research Institute, 

Aizawl, 1978, p- 22. 

11
 U.C. Sharma and Vikas Sharma, The "Zabo" soil and water management and conservation 

system in northeast India: tribal beliefs in the development of water resources and their 

impact on society—an historical account of a success story’, The Basis of Civilization - Water 

Science? (Proceedings of the UNESCO/IAHS/IWHA symposium held in Rome. December 

2003). IAHS Publ. 286. 2004; also, P. P. Dabral, ‘Indigenous Techniques of Soil and Water 

Conservation in North Eastern Region of India’, 12th ISCO Conference, Beijing 2002, 

retrieved from, 

http://www.tucson.ars.ag.gov/isco/isco12/VolumeIII/IndigenousTechniquesofSoil.pdf, 

accessed on 3
rd

 March, 2013, pp-94. 
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seepage loss.
12

 The system is a unique combination of forest, agriculture, livestock 

and fisheries with a water and soil conservation base, which encourages the 

sustainability of the environment, besides increasing crop productivity.
13

 The water 

from the pond is allowed to pass through the cattle yard before taking it to the field 

for irrigation. The water carries with, dung and urine of the animals to the field 

through split bamboo channels. The farmers practice paddy-cum-fish by digging a 

small pit in the fields. And paddy fields of varying sizes are located at lower 

elevation.
14

  

In some part of Nagaland, Sikkim and Manipur, Panikheti system of rice 

cultivation are practice in bench terraces from time immemorial. Farmers developed 

terraces in the middle and lower part of the hill slopes. Natural forests are kept intact 

in the upper portion of the hills. In this system, the hill streams are trapped or near the 

source of emergence, the water is channelized to irrigate a series of terraces in such a 

way that water continuously flow without any soil erosion and maintaining the desired 

level of standing water.
15

 About 10 to 15 cm of water is maintained in the field. The 
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12  Anup Das, Ramkrushna GI, BU Coudhury ,(et al), ‘Natural Resources Conservation 

through indigenioud farming system: Wisdom alive in North East India’, Indian Journal of 

Traditional Knowledge, Vol-11(3), July, 2012, p-511; also, P. P. Dabral, ‘Indigenous 

Techniques of Soil and Water Conservation in North Eastern Region of India’, 12th ISCO 

Conference, Beijing 2002, retrieved from, Op.cit, p-95. 

13 U.C. Sharma and Vikas Sharma, The "Zabo" soil and water management and conservation 

system in northeast India: tribal beliefs in the development of water resources and their 

impact on society—an historical account of a success story’, Op.cit. 

14  Anup Das, Ramkrushna GI, BU Coudhury ,(et al), op.cit, p-511; also, P. P. Dabral, 

‘Indigenous Techniques of Soil and Water Conservation in North Eastern Region of India’, 

12th ISCO Conference, Beijing 2002, retrieved from, op.cit., p-95. 

15 Ibid, p-506; also, P. P. Dabral, ‘Indigenous Techniques of Soil and Water Conservation in 

North Eastern Region of India’, 12th ISCO Conference, Beijing 2002, retrieved from, op.cit., 

p-93. 
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extra water runs down from one terrace to another through wedge type openings in the 

bunds. To maintain the desired level of water in the field, a stone is kept at the 

opening of the bund, also preventing soil erosion. The traditional practice ensures that 

there is no wastage of water while protecting the rights of farmers over water use.
16

In the pre-colonial period, permanent irrigation of any kind was not practiced 

in any parts of the hilly region,
17

 so the Mizo depended solely on rain water for their 

cultivation. Wet- rice and plough cultivation seemed to be totally absent in the 

traditional Mizo society but later introduced by the British in the 1890’s. The lack of 

irrigation facilities are be due to jhum cultivation, difficult hilly terrain, lack of plains 

and heavy rainfall in the areas. Among the Northeastern states in the pre-colonial 

period, paddy is cultivated in the form of wet rice cultivation in Arunachal Pradesh 

and the system is the famous Apatani system of water management which integrates 

land, water and farming system by protecting soil erosion, conserving water for 

irrigation, and paddy-cum-fish culture. Every stream originating from the hills is 

trapped soon after it emerges from forest, channelized at the rim of valley and 

diverted by networks of primary, secondary, and tertiary channels. The first diversions 

of water from the stream take off at a short distanced above the terrace. Central 

irrigation channels and embankments of different sizes are constructed in the paddy 

field. The water inside the plots is drawn from irrigation channel and has a check gate 
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16 A. K. Singh, ‘Indigenous water management system by the farmers of northeastern hill 

region’, retrieved from http://www.agriculturesnetwork.org, accessed on 7
th
 February. 

17 Interview with Vanlalvula, 60 years, Zotlang Aizawl, on 5th February, 2013; also interview 

with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 30th December, 2012; also interview 

with Pi Aii, 88 years, Darlawn, Mizoram, on 7
th
 June, 2011; also interview with 

Lallungmuana, 52 years, Associate Professor, Govt. Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12th

May, 2013; also interview with Ngurthankima Sailo, 50 years, Associate Professor , Govt. 

Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12
th
 May, 2013; also interview with Vanlallawma, 55 years, 

Associate Professor , Govt. Hrangabana College, Aizawl, on 7
th
 February, 2013. 
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made of bamboo splits at the inlet for regulation of entry and exit of water through the 

outlet. For fish culture, a verified pit is dug in the middle of the plot, so that the water 

remains in these pits even when it drains away the surrounding fields. To prevent 

trashes or migration of fish, a semi circular wooden or bamboo net is installed at the 

inlet. For maintaining proper water level bamboo split are installed above the level 

bed of the fields. The water from terraces is finally drained into the river, which flows 

at the middle of the valley. This system is eco-friendly and the rice productivity is 

very high. The entire surrounding hills and uplands in the area are conserved as forest. 

This help in the maintenance of ecological balance and continuous flow of streams.
18

Apatani version of wet rice cultivation is one of the most advanced with an 

exceptionally high energy and economic efficiency. This system involves people’s 

participation for common works and the available water from natural streams is used 

most judiciously in a planned way for crop production. The system has remained 

sustainable since centuries.
19
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 Anup Das, Ramkrushna GI, BU Coudhury ,(et al), op.cit, p-506; also, P.S. Ramakrishnan, 

‘Apatani Wet Rice Cultivation: A Highly Evolved Traditional Agro-ecosystem of Arunachal 

Pradesh, Seeds Hope of Lokayan, retrieved from 

planningcommission.nic.in/reports/sereport/ser/seeds/seed_agri.pdf , accesses on 9
th
 February, 

2013; also, P. P. Dabral, ‘Indigenous Techniques of Soil and Water Conservation in North 

Eastern Region of India’, 12th ISCO Conference, Beijing 2002, retrieved from, Op.cit., pp-

90-91; also See, A. K. Singh, ‘Indigenous water management system by the farmers of 

northeastern hill region’, retrieved from Op.cit.

19  A. K. Singh, Ibid; also, P. P. Dabral, ‘Indigenous Techniques of Soil and Water 

Conservation in North Eastern Region of India’, 12th ISCO Conference, Beijing 2002, 

retrieved from, op.cit., p-91. 
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3.2  Bamboo Drip Irrigation or Water Harvesting by Diversion 

of Water by Bamboo in the Pre-Colonial Period: 

Dr. M.P. Mishra in his article ‘Rain water harvesting in the North-eastern 

India-with special reference to Mizoram’
20

 wrote that bamboo-drip Irrigation System 

prevailed in Mizoram in the olden days. But, colonial ethnographers and indigenous 

scholars never mentioned the existence of such kind of irrigation in Mizoram. Even 

oral sources refuted Mishra argument.
21

 It seems that Dr. M.P Mishra is confused with 

the bamboo drip irrigation practiced by the tribal farmers in Muktapur, Jaintia hills 

district of Meghalaya for irrigating crops, especially betal vines in hill slopes.
22

However, oral sources reveal that the Mizo used to get water supply in their jhum land 

by using bamboo channels (Figure-1), if the spring or any water source is situated in a 

higher level than the jhum land.
23

 In this system, bamboo pipes are used to divert 
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20 M.P. Mishra ‘Rain water harvesting in the North-eastern India-with special reference to 

Mizoram’ retrieved from http://www.ecosensorium.org/2009/09/rain-water-harvesting-in-

north-eastern.html, accessed on 11
th
 November, 2009. 

21 Interview with Vanlalvula, 60 years, Zotlang Aizawl, on 5th February, 2013; also interview 

with Rivungi, 93 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 30th December, 2012; also interview 

with Pi Aii, 88 years, Darlawn, Mizoram, on 7
th
 June, 2011; also interview with 

Lallungmuana, 52 years, Associate Professor, Govt. Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12th

May, 2013 ; also interview with Ngurthankima Sailo, 50 years, Associate Professor , Govt. 

Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12
th
 May, 2013; also interview with Vanlallawma, 55 years, 

Associate Professor , Govt. Hrangabana College, Aizawl, on 7
th
 February, 2013. 

22 Anup Das, Ramkrushna GI, BU Coudhury ,(et al), op.cit, pp-509-510. 

23
 Interview with Vanlalvula, 60 years, Zotlang Aizawl, on 5

th
 February, 2010; also interview 

with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 30
th
 December, 2011; also interview 

with Pi Aii, 88 years, Darlawn, Mizoram, on 7th June, 2011; also interview with Dr. John C. 

Lallawmawma, 33 years, Assistant Professor, Kamalanagar College, Chawngte, Mizoram, on 

5
th
 March, 2010; also interview with Lallungmuana, 52 years, Associate Professor, Govt. 

Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12th May, 2013; also interview with Ngurthankima Sailo, 50 

years, Associate Professor , Govt. Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12th May, 2013; also 

interview with Vanlallawma, 55 years, Associate Professor , Govt. Hrangabana College, 

Aizawl, on 7
th
 February, 2013 . 




�
�

�

perennial springs from the hilltop to the lower reaches by gravity. Water is carried out 

through a long distance with the help of bamboo culms by joining it in several places, 

supported on ground surface by wood or bamboo. Bamboos of varying diameters are 

used for laying the channels. About a third of the outer casing in length and internodes 

of bamboo pieces have to be removed while fabricating the system. Sometimes, the 

bamboo channels are smoothened by using a local daos. This practice prevents 

leakage and loss of water on the way. The water that they got from this system was 

stopped near the jhum hut and the water flowed continuously. There can be two 

reasons why the traditional Mizo people did not stored the water that they got from 

this system: it can be due to the lack of materials for storage and also the people might 

not be aware of water storage in the pre-colonial period. Sometimes, channel sections 

were made by using bamboo culms, divert and convey water to the jhum site where it 

was needed. The water that they got from this system was used for several purposes 

like for cooking and drinking in the jhum hut, for watering the nearby crops, and for 

washing and bathing. 
24

  

The Mizo practiced of diverting perennial streams from the hilltop by using 

bamboo channels is very similar to the bamboo drip irrigation practiced by the tribal 

farmers in Muktapur, Jaintia hills district of Meghalaya for irrigating crops, especially 

betal vines in hill slopes. About four or five stages of irrigation zig-zag from the water 

source to the last point of application. Along the way, 18-20 liters of water will 

eventually disseminate at a rate of 20-80 drops per minute.
25

 Bamboo drip irrigation is 

an excellent example of man’s skill and ingenuity and glaring example in the 
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Ibid. 

25
 Bamboo Drip Irrigation, retrieved from http://cseindia.org/node/2839, accessed on 6

th

February, 2013. 
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evolution of indigenous agricultural system.
26

 However, in Mizoram the water 

harvested by this system was not meant for irrigation and the net-work layout is not 

that smooth and in order like that of Meghalaya. In this system, since the water is 

carried through bamboo clums, the system is eco-friendly; it helps in conserving the 

forest area and natural resources. 

3.3  Continuity and changes in water harvesting by diversion of 

water by bamboos:  

There has been continuity and changes in water harvesting by diversion of 

water by bamboos. Till today, diversion of water by bamboos is still in practice by the 

Mizo, especially in villages. For the diversion, apart from bamboos, rubber pipes and 

iron pipes are also used in the contemporary period. The water diverted by rubber 

pipes and iron pipes are usually stored in tuikhur, while those diverted by bamboos 

are usually meant for temporary use and not stored.  

 (Figure-1) Diversion of water from the spring by bamboos at Dampa village in the 

contemporary period.
27
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26  Solomon Retna Dhas Nadar Jeeva, Roytre Christopher Laloo, Bhanu prakash Mishra, 

‘Traditional Agricultural Practices in Meghalaya, North East India’, Indian journal of 

Traditional knowledge, Vol-V(I), January, 2006, p-10. 

27
 Photo Credit, C. Lalrodinga, 31 years, Headmaster, Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan 

Secondary school, Rajiv Nagar, 8th July, 2014. 
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(Figure-2) Diversion of water by bamboos at Kawnpui in the contempo

  

(Figure-3) Diversion of water by bamboos at Zuangleng, Serchhip

contemporary period.28
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Photo Credit, Lalrintluanga Ralte, 33 years, Serchhip Mizora

Diversion of water by bamboos at Kawnpui in the contemporary period

  

3) Diversion of water by bamboos at Zuangleng, Serchhip District in the 
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Photo Credit, Lalrintluanga Ralte, 33 years, Serchhip Mizoram, 12
th

May, 2014.
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      (Figure-4) Diversion of water by using iron pipes in the contemporary period.
29

    

(Figure-5) Diversion of water by using rubber pipes in the contemporary period30
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contemporary period.  

30
 Diversion of water by rubber pipes and stored in cemented tuikhur at Tlungvel villagin the 

contemporary period.  
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4. Water points or water sources:  

 When the Mizo moved to a new village, the first thing that the community did 

was constructing the chief’s house and the making or construction of tuikhur for the 

village. The making or construction of new tuikhur was called tuikhur hiah. Since 

water resources development and management was essentially a local matter and 

handled by the community in the pre-colonial period, the whole community used to 

search water points for the village. Once water source was found, the village crier 

announced the need of community labour for the construction of new tuikhur. For the 

construction of tuikhur in the pre-colonial period, the Mizo used local pointed 

materials made of woods and bamboos; in the later period they also used big iron doas 

called tupui,
31

 which they purchased it from the nearest plain bazaar.
32

 The iron doas 

that they used for the construction of tuikhur was sometimes minted by the local 

blacksmith, if the people purchase raw iron from the plains.
33

 While constructing 

tuikhur, the exact point of the water source was deepened and the surface area was 

widened. Stone slabs were arranged in an orderly manner so that women and girl 
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31

 Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 

Government of Mizoram, on 12
th
 September, 2013. 

32 Interview with Vanlalvula, 60 years, Zotlang Aizawl, on 5th February, 2010; also interview 

with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 30th December, 2011; also interview 

with Pi Aii, 88 years, Darlawn, Mizoram, on 7
th
 June, 2011; also interview with Kapthangi, 

60 years, Zotlang, Aizawl, on 3
rd

 April, 2010; also interview with Lallungmuana, 52 years, 

Associate Professor, Govt. Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12th May, 2013; also interview 

with Ngurthankima Sailo, 50 years, Associate Professor , Govt. Hrangbana College, Aizawl, 

on 12
th
 May, 2013; also interview with Vanlallawma, 55 years, Associate Professor , Govt. 

Hrangabana College, Aizawl, on 7th February, 2013; also interview with F.Vanlalrochana, 30 

years, Tuikual, Aizawl, on 3rd April, 2013;  also interview with Rosalind Varsangzuali, 37 

years, Assistant Professor, Govt. Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 6
th
 April, 2012. 

33 J. Shakespear, The Lushei Kuki Clans (1912), Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 2008, p-16. 
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child might not face difficulties while collecting water.
34

 The maintenance of 

cleanliness at tuikhur and also the repairing was in the hands of the community. 

Whenever, a community labour was needed for the maintenances and development of 

tuikhur, the village crier announced it and the whole community participated. Again, 

like the construction of new tuikhur, local materials and iron doas were used for the 

cleaning and repairing.
35

  

When the traditional Mizo people searched water sources for tuikhur, they 

tried to found more than one water sources. A typical Mizo village used to have more 

than three water points or more, depending on the availability of water sources.
36

The

number of tuikhur was also determined by the number of houses in the village. If the 

village was large consisting hundred of houses, the number of tuikhur will be much 

more than a small village.
37

 This was also seen in the colonial period, as well as in the 

succeeding century.
38
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34  Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 

Government of Mizoram, on 12
th
 September, 2013. 

35 Interview with Vanlalvula, 60 years, Zotlang Aizawl, on 5th February, 2010; also interview 

with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 30th December, 2011,; also interview 

with Pi Aii, 88 years, Darlawn, Mizoram, on 7
th
 June, 2011; also interview with 

Lallungmuana, 52 years, Associate Professor, Govt. Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12
th

May, 2013; also interview with Ngurthankima Sailo, 50 years, Associate Professor, Govt. 

Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12th May, 2013; also interview with Vanlallawma, 55 years, 

Associate Professor , Govt. Hrangabana College, Aizawl, on 7
th
 February, 2013; also 

interview with F.Vanlalrochana, 30 years, Tuikual, Aizawl, 3
rd

 April, 2013. 

36 C. Laitanga, ‘Role of water in Mizo Culture’, in Seminar & Important Papers, Tribal 

Research Institute, Aizawl, 2008,  p-167.  

37 Interview with Vanlalvula, 60 years, Zotlang Aizawl, on 5th February, 2010; also interview 

with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 30th December, 2011; also interview 

with Pi Aii, 88 years, Darlawn, Mizoram, on 7
th
 June, 2011; also interview with 

Lallungmuana, 52 years, Associate Professor, Govt. Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12
th

May, 2013; also interview with Ngurthankima Sailo, 50 years, Associate Professor, Govt. 
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Most of the Mizo villages used to have three or more water points (tuikhur), 

i.e., springs, brooks or streams (Figure-4). Springs and streams on the hill slope and 

valleys were the main water supply sources in the traditional villages. During the dry 

season the yield from these sources get reduced drastically. Some tuikhur may be in a 

short distance from the village and others, in far distances from their settlements. This 

is mainly because the short distanced water sources usually dries up during the dry 

seasons, while the far off water points, which usually situated in jungles never dries 

up throughout the year.
39

  

                (Figure-6) Traditional Tuikhur, which survive till today at Tlungvel village.
40

  

“If someone discovered a water spring and kept that information to him or 

herself that was a taboo. It was believed that it would bring suffering to the family of 
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Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12
th
 May, 2013; also interview with Vanlallawma, 55 years, 

Associate Professor , Govt. Hrangabana College, Aizawl, on 7th February, 2013.  

38
 Gazetteer of Villages in Aizawl District, Tribal Research Institute, Government of 

Mizoram, 1992; also see Gazetteer of Villages in Lunglei District, Tribal Research Institute, 

Government of Mizoram, 1995.  

39
Ibid. 

40
 Photo credit, R. Laldinpuii, Research Scholar, 29 years, History & Ethnography, Mizoram 

University, 12.8.2013. 
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the finder”.
41

 The Mizo morale of ‘sharing’ can be clearly seen from this. 

Constructing houses close to the water points was also taken as a taboo,
 42

 and the 

people never passed their excreta near or above the water points.
43

. This shows the 

traditional Mizo sense of hygiene and cleanliness towards water.  

Oral sources indicated that the Mizo used to protect their tuikhur particularly 

the one which was used for drinking by fencing it with bamboos and shrubs to prevent 

dirty things from polluting the water.
44

 The fencing of the water sources is supported 

by the account of N.E. Parry, who wrote that, ‘a rough basin is sometimes made with 

stones to allow the water to collect, as during the dry weather water is scarce in many 

villages; and this is fenced with bamboos to prevent the cattle fouling the water.’
45

  

The uses of tuikhur by the Mizo people are seen from the song written by 

Rokunga (L) in his song, ‘Tuikhur Nuam’, which means ‘Nice Water Point’.  This 
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41 Mangkhosat Kipgen, Christianity and Mizo Culture, The Mizoram Theological Conference, 

Mizoram, 2000, p.127.  
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with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 30
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May, 2013; also interview with Ngurthankima Sailo, 50 years, Associate Professor, Govt. 

Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12th May, 2013; also interview with Vanlallawma, 55 years, 

Associate Professor , Govt. Hrangabana College, Aizawl, on 7th February, 2013. 
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 Interview, Zaliana , 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 
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44 Ibid; also Interview with Vanlalvula, 60 years, Zotlang Aizawl, on 5th February, 2010; also 
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song was written by Rokunga in the name of a tuikhur in Maite Village in the 

southern part of Mizoram. The last four lines of the third stanza of the song go as: 

Aw, tuikhur nuam leh mawi tak, 

(Oh, a beautiful and nice water point,) 

Zaleng tin ruang bualna; 

(Where everyone bathe ;) 

Silhpuan suin run tui kan chawi, 

(We washed clothes and collect it,) 

Vangpui kawl eng mawiah.’46

(In a bright and sunny day.) 

From the song, it is known that the water that they got from tuikhur was 

collected for domestic purposes; it was used for drinking, bathing, and washing 

clothes. Also, water is a must for making rice beer and nicotine water. There was 

hardly any festivals performed without rice beer.
47

 It was also served to a welcome 

guest of the house.
48

 Almost all men and women smoke nicotine water. A mouthful of 

nicotine water which was carefully kept in a gourd was served to their guest of 

honoured.
49

The stone slabs which were arranged at tuikhur were also meant for washing 

the indigenous mattress and quilt called puanhlap and pawnpui respectively. Since 

pawnpui was thick and get heavy when wet, wooden posts or sometimes bamboos 

posts were made near the tuikhur for drying the pawnpui. The traditional Mizo used 
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Hlingsi, an indigenous soap for washing clothes.
50

Hlingsi is a soap-nut tree; the fruit 

is used for washing.
51

  In the process of cotton or cloth dyeing, tuikhur played an 

important part. Cotton was dyed by boiling and immersing it into the leaves of Assam 

indigo called ting in local language. To retain the colour permanently, the process of 

boiling and immersion had to be repeated many times. After every boiling, the 

coloured cotton was washed in tuikhur repeatedly as it required huge amount of 

water.
52

 In the traditional Mizo society, ‘animism vested nature with a mystical 

character, replete with evil and capricious spirits’.
53

 They believed that the hills, 

streams, and trees were inhabited by various demons and all the illness and troubles of 

life were attributed to them, and sacrifices were offered in order to appease them.
54

Man was subordinated to these spirits and thus, the relationship between man and 

nature was founded on ‘vulnerability, fear, and anxiety’
55

. Thus, in the pre-colonial 
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period, the Mizo did not use natural water sources like ponds, lakes, waterfalls, river 

etc to a successful extent.  

However, from traditional narratives, it can be seen that in case of 

emergencies and no other resort, they did drank and used water from any available 

sources. The tales of the emergence of the Rih lake narrated that, long ago, there lived 

Rihi
56

 and her sister in the East. Their mother passed away, and the father remarried. 

Their step-mother hated the two sisters, and wanted to kill them; she told the father to 

choose between his daughters and her. After a great dilemma, the father chose the 

new wife, and took Rihi sister in the jungle and killed her. The next day Rihi went to 

the jungle searching for her sister; she found the dead body of her sister and started 

weeping. Then, lasi 
57

suddenly appeared and fell pity for Rihi. The lasi told Rihi to 

plug a magical leaf from the jungle so that her sister would regain her life. Rihi did as 

she was told by lasi and her sister regained her life. But the sister, when she woke up, 

she was very thirsty. Being in the middle of the jungle, the village was not only far 

away but they were also afraid of their father and step-mother. Rihi, because of her 

love for her sister turned herself into a lake with the magic leaf, and the thirsty sister 

drank from the lake.
58

The story, regarding the origin of Tuichong river in the Southern part of 

Mizoram also showed the same. The river owes its origin to the self-denial of a girl 

called Tuichongi
59

, who with her little sister Nuengi, was walking on the hill when the 

river rises. It was April and the sun blazed down on them. Nuengi began to cry for 
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59 A female name 





��

�

water. Tuichongi told her sister that all the springs dried, and it was impossible to get 

drinking water while they were on top of a hill. But Nuengi wailed for water, and said 

that she would die if she doesn’t drink. So, Tuichongi, to satisfy her younger sister’s 

thirst, turned herself into a river, and Nuengi drank and was satisfied.
60

4.1 Dams in the Pre-Colonial Mizo Society: 

Before the arrival of the Christian Missionaries, the Mizo believed that almost 

all water sources like ponds, lakes, rivers, or water falls were the residence of the 

water demons.
61

 Thus, it can be assumed that they did not utilize the natural water 

sources to a successful extent. However, the existence of small artificial dams and the 

utilization of dam’s water can be seen from the folktales.  

 One of the folktales which tell the existence of dams is Pu Vawma tuikhuah, 

i.e., The Bear’s Water Hole (see chapter-2, page 74&75 for the tale). From the tale of 

Lalruanga, one can see the existence of artificial dams. Lalruanga constructed a dam; 

for four (4) consecutive mornings his dam was dirtied by an unknown being. One fine 

dawn, Lalruanga was waiting for that being and saw a heavenly creature with a 

human body called Vanhrika flying down from the sky, bathe in his dam and dirtied 

it. Lalruanga catch and try to kill him. The afraid Vanhrika taught Lalruanga a magic, 

gave him a magic box and freed himself.
62

 The tale of ‘Sichangneihi’ also supports 

the existence of artificial dams in the pre-colonial Mizo society.  According to the 
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tale, a man who stayed alone constructed a dam nearby his house to collect water. 

Every morning he used to collect water from his dam. But the water of the dam was 

used to be dirtied by someone before his arrival, and he did not know who the person 

was. An old woman from his neighborhood told him that the water was used be 

dirtied by the beautiful heavenly being Sichangneihi and her sister. She told him that 

they used to come early in the morning from heaven and bathe in the dam. The 

woman told him to catch the beautiful Sichangneihi and married her. The next 

morning the man secretly waited for the heavenly ladies; the ladies came and bathe in 

the dam. The man jumped and tried to catch Sichangneihii but failed in his first 

attempt. In his second attempt in the next morning, the man caught Sichangneihi, 

pulled out her wings and married her.
63

 From the above folklores, it can be assume that the practiced of constructing 

dams existed in pre-colonial Mizoram. Water from the dams seems to be used for 

drinking during the dry seasons; it also seems to be collected for household uses, and 

the people seem to bathe in the dam itself.
64

5. Tui buhdeng: 

The traditional Mizo society practiced a very unique system of water 

harvesting called tui buhdeng which can be translated as ‘the water that pounds the 

unhusked rice’. Tui buhdeng existed in almost all villages of Mizoram. It was 

constructed near the water source and at a lower level and there used to be a numbers 
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of tui buhdeng in a village
65

. For making tui buhdeng, water was diverted from the 

source by using the bark of a palm tree or bamboo, and water was collected in a big 

container made of big log. On the other side of the water container a small hut was 

constructed, where a wooden mortar was placed. A big pestle made of wood was 

placed in the hut and it was connected to the water container on the other side by 

using wood. This was supported from below by wood. The pestle and the wood on the 

other end were made in such a way that they have weighable difference, so that it 

technically functions in a 'see-saw' way. When the wooden water container was full, 

the pestle was up in the air, letting the water in the container to overflow, and with the 

overflow of water the pestle hit the unhusked rice in the mortar hardly.
66

 Sometime 

stone was kept on the pestle so that it hit the unhusked rice hard enough. During the 

rainy seasons the process of unhusking the rice was fast as the overflow of water in 

the container was rapid, and vice versa in the dry seasons.
67

Oral sources on the existence of this kind of water harvesting, used for the 

pounding of rice has been supported by a song called Tui Buhdeng, written by 

Liandala. The song was written in the name of a tui buhdeng in Darzo. The song goes 

as: 

Tui Buhdeng  

‘Tawnmang rauthla leng em  ni, 

(Is it only a dream?) 

Kan ram kalsiam hmasawn hi? 
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(The development that we achieved) 

Thiam tinreng a sang zel e,

(Different skills developed,) 

Tui buhdang herchhuak e! 

(The water that pounds unhusked rice emerged!) 

   Phungi sekibuhchhuak e, 

   (It is a fortunate thing,) 

   A inruan ‘Tlut bur, Tlut bur’, 

   (It sound as ‘Tlut bur, Tlut bur’) 

   Fur lui luanga khawl sum su, 

   (The water stored during the rainy seasons pounds,)

   Tlai ni len zing zan e. 

   (Through out the day and night.) 

A dawn riang e zing sum, suk, 

(The mortar and the pestle was not used in the morning,) 

Hmanlaiin farnu mal hian; 

(In the olden days, the only daughter of a family;)

An buhzem a thlir chiam a, 

(She watched the family rice storage,)  

‘Luaithli a nul’ an ti. 

(They said, she cried.) 

Zing sum ,suk, lungngai siali, 

(The worried lady because of the need to pound the unhusked rice with mortar and 

pestle,) 

Laikhum ah zal reng tang e; 

(She wakes up late in the morning ;) 

Chunin au ve, haider lui, 

(When the mother’s call, she pretends not to know,)

Nemte puan dung zawn e. 

(She sleeps covering herself with the blanket.) 
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Tui kuang buk tawn mai a ni, 

(It’s the see-saw of the water container and the pestle,) 

Tuah rem a har teh chiam lo; 

(It’s not difficult to construct ;) 

An thiam har zaleng nauvin, 

(But people learned it very slow,) 

Khua kipah an awm lo. 

(It was not found in very villages.) 

Zing buh den a reh zo ta, 

(The pounding of rice in the morning stopped,) 

Min awl e tui buhdeng in; 

(Our labour has been replaced by tui buhdeng;) 

Lungkham bang an hlim vel a, 

(They are free of worries,) 

Chuni leh tleitiri. 

(The mother and the lady.)’
68

From the song, the usefulness of tui buhdeng can be seen. It freed the women from 

their daily duty of pounding rice in the morning. Tui buhdeng was not only a water 

harvesting system. It was an ‘industry’ locally set up based on water power; it was 

more eco-friendly than many of the modern industries.  

6. Water Carrier in Pre-Colonial Mizoram: 

In every region inhabited by the different tribes of the Mizo, bamboo tubes are 

used for fetching water. The Lakher bamboo tubes (Figure-7) slightly differ from that 

of the Lushai (Figure-8). “These are smaller than those used by the Lusheis, and 
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unlike the Lusheis water tubes, which are open at the top, the Lakher tubes are closed, 

an inlet for the water being cut in the side at the top of the tube. These water tube hold 

less water and are less easy to handle than the Lusheis tubes; they have the advantage, 

however of keeping the water cleaner. The genuine Lakher tube is made out of one 

section of the large bamboo, and a piece of bamboo is left sticking on the top for a 

handle. To clean a water tube, they put in a handful of pebbles and shake them up and 

down with water until they have rubbed the inside of the tube quite clean. The water 

is always drawn from the stream or spring, wells being unknown. A rough basin is 

sometimes made with stones to allow the water to collect, as during the dry weather, 

water is scarce in many villages; and this is fenced with bamboos to prevent the cattle 

fouling the water.”
69

      

    

(Figure-7) Lakher Bamboo tube70           (Figure-8) Lushai Bamboo tube71
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Among the Mizo, water was always fetched by women early in the morning 

and also in the evening, sometimes accompanied by their tiny daughters. When water 

was scarce, women and girls paid dearly. “A Lushai woman has to rise early, fill her 

basket with empty bamboo tubes, and trudge off before daylight down to the spring, 

which is generally some way down to the hill, and the supply of water is frequently so 

scanty that it takes her sometime to fill her bamboos.”
72

 With growing water scarcity 

during the dry seasons, women and girls travelled longer distances to obtain water, a 

chore that often occupies several hours of the day. Sometimes, women have to spend 

the entire night waiting at distant water points among scores of other women for a 

turn to fill her bamboo tubes. According to A.G. McCall, except on the day of actual 

delivery of the baby, the Lushai mother continued to do her ordinary household 

activities, including collecting water from the water point or Tuikhur.
73

  It was the 

women who decide on how it is to be used within the household, always reminding 

her husband and children to use water wisely. 

6.1 Water lifting system in Pre-Colonial Mizoram:  

Writing about the Chin Hills, inhabited by the various sections of the Mizo 

ethnic groups, B.S. Carey, and H.N. Tuck wrote that “usually water is carried into the 

villages by trough or wooden leads so as to save the trouble of fetching water from the 

springs. These leads may frequently be seen winding a more and more round the hills 

spanning deep nullahs and passing over broken ground, before entering the villages, 

when the branch leads conduct the water to the large wooden trough which is found in 
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every compound. The branch lead is only used when water is required, and the surplus 

water after passing through and round the entire village in the main leads waste itself 

below the village. When it is required to divide the water supply into two streams, a 

forked bough is procured and both prongs being hollowed out, the water branches off 

through each and are carried on in single pipes as before. The water-supply is of 

common interest, and all assist in the work of construction and maintenance of the 

lead.”
74

  

The neighbouring lands of the Chin Hills, which is presently encompass inside 

the boundary of Mizoram, and in some other places, this kind of practices prevailed in 

the olden days but by using bamboo tubes. But this system is applicable to only those 

villages which have an abundant water supply. The existence of this kind of water 

lifting system is approved by the song of Rokunga (L) in his song, ‘Tuikhur Nuam’, 

which means ‘Nice Water Point’.  This song was written by Rokunga in the name of a 

tuikhur in Maite Village in the Southern part of Mizoram. The first four lines of the 

third stanza of the song go as: 

‘A khi tlanga tui lo luang khi, 

(The water that flows from the hill,) 

Tuahrem mau dawnah kai e; 

(Taken by a bamboo pipes ;) 

Dawhtling sawngka pui tual nuam ah,  

(It comes to the corridor of the house,)  

Thingpui kuangin an dawn. 

(It is store in a container made of big log.)
75
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From the song, it is known that the water from the higher level was used to be taken 

by bamboo pipes to the village near human settlements, where it was stored in a 

container made of large log. Oral sources reveal that this system was practiced mainly 

in the southern part of Mizoram.
76

  

7. Rooftop Water Harvesting in the Pre-Colonial Period: 

 According to an indigenous writer, C. Laitanga, rain water harvesting or to be 

more specific, rooftop rain water harvesting did exist in the traditional Mizo society, 

by placing a horizontal rain gutters along the side of the sloping roof, which was 

normally made of bamboos. He said that the Mizo did not make used of the rain water 

to a successful extend because they did not possessed containers good enough to store 

the water; and the water they got from this kind of harvesting was never clean enough 

because the traditional Mizo roof was made of thatch which was dirtied by smokes 

from the domestic hearths. So, rain water was mainly used for cleaning purposes. 

However, this scholar extended that during the dry seasons when the water points or 

tuikhur dries up they did used it for domestic and cooking purposes.
77

 Oral sources did agree with the existence of rooftop rain water harvesting in 

the pre-colonial Mizo society. However, it refuted Laitanga’s argument and revealed 

that the Mizo made use of rain water to a successful extent. According to this source, 

the water that the traditional Mizo people get from rooftop water harvesting was not 

always dirty. The earlier rain contained dirt from the thatched roof and smokes from 

domestic hearth, but it was over after a few rains. The water from the rooftop water 
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harvesting was clean enough very soon for drinking and cooking purposes.
78

 Rain 

water was also harvested in the jhum hut and it was cleaner than the water that they 

get from the house as the jhum hut was usually used only for one year and the 

thatched roof was not dirtied much by the hearth.
79

 Thus, in the pre-colonial Mizo 

society, the water from rooftop water harvesting was used not only for cooking, but 

also for drinking, and domestic purposes for every day used.  

Oral sources also indicated that the Mizo used big clay pots and bamboo tubes 

for storing rain water. The clay pots used for storing rainwater was the same 

earthenware pots used for cooking and brewing beer.
80

 The clay pots were mounded 

by women with hands.
81

 In every Mizo village, there used to be a place called 

Belrawh Mual, also called Bel Lei Mual in some places 
82

, a place where a particular 
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sticky black clay for the pots were taken.
83

 The size of the clay pots vary from a 

mouth some 6 to 8 inches in diameter and about 24 inches high and 15 inches in 

diameter, tapering to about 9 inches at the mouth.
84

  

(Figure-9) Clay pots used for storing rain water.
85

Rain water was also stored in a vessel made of wood in different shapes, round 

or oblong 
86

 and big tuithawl (Figure-10). Tuithawl is an indigenous water container 

and is a fruit of a gourd called Um in Mizo language. In some areas of Mizoram, 

tuithawl could be big enough to contain two tins of water, and it was used for storing 

water instead of clay pots at home. In the jhum hut, tuithawl was used not only for 

storage, but also for collecting water from the available source. Small tuithawl was 

also used as water bottle and for the purpose of cooling drinking water in the jhum 
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land. Water stored in tuithawl was placed in a shadow of a tree where the upper soil 

was dug out, and the water remained cool throughout the day.
87

(Figure-10) Tuithawl- a dried gourd used for a water bottle.
88

8. Conclusion: 

 Almost all the North Eastern States other than Mizoram had a permanent 

water harvesting and water conservation system. Their water harvesting and 

conservation system were in different forms and kinds; Meghalaya practiced bamboo 

drip irrigation, terraces by diversion of hill streams was practiced in Nagaland, Sikkim 

and Manipur, Arunachal Pradesh was known for its wet rice cultivation cum fish 

culture, Nagaland was known for its zobo farming system where water harvesting was 

perfectly done and pond based farming was practiced in the plains of Tripura, Assam 

and Manipur.
89
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 The reasons why the Mizo did not have any kind of permanent water 

harvesting and water conservation system in the pre-colonial period and the reasons 

why they lacked are behind is mainly due to the nomadic instinct of the traditional 

people. In the pre-colonial period, the Mizo did not settle in one place for more than 

four or five years or as soon as they worked out their land.
90

 They shifted their village 

from one place to another in search of fertile land for cultivation; due to fear of 

enemies, as inter-village war was common; due to the spread of epidemics; and also 

due to bamboo famine which used to occur after every fifty years in Mizoram.
91

 Also, 

the topography of the state did not permit the traditional people to develop any kind of 

permanent water harvesting system in the midst of lacking the needed materials. 

However, due to their low population densities, low per capita water demands, and a 

number of practices that promotes sustainable water resource use, the temporary water 

harvesting system and the overall water use pattern in the pre-colonial period 

necessarily had a low level of impact upon the environment. 
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Chapter-5 

Water Harvesting in the Colonial Period 

Introduction: 

When the British took over the administration of the Lushai Hills, J. Shakepear, 

the first superintendent of the Lushai Hills District under the Assam Government 

introduced a new land tenure system in 1898-1890. In the new land settlement, 

boundaries were fixed for every village and all the chiefs were given a boundary paper 

called ‘Ramri Lehkha’. The jurisdiction of each chief was clearly demarcated on the basis 

of the decision made by the British administration and not by the chief themselves. Thus, 

the new land settlement stopped the migratory character of the people and thus, the Mizo 

could no longer shift their villages in search of fertile land and good water sources.
1

However, it seems that the introduction of boundaries did not affect the collection of 

water. If the village water points were dry, women searched for water in the jungles 

within and beyond their village boundaries as the British administrators did not make any 

definite law on this issue.
2

The water use pattern and the water harvesting system of the pre-colonial period 

continued well into the colonial period. Springs and streams on the hills and valleys 
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1
 C.U. Atchison, Treaties, Engagements and Sanads, Vol-XII (1909), Reprint, Calcutta, 1983, p-

15; also see, C. Nunthara, Mizoram: Society and Polity, Indus Publishing Company, New Delhi, 

1996, pp-119-120. 

2
 Interview with Rev. Lalthuama , 77 years, Kawrtethawveng, Mizoram, on 6

th
 June, 2012; also 

interview with also interview with Rivungi, 93 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl,  on  4
th

December, .2012. 
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remained the only source of water in the initial period of the colonial rule as superstitions 

and ‘animism’ still prevailed. The artificial dams or ponds, the diversion of water by 

bamboo tubes, the thatch roof top rain water harvesting by using bamboo gutters, and tui 

buhdeng were still in vogue. Earthen pots, tuithawl, and wooden vessel were still the only 

water storage for rain water and women were still busy in collecting water by bamboo 

tubes.
3
  

However, the colonial rule marked a crucial watershed in the water history of 

Mizoram. There was a dramatic change in the uses of water and new methods of water 

harvesting system developed due to the policies of the colonial government, the activities 

of the missionaries, and the western way of life brought about by them. The development 

of infrastructure during the colonial period did brought a very significant change in the 

material culture of the Mizo.
4
 Therefore, this chapter is divided into the following 

sections: 

1. Increased in the number of water sources:  

The Westerners, both the missionaries and the British officials continued the 

construction and development of traditional tuikhur but used different materials. By 

changing the belief system of the Mizo, the teaching of the Missionaries indirectly helped 

in increasing the number of water sources.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
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 Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 

Government of Mizoram, on 8
th
 November, 2013. 

4 Ibid. 
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In the pre-colonial period, the making and construction of tuikhur meant increasing or 

enlarging the surface areas and digging of the water point deeper. While constructing 

tuikhur, the areas of the water points were cleaned with local materials like big iron doas 

called tupui, and fended with bamboos and stones, so it would be protected from dirty 

things and animals.
 5

  While making tuikhur, oral sources revealed that the Westerners 

used hard stones for the construction and make in such a way that the points were 

covered with slab of stones.
6
 They also developed the existing points by making it more 

hygienic and less exposed so that water becomes cleaner.
7

1.1 Role of the Missionaries: 

In the colonial period, missionaries’ success in converting the Mizo into Christian and 

the notion of evil spirits were dispelled. Freedom from the fear of evil spirit brought men 

on an equal footing with the nature. The dismissal of mysticism allowed the indigenous 

rational thought to unfold and an appreciation of the linkages between various natural 

forces and resources, and also the effect of human activities on these dimensions. Moral 

trepidation was replaced by the expression of the new found wisdom, which enable the 

society to preserve its deep-seated respect for nature and its elements. The Mizo were 

more rationalized in the natural process and became receptive to alternative techniques of 

resource use.
8
 This increased the number of water sources as the people no longer belief 
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5 Ibid. 

6 Ibid; also Interview with P.C Vanlal Ruatkima , 45 years, Vaivakawn, on 25
th
 August, 2013. 

7 Ibid 

8
 Daman Singh, The Last Frontier; People and Forest in Mizoram, Tata Energy Research 

Institute, New Delhi, 1996, p-34. 
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in taboos and superstitions faded out. Water sources like springs, streams, ponds, rivers, 

lakes or waterfalls which were earlier regarded as the residence of the water demons were 

then a source of water. This gave the women and the girl child the easy access to water, 

save their time and energy. This is one of the great changes during the colonial period. 

1.1.1   Sap Tui 

The first missionaries of the South Lushai Hills, Rev. F.W. Savidge and Rev. J.H. 

Lorrain constructed tuikhur at Serkawn, Lunglei in 1903. It seems that the first thing they 

did was the construction of this tuikhur. It was build earlier even than the bungalow.
9

Oral sources revealed that they were the first Westerners who constructed tuikhur in 

Mizoram.
10

 This water point was named Sap Tui, meaning ‘water of the Westerners’ and 

today, the Baptist Church of Mizoram had the ownership.
11

(Figure-1) Sap Tui, was quite 

different from the traditional tuikhur in its construction and engineering; it was build in a 

colonial style, popularly known as ‘Assam Type Building’
12

 and it was more of a 

reservoir than an ordinary tuikhur.  

Sap Tui was located at a stone slopes from the site selected for headquarter of the 

mission building by J.H Lorrain and W.H Savidge who landed at Lunglei in 1903. 
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9
 Interview with Dr. H. Vanlalhruaia, 33 years, Part Time Assistant Professor, Government 

Aizawl North College, Aizawl, 12
th
 September, 2013. 

10
 Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 

Government of Mizoram, on 8
th
 November, 2013. 

11
 Built Heritages in Mizoram, Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage, The Mizoram 

Chapter, Aizawl, Mizoram, 2013. 

12 Ibid 
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Initially, their main concern was safe drinking water for human being. The water source 

was a perennial spring which was leaking out at the foothill of Ramzotlang. Sap Tui was 

a few feets away from the source from which it was brought into a reservoir by a pipe and 

hence unspoiled by contamination. The water sources are fenced and the surrounding 

environments are well protected.
13

  

Fair amount of the original structure of the reservoir building remain intact. It has 

been repaired several times, though the original layout remains the same. Sap Tui mainly 

comprises of three water storage tanks.
14

 Among the three tanks, the last one is the 

highest, the second tank is lower, and the first tank is even lower than the second tank. It 

is arranged in such a way that water purified itself through the tanks, and water taps are 

fitted at the lowest tank.
15

 All the tanks are connected by a small pipe on top of the 

partition wall. The foundation of the building rested on a platform composed of cubic 

stones from the ground. The gabled roofing is made of corrugated iron sheets on wooden 

truss. The main structure of the building is cubic stones.  The dimension of the building 

was 31’5’’x 16’.7’’ with a height of 6’2’’ floor to ceiling. Building materials composed 

stones, timbers and corrugated iron sheets. The surrounding areas of the reservoir are 

very well protected
16

 and any act of destruction is strictly prohibited.
17

 No visible 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
13 Ibid 
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15
 Interview with Dr. H. Vanlalhruaia, 33 years, Part Time Assistant professor, Government 

Aizawl North College, Aizawl, 12
th
 September, 2013. 

16
 Built Heritages in Mizoram, Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage, The Mizoram 

Chapter, Aizawl, Mizoram, 2013. 
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encroachment could be found except a new swimming pool recently constructed near the 

reservoir and whose supply of water was from adjacent stream by the side of reservoir.’
18

  

Sap Tui is renovated by the Art and Culture Department of Mizoram under the 18
th

Finance Commission in 2012.
19

Nearby the Sap Tui, Savidge and Lorrain also constructed another two water points 

for their horses and washing clothes respectively, and are still in used till date. Also, at 

the east of the Sap Tui, they made a well like reservoir in the stony portion of the river 

bed and used it for baptizing the new converts. This river is called Baptisma Channa Lui 

meaning River for Baptism and the reserviour is called Baptisma Channa Tuikhuah, 

meaning Well for Baptism.
20

 Today, this reserviour is maintained by the Baptist Church 

of Mizoram, Serkawn Lunglei, and it is used for washing particularly big and heavy 

clothes like blanket. (Figure-2) 
21
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 As told by pictures.  
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 Built Heritages in Mizoram, Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage, The Mizoram 

Chapter, Aizawl, Mizoram, 2013. 
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 As told by pictures. 
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 Interview with Dr. H. Vanlalhruaia, 33 years, Part Time Assistant professor, Government 

Aizawl North College, Aizawl, 12
th
 September, 2013. 
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(Figure-1) 
22

 The Sap Tui constructed by Rev. F.W. Savidge and Rev. J.H. Lorrain in 1903. 

Picture taken after it was renovated and constructed by the Art and Culture Department under the 

18
th
 Finance Commission in 2012.  
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 Photo Credit: Lalfakhlena Chhangte, 29 years, Farm veng, Lunglei, 10.9.2013. 
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(Figure- 2) Baptisma Channa Tuikhuah
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1.2 Role of the Colonial Government: 

The colonial government faced problems on water as most of the tuikhur dried up in 

the hot seasons. The water scarcity affected not only the domestic lives of the colonial 

officials but also the administrative and developmental works. In 1942, the Assam 

government issued an order that officials should not visit the Lushai Hills during the dry 

seasons as there was no clean drinking water. Thus, developmental officials from 

Shillong could not visit the Lushai Hills for a long period in a year.
23

 Since the colonial 

officials used horses for transportation in the early period of their rule in Mizoram, they 

constructed tuikhur not only for themselves but also for their horses. 

1.2.1  New tuikhur constructed by the British Officials: 

The colonial officials constructed several tuikhur in different places for their domestic 

used and for their horses to drink on the way. Many of these tuikhur especially those 

which were constructed for human consumption extinct but some exist till today. The 

existing tuikhur were those that were constructed for the horses.
24

 The research of the Art 

& Culture Department, Government of Mizoram, tells that there seems to be four tuikhur

constructed by the British in Aizawl sub-division. The first tuikhur which was build in 

Tuikual area near the present tuichhunchhuah already extinct and houses are built over it. 

The second tuikhur, which was built in 1922 is given the name ‘Do Number’ still exists 

between Vaivakawn and The Salvation Army Temple (Figure-3). It is preserved by the 

Art & Culture Department, Government of Mizoram, and recently it was renovated by 
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 Ng. Lalhmingthanga, ‘Siktui Thiang’, The 25th Year Souvenir, Public Health Engineering 

Department, Aizawl, Mizoram, 2008, p-46. 
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 Interview with P.C Vanlal Ruatkima , 45 years, Vaivakawn, on 25
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the department. The maintenance is in the hands of Vaivakawn Local Council and 

washing and bathing is strictly prohibited as it is still consumed by the people.
25

  The 

third tuikhur seems to be extinct,
26

 and the fourth tuikhur was build in Tuikual just 

adjacent to the present Public Health Engineering Department
27

 but now becomes a 

private property (Figure-4). This tuikhur is quite different in the sense that the water 

source which is licking from the ground was quite good and the owner made it accessible 

to the public by fixing rates according to usage. Apart from these four tuikhur, the British 

also built another tuikhur in Sakawrtuichhun area.  The area, Sakawrtuichhun was also 

named after this tuikhur, which means ‘water collected by or for horses’, and it seems 

that the water was meant for horses. However, this tuikhur was destroyed during the road 

construction as it was situated in the middle of the road.
28

 The history of the extinct 

tuikhur cannot be known from oral sources and written materials are lacking on it; all we 

know is the areas where the British had built them.  
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 As told by picture. 

26 Op cit. 

27 Ibid. 
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(Figure-3) Tuikhur constructed by the British Officials in 1922. Picture taken after it was 

renovated by the Art & Culture Department, Government of Mizoram.) 
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(Figure-4) The tuikhur which was originally constructed by the British and now become a private 

property showing the rate of usage fixed by the present owner.  

2. Colonial changes on Water Use Pattern in the Mizo Society: 

Both the missionaries and the British officials brought changes in the whole water use 

pattern of the Mizo. Though it was not their main intention, the Mizo easily copied the 

practices of the whites’ people as they were looked upon as superior by the Mizo society. 

The Westerners also brought with them some materials for water management, which 

was never seen in Mizoram before. The changes on water use pattern brought about a 

positive change in terms of cleanliness and hygiene.  

2.1 Change in the material culture of water in the Mizo society: 

During the colonial period, there was development in the material culture of water in 

the Mizo society. There was an introduction of several new materials that replaced the 

traditional materials on water. Tins and also aluminium tins for water carriage were 

introduced for the first time during the colonial rule; it replaced bamboo tubes for few 
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women who were in a position to gain the benefit of the foreign rule. The colonial rulers 

also brought with them small aluminium vessel which the Mizo called ‘Ek Suk Bel’

meaning ‘vessel used in toilet’ as the former used it for many purposes including for 

carrying water in toilet. Thus, it replaced the indigenous Mizo bamboo cups. However, 

the changed material culture on water affects only few sections of the society and the 

general populace still depends on the traditional materials.
29

2.2 Change in the domestic usage of water:    

The successful change made in the usage of water during the colonial period was the 

introduction of tea. The Christian missionaries preached that the consumption of alcohol 

was against the Christian beliefs and rice beer was superseded by tea.
30

 Tea plantation 

was introduced by the government in the Lushai Hills in the 1920’s and people purchased 

it from the government.
31

 Rice beer was a part and parcel of the traditional Mizo culture 

and was drank in all festive days, sacrificial days, and in all ceremonies,
32

 people used to 

spare water for making rice beer before the arrival of Christianity. Thus, the overall 

amount of water that people used for making rice beer was quite a lot. As the making of 

tea requires less amount of water, women can spare their water for other purposes. But in 
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 Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 

Government of Mizoram, on 8
th
 November, 2013. 
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 Sangkima, Essays on the History of the Mizos, Spectrum publications, Guwahati, 2004, pp-245, 

246.  

31
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Aijal, December, 1929, p-9. 

32 Zu in Mizo Society (Past and Present), Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, pp-14-26. 
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this period, smoking of nicotine water continued. So, as in the pre-colonial period, water 

still holds a very important role for making nicotine water. But it has to be noted that, the 

making process of nicotine water required a very little amount of water.
33

2.3 Change in the physical usage of water: 

 The British officials and the missionaries introduced a hygienic way of living and 

hygienic treatment of water in the Lushai Hills. It was the British residents in Mizoram 

and the missionaries who introduced the habit of bathing with water, the practice of using 

pit latrine and of the use of water in toilets.
34

 The teachings of the Westerners in the field 

of cleanliness were popularized by the local people through the local newspaper called 

Chanchin Bu. People were taught to bath regularly with clean water. Children and 

healthy people were suggested to bath with cold water and sick people with warm water. 

It was taught that the best time for bathing is morning and people engaged in whole day 

labour were taught to bath in the evening before food.
35

 They also taught the importance 

of wearing and using clean clothes. For the common people, money was rare and soaps 

were almost unavailable in the Lushai Hills and could be obtained only from the frontier 

markets.
36

 Thus, people used ash water for washing hair and cleaning the body; they also 
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 .July, 2012. 
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rubbed themselves with smooth stones. For washing their clothes, the people continue 

using the indigenous soap called hlingsi.
37

 However, the practice of using pit latrine and 

water in toilets was hardly adopted by the people; people usually go to the jungle for 

toilets and used small sticks and leaves to clean themselves after passing excreta.
38

  

In the pre-colonial period, the Mizo did not used water for cleaning their bamboo 

plates and cups. Dogs not only ate up the leftover food but also licked the plates without 

leaving single rice, and the people took it as clean without bothering to wash it. The 

practice of cleaning and washing plates was also a new way of using water to the Mizo 

which they have learnt from the Westerners. 
39

 During this period, awareness was given 

to clean the bamboo tubes which are used for collecting water and to always cover water 

storage containers with lids at home. People were taught that uncovered water can be 

polluted by rodents and can become a breeding place for mosquitoes.
40

  

3. Treatment of water by the Colonial Government: 

The colonial government also started their own measures of protecting water 

sources which are being used for drinking purposes by banning washing and bathing in 
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Chhimtuipui, transportation of goods were carried by the Pawi-Lakher region overland and 
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transport operating in Mizoram.  
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some of the particular water point.
41

 This has had a great impact in the domain of health 

where people became healthier and cleaner in their way of life. 

 In the traditional Mizo society, fishing was not only a game but also a source 

from which they obtained fishes to supplement their diet. Among the different ways of 

catching fish, poisoning was one of the common methods. Different kinds of climbing 

plants like Rulei, Ruchek, Khangding are used for poisoning of fish. The bark of certain 

trees like Vang Pil, Kangtek, Khiangzo, Zuarru and the fruits of Ruthei, Arhrikreh, 

Saitheirahsen, Hlingsi and plants like Ansapui and Kelhmarcha are also used for 

poisoning.
42

 On 3
rd

 September, 1909, the government also issued an order banning 

poisoning of fish as it somehow pollutes the water and destroyed the young fish. An order 

was circulated to all the chiefs that poisoning of fish was punishable by confiscating guns 

for one year.
43

  

In 1909-1910, the government sanction an order that all the Mizo chiefs should 

banned building houses near the tuikhur as human wastes pollutes the water. The 

government also clarifies in the order that houses which are built after 1
st
 June 1909 near 

the tuikhur will be demolished.  The sanction further ordered that tuikhur should be 

enclosed so as to protect it from animals. Human beings were also not allowed to have 
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direct contact with the tuikhur. The order details that water from the tuikhur should be 

diverted or taken out by bamboo pipes for human to access.
44

   

As early as 1910, water was analyzed probably for drinking purposes. Water from 

wells, tanks, streams, river, springs and water from `any other source were collected and 

packed for analysis, by fully mentioning the situation and nature of the water sources. 
45

The importance of drinking clean and safe water, and to be more specific, boiled water 

for drinking was introduced by the Westerners.
46

3.1 Treatment of water by the Mizo:   

The teachings of the Westerners’ in water treatment do have positive effect and it was 

popularized to the people by literate local people, mainly through the local newspaper. 

Through these people, people knew the value of clean water and became aware that 

polluted water cause illness.
47

 The importance of drinking clean and boiled water was 

spread; people were taught to use only clean water for domestic purposes.
48

 Instruction 

are given to boil water collected from streams, artificial ponds and rain water as it was 

exposed to pollutions and can cause several diseases. Women were instructed not to 
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fetched water from polluted streams like the one which are exposed to animals or which 

are being used for washing clothes. During this period, the importance of rain as a source 

of water was known and spread to the people; people were aware that rain water was fit 

for domestic purposes like washing and cooking.
49

In this period, people were taught to purify water by making artificial filter if they 

cannot get clean water for domestic purposes. Artificial filter was made by using two 

vessels. Small holes were made in one of the vessel; clean sands were put inside the 

vessel and above the sands, charcoals were placed. The vessel with holes was placed 

above another vessel without holes. Water was slowly poured into the upper vessel and 

the filtered water was collected in the lower vessel.
50

Through the local newspaper, the importance of maintaining clean streams and 

tuikhur was publicized. Streams were polluted by human wastes and death bodies of 

animals were often thrown into it; people were instructed to maintain the cleanliness of 

streams. It was suggested by the literate Mizo that washing place in the stream should be 

lower than the water fetching point. The best suggested way was to construct tuikhur at 

the hill top and the construction of a separate tuikhur for domestic purposes, for washing, 

for bathing and for animals. People were taught not to wash clothes in tuikhur which are 

used for drinking purposes; at the same time, people were educated that washing clothes 

in polluted water can cause skin diseases. Poisonous trees were not allowed to stand near 

the tuikhur because there are chances of causing sickness to the people.
51
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4. Introduction of Canal Irrigation and Wet Rice Cultivation:  

The biggest successful change made by the British in the water harvesting and water 

use pattern was the introduction of Wet Rice Cultivation which cannot be implemented 

without canal irrigation. The idea of introducing Wet Rice Cultivation in Mizoram sprang 

up when G.H.Loch, J. Shakespear and Mr.Porteous visited Vanlaiphai in January 1896. 

From his experience in Manipur and Naga Hills, Mr. Porteous was confident that rice 

could be grown in large quantities. He suggested the occupation of large areas and a 

simple method of irrigation system, as water was found in large quantities. He also 

suggest ploughing the marshy area
52

 “The first attempt to establish permanent wet 

cultivation was made at Champhai, about 298 km to the east of Aizawl under the 

pioneership of the then Lushai Hills Superintendent, G.H. Loch in 1898 which become 

very successful from ‘the initial stage’
53

 till now. Irrigation being one of the most 

essential inputs for crop production, irrigation works had started as early as when Wet 

Rice Cultivation was introduced in Mizoram. Canal irrigation facilities were provided by 

drawing water through artificial channels from the Khawchhak Tuipui (big river) and its 

feeder streams. About 890 hectares of land were covered under this cultivation involving 

a hundred of families. The next attempt was made at North Vanlaiphai and Tuisen Hnar 

where about 40 families each owned dependable permanent wet cultivation; the estimated 

area being 61 hectares.” 
54

  Irrigation was done by digging canals and drawing water from 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
52 File No. - CB-24, General - 330, MSA, p-67. 

53 File No. - CB-4, Agriculture - 47, MSA, pp-30, 32, 36. 

54 Mizoram District Gazetteer, Directorate of Art & Culture, Government of Mizoram, Aizawl, 

1989, p.107. 
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the nearest source.  Thus, with the introduction of Wet Rice Cultivation, irrigation was 

introduced for the first time among the Mizo, which was never known earlier.   

In the beginning, a kind of fish called nghameidum was found in the Champhai 

Wet Rice Cultivation field. The fish entered the fields through the irrigation channels 

from the river. Fishes are also found in the nearby artificial ponds which are made for 

cultivation purposes. Once fish farming was introduced, the natural fish found in the 

paddy field extinct and were replaced by the new kind of fishes that comes along with the 

fish farming.
55

  

At the initial stage, the Government provided oxen to the Wet Rice Cultivators for 

ploughing, and the cultivators suffered for want of bullock as rain soaked and ploughing 

was difficult.
56

 Also, the government supplied money and instructed the Wet Rice 

Cultivators.
57

Along with the Lushai, the Gorkhalis were among the first people who took 

up Wet Rice Cultivation in Mizoram.
58

 In 1909, as proposed by the Superintendent of the 

Lushai Hills, all lands in Champhai and North Vanlaiphai brought under the plough 

became the personal property of the cultivator, and the chief or headman cannot annex 

any individual lands. This was done so that every individual procured the fruit of his 

labour, and also it was believed by the British authorities that the Lushai people would 

never take the trouble to make irrigated fields unless his permanency of tenure is 
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 Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 

Government of Mizoram, on 8
th
 November, 2013. 

56 File No-CB-3, Agriculture-31, MSA, pp-113-116; also see File No-CB-14, Agriculture-47, 

MSA, pp-30-34. 

57 File No-CB-1, Agriculture-14, MSA, p-127. 
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dependent on something more substantial than the will of chiefs. However, the whole 

areas of cultivation in these areas were maintained by the chiefs and the headmen and the 

cultivators paid no fathang for three years as the labour of making irrigation and 

ploughing involves a lot of labour; after three years the fathang paid by the cultivators 

would be equally divided between the chief and the headman.
59

 Thus, it can be seen that 

the people in the Lushai Hills were not used to the practice of water harvesting like 

irrigation. It was due to the initiatives taken by the colonial government that irrigation for 

Wet Rice Cultivations by digging or making artificial channels and diverting the river 

water developed.  The practice of Wet Rice Cultivation also created a new section of 

farmers in the Mizo society, that is, the Wet Rice Cultivators, who owned their cultivated 

land, and thus, for the first time the idea of private property was brought in inside the 

Mizo society.   

The practice of Wet Rice Cultivation spread soon to other areas from the Eastern 

part of Mizoram. The Superintendent of the Lushai Hills had the full authority in granting 

lands to the people for Wet Rice Cultivation. Persons interested in this kind of cultivation 

had to write a letter to the Superintendent stating the area for the cultivation and the 

source for irrigation unless the areas were river valley. After receiving applications from 

the interested persons, the officer incharge examined the proposed areas for cultivation 

and the available water sources and reported it to the Superintendent. In the examination 

of the proposed lands for cultivation, not only the flatness of the areas was considered, 

considerable importance was given to the water source for irrigation thus developed the 

new method of water harvesting among the people. It was only after having the 
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59 File No. - CB-I, Agriculture-14, pp-127, 131,133; also see  File No-CB-13, General-165, MSA, 

pp-1,2; also File No. - CB-1, Agriculture-14, MSA, pp-9, 10, 13. 
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permission of the Superintendent that the cultivation could be started.
60

 In the Aizawl 

sub-division, Wet Rice Cultivation was practiced in the Chite river valley, in the flat land 

below the then Thakthing village, valley of the Sihpui river, and Tuikual river valley 

(Figure-5).
61

 In nearby Aizawl, Wet Rice Cultivation was practiced in the valley of river 

Tlawng,
62

 Tlungvel,
63

  Reiek
64

 and Serlui and Charlui streams. 
65

Thus, the new kind of water harvesting which has been introduced by the British 

for the successful operation of the Wet Rice Cultivation was adopted quickly by the Mizo 

people. Opened water channels have been made by diverting water from the streams to 

the cultivations fields.
66
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62 File No.-CB-2, Agriculture -20, MSA, pp-107. 

63 Ibid, p-27. 

64 Ibid, pp-25,49. 

65 Ibid, p- 11. 
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doubtful that whether this mode of cultivation would be practicable.”
67

 In 1912, the 

colonial officials proposed to introduce terrace cultivation in the Lushai Hills by relying 

not so much on perennial springs as water from the ravines flows down during the rainy 

season to the terraces. The reasons for the introduction of terrace cultivation were the 

limited flat areas for Wet Rice Cultivation and the scarcity of fertile land of jhumming.
68

  

It was then experimented where the people were induced to cultivate rice in a terrace.
69

 In 

Hualtu village, the British government induced the people to cultivate rice in terraces in 

1940, chalked out a proper program, and supplied four kinds of rice (two kinds of Naga 

rice, one kind of both Manipuri and Lushai rice) and also lended tools for the terrace 

cultivation. The government also put a terrace demonstrator in the village to lead the 

people in the cultivation.
70

  But the terrace cultivation was not satisfying because of the 

porous soil, the inexperienced of the people in holding tools for terracing, and the 

difficulty in hilly terrain.
71

  The unsuccessful terrace cultivation can also be attributed to 

the improper irrigation facilities as there are no official documents or literature to prove 

the irrigation facilities or a new kind of water harvesting for terraces introduced and 

provided by the British. 
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6. Introduction of Modern Rooftop Rain Water Harvesting and Reserviour: 

During the colonial period, the British faced great difficulties with the drying up 

of streams and springs. So, Col. G.H. Loch who was called Midang Putara by the Mizo, 

constructed a big ground reservoir with a breadth of 113
1/3 

feet, 15 feet deep and with a 

capacity of 12 lakhs gallons in Southern Aizawl at Tuikhuahtlang for storing rain water in 

the year 1900.
72

 The reserviour tank was square, open, bars and emphasized by an 

extensive catchment area of tin.
73

 A sloped roof of galvanized corrugated iron sheets on 

timber frames were constructed around the reservoir for rainwater catchment.
74

Corrugated galvanized iron sheets entered Mizoram during this period by boats through 

the Sairang river in the North and Demagiri in the South.
75

 The construction work had 

been taken up by the Khasi carpenter from Meghalaya.
76

 Since ground reserviour is 

called Tuikhuah in Mizo language, the spot where the reserviour was constructed and the 

surrounding areas was called Tuikhuahtlang meaning ‘reserviour hill’ till today. This 
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rainwater catchment was replaced with stone slabs only in 1980.
77

 The stored water was 

supplied to the Superintendent of the Lushai Hill District, the British officials, important 

personnel and the government servants by means of pipe water supply system during the 

dry seasons
78

 and this remained the only water supply of Aizawl for government officials 

till the year 1973.
79

  

With the construction of this reservoir, the British created three big new 

developments in the water harvesting system of the Mizo. The first development was the 

introduction of modern way of roof top water harvesting using corrugated galvanized iron 

sheets. It was from this time onwards that the water that they get from roof water 

harvesting became cleaner, and the people learned that it is reliable and fit for 

consumption. The second great development which comes along with this reserviour was 

that the Mizo people learnt the idea of constructing reserviour to store water for the dry 

seasons. Thirdly, the British introduced pipe water supply system. One can also attribute 

this development to the technological advancement of the period.  

Apart from the main reserviour at Tuikhuahtlang, another three but smaller 

reservoirs are constructed by the British in the nearby places like the present Mizoram 

Civil Secretariat office, Tennis Court and Excise Building at Aizawl. These water 

reserviours were build for watering the crops, plans and grass of the superintendent 
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office
80

 (Figure-6).
81

 Thus, the Mizo learnt the art of beautifying areas with flowers and 

crops, and they also learnt a new way of water use pattern, that is, watering of crops and 

flowers. 

(Figure-6) 
82

 One among the three reserviours builds by the British for watering of crops and flowers. 

It is   called Varak Tuikhuah by the Mizo meaning the reserviour of ducks because ducks enjoyed 

swimming in the water of this reserviour.  

On 20
th

 February, 1942, A.G. McCall, the superintendent of the Lushai Hills 

wrote a letter to the Governor Secretary of Assam making a proposal for the 
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camouflaging of the water tank at Aizawl
83

, that is, the water tank which situated at 

Tuikhuahtlang. The task was to secure the identity of one main water tank and two 

subsidiary water tanks from enemy aircraft. The reasons given by the Superintendent of 

the Lushai Hills was the tank is square, open, bars and emphasized by extensive 

catchment area of tin. The storage tanks, in their circular, nakedness, comprise an almost 

direct invitation to be bombed in the belief that, they are oil storage tanks.
84

In the proposal for camouflaging the water reserviour, suggestion were made to 

cover the main water tank using bamboo and to coloured it green and fawn to suggest the 

appearance of a hill top; the hill was proposed to give a summit shape; to paint the red 

catchment with green colour to present more the top of the hill on which the tank is 

actually built
85

 and presenting matting and dummy sheds scattered over the area so as to 

break the vastness of the corrugated iron catchment and also to cover the areas with turja 

matting to hide the red sheets in patches.
86

 For the two circular storage tanks with 

corrugated iron sheet roofing, proposal was made to make them appear like a cattle shed 

or living house for any aviator to see.
87

 The proposal of Rs.800 was made in order to 

finish the whole scheme.
88

 C.A. Vickers, the Additional Secretary informed McCall on 
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the 4
th

 of March, 1942 that the proposal has been accepted in consultation with the area 

commander.
89

 On 20
th

 March, 1942, a detailed proposal of the scheme was sent to the 

Government of Assam by the superintendent A.G. McCall.
90

 But the Government of 

Assam felt that Aizawl is an unlikely target for a planned enemy air attack, and also the 

amount of paint required for the proposed scheme would be very large, and that the water 

tank of Aizawl may be camouflaged with local materials, i.e., bamboos. The Assam 

Government suggests that different sizes and shapes of clean bamboos would be floated 

which would break up the water surface and would not cause pollution; a system of 

netting in sections, possible dyed in various colors, which with the assistance of ever 

green branches would be utilized to break up the red painted catchment area.
91

 However, 

the Assam Government sanctioned Rs.500 for camouflaging the water tank at Aizawl on 

the 3
rd

 of July, 1942 
92

, and the sanction letter had been forwarded to Mr. R.C Das, the 

Sectional Officer, Aizawl Section on 14
th

 July.
93

 Thus, as suggested by the Government 

of Assam, local bamboos was used for the camouflaging the water tank; bamboos being 

supplied from Sairang to Aizawl by carts.
94

���������������������������������������� �������������������
89 Ibid, p-71. 

90 Ibid, pp-153-161. 

91 Ibid, p-151. 

92 Ibid,  p- 124. 

93 Ibid,  p- 120. 

94 Ibid, p-77. 



�

Apart from the initiatives 

British residents in different

roofs in their houses, offices and schools. 

stored rain water in a reserviour or 

(Figure-7).
95

   

(Figure-7) 
96

Governor Bungalow at Aizawl, Lushai Hills, with Corrugated 

roofing on timber frames for rooftop rain water 

6.1  Mizo and modern rooftop water harvesting: 

The Mizo chiefs soon used corrugated sheets for the

that they were the first to 

The residence of Khamliana

Durtlang (Figure-9) had a roof made of corrugated iron sheets.
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Zaliana ,58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal 

96
  Retrieved from https://www.facebook.com/groups/241946039234328/

97
Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research O

Government of Mizoram, on 8

rom the initiatives of the British government, the Missionaries and 

different other places used Corrugated Galvanized 

houses, offices and schools. They practiced roof top water harvesting and 

reserviour or tanks made out of Corrugated Galvanized Iron sheets

Governor Bungalow at Aizawl, Lushai Hills, with Corrugated 

on timber frames for rooftop rain water harvesting. 

Mizo and modern rooftop water harvesting: 

The Mizo chiefs soon used corrugated sheets for their roofs, and it was believed 

that they were the first to practice the modern roof top water harvesting among the Mizo

The residence of Khamliana (Figure-8), Lungleng Chief and M. Suaka, the chief of 

had a roof made of corrugated iron sheets.
97

 The then Mizo people 
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then did not have the opportunity and facilities to practice this kind of water harvesting.
98

Thus, at the initial stage of the introduction of modern roof top water harvesting, it was 

the outsiders who had the facilities and capabilities to practice it.
99

 The people depended 

on the traditional water sources and still faced difficult situations during the hot seasons; 

women and girl child spent much of their time for the collection of water for their 

families.
100

���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� �������������

98 Ibid 

99
 C. Dorema, ‘Ruahtui’, op cit, p-21. 

100
 Interview with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 30

th
 December, 2012; also 

interview with Pi Aii, 88 years, Darlawn, Mizoram, on 7
th
 June, 2011; also interview with 

Lallungmuana, 52 years, Associate Professor, Govt. Hrangbana College, Aizawl, on 12
th
 May, 

2013; also interview with Ngurthankima Sailo, 50 years, Associate Professor , Govt. Hrangbana 

College, Aizawl, on 12
th
 May, 2013; also interview with Vanlallawma, 55 years, Associate 

Professor , Govt. Hrangabana College, Aizawl, on 7
th
 February, 2013; also Interview with 

Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, Government of Mizoram, 

on 8
th
 November, 2013; also interview with Vanlalvula, 60 years, Zotlang Aizawl, on 5

th

February, 2013; also interview with Kapthangi, 60 years, Zotlang, Aizawl, on 19
rd

 February, 

2013.  



����

�

       

  

(Figure-8) The resident of Khamliana, Lungleng chief. The original house which can be seen 

till today   had a roof made of corrugated iron sheets and it is probable that rain water is 

harvest.  

        

     

(Figure-9) 
101

 The resident of M. Suaka, Durtlang chief. The roof was also made of corrugated 

iron sheets. 
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Though the idea of roof top water harvesting was earnestly imbibed by the Mizo 

people, its development was quite slow in the whole of the Lushai Hills mainly due to the 

lack of facilities and materials for construction and storage.
102

  

In 1942, the Government of Assam issued an order that officials from Meghalaya 

should not visit the Lushai Hills for developmental work during summer or dry seasons 

as there was no water fit for drinking and consumption.
103

 Ng. Lalhmingliana, a retired 

engineer of the Public Health Engineering Department, Government of Mizoram even 

wrote a song on this: 

1. Hmanah Lushai Hills-ah Siktui thiang lo vangin, 

(Back then in the Lushai Hills, because of unclean water,) 

Sappui vangkhaw fang tur tuan zai an rel theilo. 

(The British cannot visit the villages,) 

Siktui dawn lova fam dairial chan ai chuan, 

(Instead of dying because of lack of water,) 

Zoram Kalsiam a chawl, Awi maw a pawi emai.

(It stopped the development of Mizoram, it’s sad.)  

2. Thalkhua a her chhuak a, fur tui an liam zo ta, 

(The dry season appeared when the rainy season passed,) 
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Khuatin chawmtu zawng ten kir zai an rel si lo;

(The rain which fed the villages has not come back;) 

Khur hla leh hnai pawh chawi tur a awm nem le.

(Both the short and long distances water points dried up.) 

Siktui thiang chawi turin lamtluang a sei lua e.

(Such a long distances to collect water.)
104

7. Conclusion:  

It is the changes on water uses and policy during the colonial period that makes 

the people cleaner, having a more hygienic way of life, with a hygienic treatment and 

uses of water. Till today, modern roof top water harvesting and pipe water system remain 

the sources of water for the people, giving a better lives and easy access to water. Again, 

it is the colonial changes on water which modernized and developed the Mizo economy 

by which Wet Rice Cultivation became successful in the 2.8 percent of the available flat 

areas of Mizoram; and terrace cultivation, which was not very successful in the initial 

stage, become quite successful now under the continuous efforts of the State 

Government. Today, the traditional water sources are revitalized by the state government 

through different departments following the construction style as was introduced by the 

British officials.  
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Chapter-6 

Gender and Water in the Mizo Society 

Introduction: 

Gender is one of the key variables defining access to and control over natural 

resources. Women as well as men used and managed resources and have different roles, 

responsibilities, opportunities, and constrains in doing so, both within the household and 

in the community. Gender is a determining factor in the division of labour, rights, and 

responsibilities, and therefore, affects sustainability of livelihoods and equitability of 

development.1  Thus, gender on environment refers to the specific roles and 

responsibilities adopted by women and men in any society. It is related to how we are 

perceived and expected to think and act, as women and men, because of the way society 

is organized, not because of our biological differences. 

Several theories have been developed that interpret women’s involvement in and 

commitment to environmental issues. In 1970, Esther Boserup wrote her semantic work 

on ‘The role of women in economic development and agriculture’. In her article on 

‘Ecological transitions and the changing context of women’s lives in tribal India’, Geeta 

Menon (1991) describes work as the active, labour-based interaction of human beings 

with the material work. Historically this interaction has been intricately based upon the 

natural environment. Many traditional economies were based on a division of labour 

                                                           
1 Barbara Thomas-Slayter and Genese Sodikoff, ‘Sustainable investments: women’s contribution 
to natural resource management projects in Africa’, Development in Practice, 11: 1, Routledge, 
London, July, 2010, retrieved from 
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713412875, accessed on 19th November, 
2010, p-45. 
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along gender lines. This means that in women’s work lays the direct connection to the 

environment. In 1980 the historian of science, Carolyn Merchant published her semantic 

work ‘The Death of Nature: women, ecology and the scientific revolution’. In the book 

she reassessed the Scientific Revolution of the 16th and 17th centuries, and the crucial 

shift towards a mechanistic worldview – or ‘the death of nature’- that accelerated the 

exploitation of human – particularly female - and natural resources in the name of 

progress. Merchant, one of the first eco-feminists, sees a parallel in society’s dominance 

and control over nature, the environment and women.2 Eco-feminists argue that there are 

important connections between the domination and exploitation of nature and women; in 

patriarchal thought, women are identified as being closer to nature and men as being 

closer to culture; because the domination of women and the domination of nature have 

occurred together, women have a particular stake in ending the domination of nature.’3   

The idea of a “feminine principle’ in nature has been elaborated by Vandana 

Shiva (1984), in the Indian context and argued that through movements like the Chipko, 

what is reflected is a struggle in Indian society between two fundamentally different 

world views. On the one hand is the life destroying and masculinist perspective of the 

commercial forestry system which treats forests as a resource to be exploited for its 

monetary value, and which sets up private property in forest wealth. This perspective has 

the backing of agencies of the state and has also colonized the local men ‘cognitively, 

economically and politically’. On the other hand is the feminine life-conserving principle 

embodied in seeing the forest as a diverse and self-reproducing system, shared as a 
                                                           
2 Irene Dankelman, Women: Agents of Change for a Healthy Environment, p-5. 
 
3 Indrani Barpujari, ‘A Gendered Perspective of Indigenous Knowledge’ Gene Campaign IK 
Project Briefing Paper 4, June 2005, New Delhi, p-1.  
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commons by a diversity of social groups. Anil Agarwal also espouses a similar view that 

the penetration of the cash economy is affecting the relationships between men and 

women and creating a dichotomy in their respective relationships with nature: even the 

Chipko experience with afforestation confirms this dichotomy between men and women 

and stresses the role of women in ecological regeneration.4 

‘Feminist Environmentalism’ an alternative concept of eco-feminism as suggested 

by Bina Agarwal insists that the link between women and the environment should be seen 

as ‘structured by a given gender and class, caste, race, organization of production, 

reproduction and distribution’. She speaks of class-gender effects of environmental 

change, and underlines the need to transform the actual division of work and access to 

resources. The class-gender effects of environmental change are manifested as pressures 

on women’s time, their income, their nutrition and health, their social support networks, 

and their knowledge. Agarwal’s approach is similar to what Dianne Rocheleau (1995) 

has called ‘feminist political ecology’, and both emphasize material relations and their 

structuring of gender relationships. These are particularly expressed in dynamic and 

cumulative gendered knowledge of environment, sciences and technologies.5 

Women, particularly those living in the rural areas played a major role in 

managing natural resources such as soil, water, forests and energy and this made them the 

daily managers of the living environment. They have a profound knowledge of plants, 

animals and ecological processes around them. They were also the victims of 

                                                           
4 Ibid,  p-1. 
 
5 Op cit, Irene Dankelman, p-6. 
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environmental degradation as their problems and those of the environment are very much 

interrelated.6 They are closer to the environment because the success of carrying out their 

triple roles -reproductive, productive and community roles- is tied heavily to the 

environment.7  

In the Indian context, it has been noted that women especially rural and tribal 

women are dependent on nature for drawing sustenance for themselves, their families and 

their societies. The destruction of nature thus results in the destruction of women’s 

sources for ‘staying alive’. When there is erosion of biodiversity, it is women, as main 

food producers who has suffered the most. The loss of biodiversity, for instance, affects 

women in a particular way and impacts on their daily lives, as well as on future lives and 

livelihoods. The richer and more diverse the forest, the easier it is for women to provide 

their family with the firewood, medicinal plants and other resources they need, and the 

more time they have for other activities. Conversely, deforestation may lead to water 

scarcity which in turn results in women having to walk further for water.8  

In spite of women's strongly rooted indigenous knowledge and their participation 

in conserving biodiversity, Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha wrote that as regards 

to the gender equation, men play a greater role in organizing information and taking 

                                                           
6 Irene Dankelman and Joan Davidson, Women and Environment in the Third World, Earthscan 
Publications Ltd., London, 1988, pp-xi, xii. 
7 Lotsmart N.Fonjong, ‘Gender Roles and practices in natural resource management in the North 
West Province of Cameroon’, Local Environment, 13: 15, Routledge, retrieved from 
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713394137, pp-463, 64. 
 
8 Op cit, Indrani Barpujari,  p-3. 
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decisions relating to resource use on behalf of the group as a whole.9 There is little 

representation of women in local bodies and community councils that actually take 

decisions over local resources. According to Indrani Barpujari, this is because of the 

patriarchal societies with its several laws and policies, which need to be revise for real 

gender equity.10 Speaking of other factors, which lead to marginalization of women’s 

indigenous knowledge, Krishna says that the swift transformation of production systems, 

land use and livelihoods in recent decades has affected gender relations, leading in many 

cases to marginalizing women’s knowledge and expertise while increasing their labour. 

The new and emerging public policies, legal initiatives and institutions may actually be 

strengthening the old inequities, if not creating fresh gender gaps.11 

This chapter is divided into the following sections: 

1. Gender and Water:  

The main feature of the gender approach on water is that it focuses on men and 

women and not on women in isolation. ‘The importance of involving both women and 

men in the management of water and sanitation has been recognized at the global level, 

since the 1977 United Nations Water Conference at Mar del Plata and during the 

International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation Decade, 1981-1990’.12 A gender 

                                                           
9 Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha, This Fissured Land; An Ecological History of India, 
Oxford University Press, Delhi, 1993, p-16.  
 
10 Op cit.,  Indrani Barpujari,  p-5. 
 
11 Ibid, p-6. 
 
12 Marcia M. Brewster, Thora Martina Herrmann, Barbara Bleisch and Rebecca Pearl, ‘A Gender 
Perspective on Water Resources and Sanitation’, Wagadu, Volume 3: Spring 2006, p-1; also see 
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approach on water can create a framework of cooperation between men and women, so 

that the insights and abilities of both men and women are available to shape programs 

and meet sector objectives.13 As the Institute of Development Studies of the University of 

Sussex puts it, ‘The gender-based approach is distinct in that it focuses on women and 

men, rather than considering women in isolation. A group of women and men working in 

water resources projects in Asia defined gender as follows: ‘Gender ...is the result of a 

socialization process which assigns certain attitudes, roles and responsibilities [to women 

and men], leading to certain forms of behaviour’. The group stressed that, as gender is a 

social construction, it is changing with time. They also stressed that, in traditional roles 

and responsibilities, women tend to be a disadvantaged group in most Asian countries. A 

gender approach highlights such differences and changes. In particular, a gender 

approach pays attention to differences between women’s and men’s interests, even within 

the same household, and how these are played out; the conventions and hierarchies which 

determine men’s and women’s’ position in the family, community and society at large, 

whereby women are usually dominated by men; differences among women and among 

men, based on age, wealth, ethnic background and other factors; the way gender roles and 

relations change, often quite rapidly, as a result of economic forces, migration for work 

                                                                                                                                                                             

‘Gender, Water and Sanitation: A Policy Brief’, Inter-agency Task Force on Gender and Water 
(GWTF), a sub-programme of both UN-Water and the Interagency Network on Women and 
Gender Equality (IANWGE) in support of the International Decade for Action, ‘Water for Life,’ 
2005–2015, p-1.  
 
13 Goutam Sadhu and Nayan Chakravarty, ‘Gender Mainstreaming in Water Management’, 
International Journal of Scientific and Research Publications, Volume 2, Issue 11, November 
2012, p-3.  
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and other social trends.’14 World Health Organization (2009) defines gender as a concept 

that refers to socially constructed roles, behavior, activities and attributes that a particular 

society considers appropriate and ascribes to men and women.15An ethical gender 

approach to water related issues means that all decisions regarding the design, 

localization, management and use of water resources must take into account the needs of 

both men and women through an equitable approach. It means that both men and women 

be allowed to influence, participate in and benefit from development.16 

 

1.1   Women and Water: 

Women’s lives all around the world are closely connected to and affected by use 

of and access to water resources. ‘The first expression of concern for women and their 

involvement in development emerged in the 1960s. Women were recognized as a 

disadvantage group, for whom special women’s components had to be developed. In the 

late 1970s and early 1980s, women began to be recognized as actors and managers of 

water in their own right, and it was demonstrated that involving women in planning, 

construction and management, brought benefits for general development, for the projects, 

for the households and for women themselves. In the second half of the 1980s and 

beginning of the 1990s it became clear that the effective involvement of women requires 

                                                           
14 Christine van Wijk-Sijbesma, Gender in Water Resources Management, Water Supply and 
Sanitation,  IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre, Delft, the Netherlands , 1998, p-4. 
 
15 Goutam Sadhu and Nayan Chakravarty, ‘Gender Mainstreaming in Water Management’, 
International Journal of Scientific and Research Publications, Volume 2, Issue 11, November 
2012, p-1.  
 
16 Alice Aureli and Claudine Brelet, Water and Ethics, United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization, Paris, 2004, p-8. 
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them to unite and develop strength and self reliance. This enables them to give direction 

to their lives and circumstances and encourages men to look upon women’s participation, 

not as competition, but as a natural right for women to deal with and decide on material 

and non-material resources which are crucial to them.’17 

Water is needed for drinking, domestic purposes, personal hygiene and sanitation, 

farm use, and many processes involved in food production and craftwork. Indigenous 

women have a strong relationship to water and are the primary end-users of water in 

domestic sector. The role of indigenous women in water management are related to 

management of water sources, collection of water, fetching of water, transportation 

/carrying water to destination and storage of water according to need and efficient use of 

water. They are responsible for controlling its use at home and also overseeing the 

sanitary arrangements.  

Women have to bear the drudgery of ferrying water over long distances and also 

have to face the embarrassment of defecating in open areas. Fetching water for the needs 

of the family has been one of the important domestic chores associated with women 

world over. The availability/scarcity of potable water resource determines the amount of 

time, energy and care to be taken by the women. The relationship of women with the 

fetching and consumption of water can be examined in several socio-cultural aspects of 

the society. ‘In the Indian context, it has been noted that women especially rural and 

tribal women are dependent on nature for drawing sustenance for themselves, their 

families and their societies. The destruction of nature thus results in the destruction of 

women’s sources for ‘staying alive’. It has been argued that ‘Third World women’ have 

                                                           
17 Christine van Wijk-Sijbesma, Gender in Water Resources Management, Water Supply and 
Sanitation,  IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre, Delft, the Netherlands , 1998, pp-4,5. 
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both a special dependence on nature and a special knowledge of nature. According to 

Indrani Barpujari this knowledge has been systematically marginalized under the impact 

of modern science. She also wrote that modern reductionist science, like development, 

turns out to be a patriarchal project, which has excluded women as experts, and has 

simultaneously excluded ecology and holistic ways of knowing which understand and 

respect nature’s processes and interconnectedness as science.18 

The fact that women have special knowledge on water has been constantly 

neglected around the world. Women are not permitted to intervene in decision making. In 

many cases, women have fewer opportunities than men to participate in discussions and 

decisions, in spite of their roles as users and managers of water, protectors of family 

health and educators of the new generation.19 Male heads of households decide where to 

build the family home, without necessarily considering the distance of water sources; 

water collection is not their concern. However, women are expected to play roles in the 

provision of water with limited attentions to their rights to water. 20 

 

2. Gender and Water in the Mizo Society: 

Mizo men and women are the keepers of different indigenous knowledge and 

practices that has proven beneficial in identifying interventions that are suited to local 

natural and social conditions. In the traditional Mizo society both women and men 

                                                           
18 Op cit., Indrani Barpujari,  p-2. 
 
19 Op cit., Christine van Wijk-Sijbesma, p-66. 
 
20 Tina Wallace and Anne Coles, ‘Water, Gender and Development: An Introduction’, in Anne 
Coles and Tina Wallace (Ed.), Gender, Water and Development, Berg, New York, 2005, p-8. 
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understand the environment differently, used different natural resources and have 

different access to voice, in terms of natural resource management and decision-making. 

All of this is determined by gendered roles within households and communities and the 

gendered division of labour. This means that women and men have different 

responsibilities which bring them in contact with natural resources in a unique manner 

resulting in a gendered contact with and knowledge of these resources. Through the ages, 

Mizo women have extensive knowledge about water, as they are the sole managers. The 

knowledge and practices on water was transmitted to the daughters by the mothers, and 

thus, trained them for the future water managers. This section explores the roles of both 

men and women, particularly women in the water sector from pre-colonial to the post 

colonial period. 

2.1  Gender and Water in the Pre-Colonial Period: 

In the pre-colonial period, gender can be equated with ‘women’ in the water 

sector. The saying, ‘hmeichhe fin in tuikhur ral a kailo’, i.e., ‘wisdom of the women do 

not reached beyond the village water points’21 clearly highlighted the women’s relation 

with water. Women are solely responsible for household water collection, domestic water 

used and management. Despite women’s significant role in water used, collection and 

management, women are poorly represented in the decision-making on water and also 

environment as a whole.  

 

                                                           
21 Mizo Women Today, Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, Mizoram, p-7. 
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2.1.1 Collection of water in the Pre-Colonial period:  

In the traditional Mizo society, the Mizo women apart from whole day working in 

the jhum land were busy in doing domestic chores. Among the domestic work, collection 

of water from the water points, whether it may be a spring, streams, rivers or brooks, 

consumed much of the women’s time and energy. Like many parts of the world, 

collection of water was the sole responsibility of the women. 

The tribes in the Lushai Hills believed that the hills, streams and trees are 

inhabited by various demons and all the illness and troubles of life are attributed to them, 

and sacrifices are offered in order to appease them.22 Those demons inhabiting the water 

are called tui huai or water demons. Almost all the water sources like lakes, ponds, 

springs, streams, rivers, or water falls were taken as the residence of the water demons. 

So, the Mizo women do not have the access to many of the available water sources, no 

matter how close they may be. They cannot fetch water at night because of wild animals, 

enemies and also because of the custom of courtship that exist in the society. It is a taboo 

for the women to cross a river during pregnancy because it was believed that the water 

demon sees the baby and therefore led to the lost of the baby.23 Thus, Mizo women 

suffered because of the superstitious belief of the society and the scarce and polluted 

water.  
                                                           
22 J.Shakespear, The Lushei Kuki Clans, (1912), Reprint, Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 2008, 
p.65; also see A.G. McCall, Lushai Chrysalis (1949), Reprint, Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 
2003, p.67; N.E Parry, The Lakhers (1932), Reprint, Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 2009, 
p.350; James Dokhuma, Hmanlai Mizo Kalphung, Mizoram Publication Board, Aizawl, 2008, 
p.64; also Lalbiakthanga, The Mizo, United Publishers, Guwahati, 1978, p.26; also K. Zawla, 
Mizo Pi Pute leh an Thlahte chanchin, Aizawl, 1993, p.44. 
 
23 Ibid, K. Zawla,  p.142. 
 



170 

 

Bamboo tubes are used for fetching water in every region inhabited by the 

different tribes of the Mizo (Figure-1). To scoop out water from tuikhur and collect it in 

the bamboo tubes, fenthlir, an indigenous cup- a dipper or ladle made of gourd, which 

was cut at one side was used for drawing water from the tuikhur (Figure-2.).24 A genuine 

bamboo water tube is made out of one section of a large bamboo. To clean the water 

tube, they put a handful of pebbles inside and shake them up and down with water until 

they have rubbed the inside of the tube quite clean. Since water was scarce in many 

villages during the dry season, a rough basin was sometimes made with stones at the 

water point to allow the water to collect and this was fenced with bamboos to prevent the 

cattle fouling the water. Bamboo tubes differ among the different tribes of the Mizo in 

different parts of Mizoram. The Lakher bamboo tubes are smaller than those used by the 

Lushai; the Lushai water tubes are opened at the top while those of the Lakher are closed, 

an inlet for the water being cut in the side at the top of the tube. Though the latter holds 

less water, it was easier to handle and had the advantage of keeping the water cleaner. 25  

Usually in the Lushai Hills water was always fetched by women early in the 

morning and also in the evening, sometimes accompanied by their tiny daughters.  They 

spent long hours in carrying heavy loads of water with bamboo tubes sometimes from a 

long distance water sources in the jungle due to the scarcity of water. This was because 

the short distance sources usually dries up during the dry season, while the far off water 

                                                           
24 Interview with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 12th March, 2013. 
 
25 Op cit, N.E. Parry, pp, 73, 74. 
 



171 

 

point which usually situated in the jungles hardly dries up throughout the year.26 The 

tuikhur acted as the only place for women where they can chat, laugh and exchanged 

information with their womenfolk. Women used to wait long hours for water to fill 

their water tubes. But if women from the chief’s family, the wife or the daughter 

came for collecting water, she can fill her water tubes before the rest of the women. 

After the chief’s family, this privilege was enjoyed by women from the Thangchhuah 

and head-hunter’s families. Here, with the issue of water a kind of social divisions 

was seen. 27 The bamboo tubes are not merely the containers but tubes of life, the 

extension of a way of being.  The size and shape of the tubes affect the body and postures 

of women over many years, as the Mizo girl accompany her mother in collecting water.28 

As the girl grows up, her bodily being adapts to carrying water with the bamboo tubes 

and becomes a part of who she is. Even when the women themselves become ill, they 

collected water for the family; even in the next day of delivering a baby, the women 

attended their usual duties including the collection of water from the long distance water 

points.29 My grandmother even told me that she used to rest many times on her way forth 

and back to the water points on the next day of her delivery.30   

                                                           
26 Interview with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 12th March, 2013; also 
interview with Pi Aii, 88 years, Darlawn, Mizoram, on 7th June, 2011; also interview with 
Vanlalvula, 60 years, Zotlang Aizawl, on 5th February, 2010. 
 
27 C. Laitanga, “Role of water in Mizo culture”, Seminar and Important papers, Tribal Research 
Institute, Aizawl, 2008, p. 167. 
 
28 Interview with Manchhungi, 93 years, Zotlang, Aizawl, 4th October, 2010, Aizawl. 
 
 
29 A.G. McCall, op.cit, Reprint, Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 2003, p.175. 
 
30 Interview with  Biakliani, 88 years, Kawnpui, Kolasib District, Mizoram , on 29th May, 2010.  
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In the traditional Mizo society, it can be safely said that men did not collect water. 

There was a saying that ‘men never goes to tuikhur’. If a man was seen at tuikhur, 

women always let him to collect water first no matter how long they have waited. This is 

because it was believed that, that family was poorer than the rest of the families in the 

village and bestowed with some misfortunes. In the history and sayings of the Mizo, we 

heard only one instance where man collected water and that is of the poor Fiara of 

Lamsial village.31 In Mizo history, it is known as ‘Fiara Tui’, meaning ‘Fiara’s Water’ 

(Figure-3).  

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Bamboo tube 32        (Fig-1)        Women collecting water by bamboo tubes 33  
 
                                                                                                                                                                             

 
31 See  Chapter-2, Section-3 for narratives of Fiara of Lamsial village. 
 
 
32Captured from Department of History & Ethnography Museum, Mizoram University, on 19th 
November, 2013. 
  
33 Recaptured from A.G. McCall, Lushai Chrysalis (1949), Reprint, Tribal Research Institute, 
Aizawl, 2003,  on 20th February, 2013, p-108. 
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     (Figure-2) Fenthlir 34 
 

 
               
Fiara Tui at Farkawn.35                    (Figure-3)                      Fiara Tui at Vaphai 36 
 
(Since there is contestation between Farkawn and Vaphai villages on Fiara’s Water, it is 
appropriate to show both of the pictures which the two villages claimed as Fiara’s tuikhur. ) 
 

                                                           
34Captured from Department of History & Ethnography Museum, Mizoram University, on 19th 
November, 2013. 
 
35 Retrieved from http://farkawn.com/fiaratui.htm, accessed on 4.9.2013. 
 
36Retrieved from http://ivaphotography12.blogspot.in/2013/10/auto-rickshaws.html, accessed on 
4.9.2013. 
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2.1.2   Gender and communal work on water: 

The Mizo being a nomadic tribe, one of the most important things that they 

considered when they moved to a new village was a good water source, which would not 

dry up in the hot weather.37 The making or construction of new tuikhur was called tuikhur 

hiah. Since water resources development and management was essentially a local matter 

and handled by the community in the pre-colonial period, the whole community used to 

search water points for the village. Once water source was found, the village crier 

announced the need of community labour for the construction of new tuikhur. For the 

construction of tuikhur in the pre-colonial period, the Mizo used local pointed materials 

made of woods and bamboos; in the later period they also used big iron doas called 

tupui38, which they purchased it from the nearest plain bazaar.39  The iron doas that they 

used for the construction of tuikhur was sometimes minted by the local blacksmith, if the 

people purchase raw iron from the plains.40 Though both men and women participated in 

the construction leaving behind their daily works in the jhum, it was in this issue that men 

contributed more labour than women because they are stronger. While constructing 

tuikhur, the exact point of the water source was deepened and the surface area was 

widened. Stone slabs were arranged in an orderly manner so that women and girl child 

                                                           
37 A.G. McCall, op.cit, p. 165; also see C. Laitanga, “Role of water in Mizo culture”, Seminar and 
Important papers, Tribal research Institute, Aizawl, 2008, p. 167. 
 
38  Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 
Government of Mizoram, on 12th September, 2013. 
 
39 Interview with Ngurthankima Sailo, 50 years, Associate Professor, Govt. Hrangbana College, 
Aizawl, on 12th May, 2013.  
 
40 J. Shakespear, The Lushei Kuki Clans (1912), Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, 2008, p-16.  
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might not face difficulties while collecting water.41  The maintenance of cleanliness at 

tuikhur and also the repairing was in the hands of the community. Whenever, a 

community labour was needed for the maintenances and development of tuikhur, the 

village crier announced it and the whole community participated. Again, like the 

construction of new tuikhur, local materials and iron doas were used for the cleaning and 

repairing.42   

Since Mizo used to have two or three tuikhur, construction of path to tuikhur was 

again in the hands of the whole community. Like the making of tuikhur, construction of 

tuikhur path was done after the village crier announced it. Again, both men and women 

participated and men contributed more labour because of their masculinity. For the 

construction, local materials that were used for the felling of trees were used. Since 

shrubs and jungle herbs soon grew in the cleared areas for the path, it was the women 

who maintained the path. As they were the principal carriers of water their passage 

maintained the cleanliness and clearance of the path to the tuikhur on a daily basis.43 The 

tuikhur acted as the only gathering spots for the women, where they can chat and laugh 

with the women folk.44  They also maintained codes of behaviour in the tuikhur.45  

                                                           
41  Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 
Government of Mizoram, on 12th September, 2013. 
 
42 Ibid 
 
43 Interview with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 30th December, 2011; also 
interview with Pi Aii, 88 years, Darlawn, Mizoram, on 7th June, 2011; also interview with 
Kapthangi, 60 years, Zotlang, Aizawl, on 3rd April, 2010.  
 
44 C. Laitanga, “Role of water in Mizo culture”, Seminar and Important papers, Tribal research 
Institute, Aizawl, 2008, p- 167.  
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2.1.3 Decision making on water and Mizo women:  

The Mizo were very particular about their places of residence and considerable 

thought were spent on the subject of the village site. The elders of the village would 

spend a night at the site for before the final selection, taking with them a cock. If the cock 

did not crow within one hour before the dawn, it was taken as a bad omen and the site 

was not taken for a new village. The elders also checked that the site chosen for the 

village had a good water source. 46 Thus, women who were the real users and managers 

of water did not involved in the decision making process of tuikhur though they were 

more well acquainted with the issue of water.  

It seems rather that due to their close ties with water and the water sources, there 

arose a saying and belief among the Mizo that the wisdom of women was so limited that 

it did not reached beyond the water source or point of the village. 47  And, women who 

were considered to possess such a low level of wisdom did not participate in the 

community affairs, nor do they have the time and the energy after exhausting themselves 

in the domestic work including the collection of water. However, the words of women are 

considered to be no words at all in the traditional Mizo society and family. Thus, it can be 

seen that the social position of Mizo women, which was lower than their male 

counterparts was to some extend shaped by their roles in the water issues.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
45 Interview with Rivungi, 92 years, Ramhlun Venglai, Aizawl, on 12th March, 2013. 
46 A.G. McCall,  Op cit, p-165; also see James Dokhuma, op cit, p-8. 
 
47 Mizo Women Today, Tribal Research Institute, Aizawl, Mizoram, p-7. 
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2.1.4 Domestic uses of water by Mizo women:  

Women’s most important role in water management in the traditional context is 

seen within the domestic arena, as that of domestic water managers. In this role they are 

seen as responsible for the gender-specific tasks of procuring, managing, and using water 

for domestic purposes. Once water was carried back from the tuikhur, the women stored 

it in the bamboo tubes itself where they used it for carrying and sometimes in earthen 

pots and tuithawl.48 At the household level, women were the users and managers of water 

par excellence. Their chief concern lies with water used for four basic domestic purposes 

such as, drinking, cooking, brewing rice beer, and therapeutic usage. For cooking and 

brewing rice beer, earthen pots were used, and for drinking water at home, the pre-

colonial Mizo used bamboo cups. For carrying around water in the house in times of need 

like sickness and child birth, wooden bowls were used.49 The defining qualities for 

drinking and cooking water are colour, smell and taste. Good quality water for these 

purposes is expected to be colourless, odourless and sweet in taste.  

2.2 Gender and Water in the Colonial Period: 

In the colonial period, it can be said that the whole water scenario, the decision 

making, the communal work, the collection, the material culture and the usage of water in 

the pre-colonial period remained the same. However, tins and also aluminium tins entered 

                                                           
48  Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 
Government of Mizoram, on 12th September, 2013. 
 
49 Ibid 
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Mizoram for the first time during the colonial rule mainly to serve their own purpose; it 

replaced bamboo tubes for few women who were in a position to benefit the foreign rule. 

The colonial rulers also brought with them small aluminium vessel which the Mizo called 

‘Ek Suk Bel’ meaning ‘vessel used in toilet’ as the former used it for many purposes 

including for carrying water in toilet. Therefore, it replaced the indigenous Mizo bamboo 

cups for few families. Thus, the changed material culture on water affected only few 

sections of the society and the general populace still depends on the traditional 

materials.50 Thus, against the backdrop of the traditional role structure for women on 

water, some realities of the changing scenario will be presented in this section. It is often 

assumed that women will benefit from savings of time, energy and better health if they 

have access to improved, accessible, and reliable water sources. 

2.2.1 Changes brought by the Missionaries:  

According to Prof. Lianzela, the progress and changed in the status of Mizo 

women started with the coming of the Christianity in1894.51 The Missionaries success in 

converting the Mizo to Christian and the notion of evil spirits were dispelled. Freedom 

from the fear of evil spirit brought men on an equal footing with the nature. The dismissal 

of mysticism allowed the indigenous rational thought to unfold and an appreciation of the 

linkages between various natural forces and resources, and also the effect of human 

activities on these dimensions. Moral trepidation was replaced by the expression of the 

new found wisdom, which enable the society to preserve its deep-seated respect for 

                                                           
50 Ibid 
 
51 Lianzela, ‘Position of Mizo Women-past and Present’, in Lalneihzovi (Ed.), Changing Status of 
Women in North Eastern States, Mittal Publication, 2009, p-52. 
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nature and its elements. The Mizo were more rationalized in the natural process and 

became receptive to alternative techniques of resource use.52 This change in the belief 

system resulted in increasing the number of water sources as the people no longer belief 

in taboos and superstitions faded out. Water sources like springs, streams, ponds, rivers, 

lakes or waterfalls which were earlier regarded as the residence of the water demons were 

then a source of water. This gave the women and the girl child the easy access to water, 

which saves their time and energy. This is one of the great steps which change the status 

of Mizo women to a better position.   

The first school for the Mizo was opened by Pu Buanga and Sap Upa in Aizawl 

on 1st April 1894 with only two pupils. But the school was soon closed as they wanted to 

complete their translation work for they were to be replaced by the Welsh Missionaries. 

D.E. Jones, who succeeded the first two missionaries, reopened the school on 28th Feb, 

1898. The teaching was very simple and it was mostly confined to the art of writing and 

reading. The Government schools at Lunglei and Demagiri which was opened in the 

same year drew the attention of the Assam government but there was discrepancy in the 

salary of teachers. From the year 1902, the government and the mission co-operated in 

the field of education and on 1st March, 1903, all the government schools in Mizoram 

were put under the supervision of the mission with Rev. E. Rowlands as the inspector of 

schools. The main problem at the beginning was regular attendance, as the parents 

wanted to send their children to jhum rather than school. Thus, progress was very slow.  

Also, the Mizo considered school and the so called modern education for male only at the 

beginning of its introduction.  
                                                           

 
52 Daman Singh, p-34 
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In Southern Mizoram, girls’ education had begun since 1909, but without much 

improvement. A similar effort was made in Northern Mizoram by Mrs. Jones. However, 

at the inception female education was opposed for ‘women and girls were destined to do 

household works’.53 Thus, at the beginning of the introduction of Christianity and modern 

education, change has been made on the status of only a few women in the Mizo society 

and these women belongs to the families of the few Christian converts. 

2.2.2  Changes made by the British Government:  

The colonial infrastructural development brought about changes in the status of 

Mizo women of the Aizawl town. The British faced a great difficulty with the drying up 

of the traditional water sources. So, Col. G.H. Loch constructed a big ground reservoir of 

12 lakhs gallons capacity at Tuihkuahtlang in Aizawl for storing rain water in the year 

1900.54 During this period, Corrugated Galvanized Iron sheets entered Mizoram. A 

sloped roof of Corrugated Galvanized Iron sheets on timber frames was constructed 

around the reservoir for rainwater catchment. The stored water was being supplied to the 

British officials, and the government servants by means of pipe water supply system, and 

this remained the only water supply of Aizawl for government officials till the year 1973.  

Apart from the initiatives of the British government, the missionaries and the 

British residents in different other places used Corrugated Galvanized Iron sheets for 

                                                           
53 Laldena, ‘Status of Mizo Women’, retrieved from www.zogamonline.com/.../246-status-of -
mizo-women-lal-dena.html, accessed on 29th January, 2012, p-2. 
 
54 C. Dorema, ‘Aizawl Water Supply’, 25th Year Souvenir, Public Health Engineering department, 
Aizawl, Mizoram, 2008, p-51. 
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roofs in their houses, offices and schools. They practiced roof top water harvesting and 

stored rain water in a reservoir or tanks made out of Corrugated Galvanized Iron sheets.55  

The Mizo chiefs soon used corrugated sheets for their roofs, and it was believed 

that they were the first to practice the modern roof top water harvesting among the Mizo. 

The residence of Khamliana, Lungleng Chief and M. Suaka, the chief of Durtlang had a 

roof made of corrugated iron sheets. The common people then did not have the 

opportunity and facilities to practice this kind of water harvesting.56  

Thus, at the initial stage of the introduction of modern roof top water harvesting, 

it was the outsiders who had the facilities and capabilities to practice it.57 Among the 

Mizo, women of the government servants’ families and the Mizo chiefs’ families were 

the group of women, though may be few in numbers, who had an easy access to water 

because of the colonial rule at the initial stage. The people had been depended on the 

traditional water sources and still faced difficult situations during the hot seasons; women 

and girl child spent much of their time for collecting water for the families.58 

 

 

                                                           

 
55  Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 
Government of Mizoram, on 12th September, 2013. 
 
56 Ibid 
 
57 C. Dorema, ‘Ruahtui’, The 25th Year Souvenir, Public Health Engineering Department, Aizawl, 
Mizoram, 2008, p-21. 
 
58 Interview with Lalthlamuani Khiangte, 52 years, Associate Professor, Government Hrangbana 
College, 12th April 2013. 
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3. Gender and Water; Continuity and Change: 

In the later half of the 20th century, there was material development on water which 

comes along with modernization. However, development in the whole picture of water 

was still very slow and disproportionate in distribution.  But due to the initiatives of some 

people in Aizawl, water harvesting developed in the immediate years after the British 

rule, creating a better situation for women in their water management.   

3.1  Reservoirs: 

Continuity in the construction of reservoirs was first seen in the year 1954-1955 

when two big reservoirs were constructed at Laipuitlang, meaning ‘hill of guns’, in 

Aizawl, with an extensive rain water catchment made of Corrugated Iron Sheets. These 

reservoirs were privately contracted; the bigger reservoir in the South of the hill was 

constructed by Pu Chawnga (L) of Dawrpui Aizawl and the smaller reservoir in the north 

of the hill, which is still in use today, was constructed by Pu Hrama (L) of Kulikawn.59 

The water of these reservoirs was supplied to the nearby areas with the condition that the 

customer paid the water bill/price.60 

With the ongoing modernization and development, the requirement of water by 

the people around the Aizawl town has increased year by year. The traditional water 

sourced called tuikhur doesn’t satisfy and the government pipe water supply was meant 

                                                           
59 C. Dorema, ‘Ruahtui’, The 25th Year Souvenir, Public Health Engineering Department, Aizawl, 
Mizoram, 2008, p-21. 
 
60  Interview with Lalthlamuani Khiangte, 52 years, Associate Professor, Government Hrangbans 
College, 12th April 2013. 
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for the government servants only. So, in the year 1961, the Aijal Water Supply Company 

was established by Pu Chawngzinga, Zarkawt, Pu Sangliana, Headmaster, Government. 

High School, Rosiama Zarkawt, Zangena Zarkawt, Zalianchhunga Zarkawt, and Lalzuia 

Chanmari. The stream water in the south Chanmari was pounded and collected in a motor 

vehicle and sold to people. This reservoir was known as Company Tuikhuah, meaning 

Company Reserviour or Chawngzinga Tuikhuah, meaning Chawngzinga’s Reserviour.61  

The construction and management of these three water reservoirs were done by 

men because it requires a tough masculine labour. The fruit of men’s labour was reaped 

by women from well-to-do families who had enough money to pay the price of water.  

For these groups of women, water, being supplied to their home by means of pipe water 

system, they have time for schooling and education, which elevated their status in the 

society. Bamboo tubes were replaced by books and pen, by which the status of Mizo 

women have been changed to a better position. With the easier domestic life, where water 

was supplied to their home, women could then devote their time and energy in other 

aspect such as their personal and family life and also to the society, where the new 

western ideas sow the seeds of gender equality. However, in the immediate period after 

the colonial rule, most of the Mizo women continued their traditional roles on water, but 

this was also the period when the women’s role on water and the status of the Mizo 

women begins to change for all.  

 

 

                                                           
61 C. Dorema, ‘Aizawl Water Supply’, Op cit, p-51. 
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3.2 Gender and Flexibility of Labour:  

Slowly, the division of labour in the Mizo society becomes flexible. From the 

latter part of the 20th century, men did help women in domestic work including the 

collection of water.62 Men involved much in water collection in the urban areas than in 

the rural areas. Water availability was so erratic that whoever was free, collect the water. 

This means, men collected water while women are working outside or busy in domestic 

chores. Also, men involved in water collection because of the masculinization of 

technologies. Also, during these periods, youth, both male and female involved much in 

the collection of water; for the youth, collection of water was a happy time pass where 

they can sing and chat with their peer groups. This flexibility in the division of labour 

signifies the open-mindedness of the people and did change the status of women. 

Importance was then given to female education, their potentiality in the society and 

economy was started to be realized. Women’s empowerment, right, their employment 

and participation in various spheres like politics, religion, society, economics and 

education was started to be initiated. Women were able to fulfill all these roles and 

participated due to the easier domestic life which gave them the energy, time, and the 

possibility to improve their ability. At the same time, in many of the villages in Mizoram, 

women and girl child were still the sole collector of water from tuikhur for the family. 

Data from the rural areas indicated that women were responsible for the majority of water 

collection, as nature of patriarchy and division of labour still had a large impact on the 

people. Both in the urban and rural areas, close contact between family members 
                                                           
62 Interview with Kapthangi, 60 years, Zotlang, Aizawl, on 3rd April, 2010; also interview with C. 
Lalmalsawma, 57 years, Electric Veng, Aizawl, on 12th March, 2012; also interview with C. 
Lalfakzuala,  55 years, Ramthar Veng, Aizawl, on 12th March, 2012.  
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contribute to men and women having an intricate knowledge and appreciation of the 

work that the other does. The intimacy of these living conditions is also one of the 

reasons why men shared the burden of collecting water.  

3.3  Material development on water in the second half of the 20th century:  

From the second half of the 20th century, few women in Aizawl used tin (15 liters 

container which was imported from the plains, used for packing edible oil-Figure-4), big 

tin vessel (Figure-5) and alluminium tin (Figure-6) for collecting water from tuikhur. 

Deviating from the traditional practices, women who used the new materials for fetching 

water carried it on their heads. Water was stored in the same materials used for collection 

and for few families’ bamboo cups were replaced by aluminium cups (figure-7). In 

almost all the villages and also in some parts of Aizawl, women still depended on the 

traditional materials like bamboo tubes, bamboo cups, fenthlir (Figure-6), clay pots and 

tuithawl (gourd container) in their management of water. However, from the latter half of 

the 20th century, these materials are used by most of the Mizo women.  

 

 

 

 

 

       (Figure-4) Women carrying water by tin on her head.          (Figure-5) Women carrying water by aluminium tin. 
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(Figure-6) Women used alluminium container for storing     (Figure-7) Women used alluminium cup for drawing water  

 water and fenthlir (gourd cup).63    and bamboo tubes for collecting water.64    
 

In the latter half of the 20th century, rain water harvesting was common especially 

in Aizawl, and even in villages it was practiced by the well to do families. For collecting 

the rain water, rain water harvesting tanks made of Corrugated Iron Sheet were used in 

Aizawl; apart from the corrugated tank, a 150 liters metal containers from the nearby 

plains, which was earlier used for packing tar was used for collecting rain water. In 

villages, rather than the corrugated tank, the metal tar container was commonly in used 

probably because the price is cheaper65 (Figure-8). The construction of the corrugated 

tank and the procurement of the metal tar tank were the duty of men.66 The better storage 

of water at home saves women from collecting water for domestic used. Women, thus, 

                                                           
63 Captured from a documentary, ‘Hmanlai Mizoram’, 1st August, 2013. 
 
64 Ibid 
 
65 Interview with Siamliana, 53 years, Kawnpui, Kolasib District, Mizoram, on 2nd October, 2013; 
also interview with R. Lalrintluanga, 33 years, Serchhip, Mizoram, on 16th September, 2013. 
 
66 Ibid 
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save their time for other activities at home and outside, and the girl child had better time 

for their academic lessons and schooling. At this point of time, more and more tins, 

aluminium tins, and aluminium vessels and containers entered Mizoram. This makes 

water storage and collection easier not only in Aizawl, but also in villages but for families 

who could afford to pay the price. Also, cups, vessels, and buckets were chalked in, and it 

helps the storage and collection of water.67 Both in Aizawl and villages, local made 

wooden burrow was used for the collection of water, where four or five or more buckets 

or tins of water are placed on the burrow and pushed by both men and women68 (Figure-

9). All these material developments relieved the burden of women, as they were still the 

collectors and managers of water in the midst of flexibility of gender roles.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

(Fig -8) A metal tar container of 150 liters used for storing water 

                                                           
67  Interview with Zaliana, 58 years, Senior Research Officer, Tribal Research Institute, 
Government of Mizoram, on 12th September, 2013. 
 
68 Interview with Siamliana, 53 years, Kawnpui, Kolasib District, Mizoram, on 2nd October, 2013; 
also Interview with R. Lalrintluanga, 33 years, Serchhip, Mizoram, on 16th September, 2013. 
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   (Figure-9) Local made wooden barrow for collection of water 
 

 
3.4   Gender and Government Water System:  

The establishment of Greater Aizawl Water Supply Scheme Phase I, in 1983/84 

gave pipe water supply to 35% of the population in the Aizawl main city and the Phase II 

which was started in the year 1999 covered 100% of the Aizawl population including the 

surrounding areas.69 Thus, women in and around Aizawl have the accessed to water at 

their home by means of pipe water system where water was delivered by tap. (Figure-10). 

This revolutionized the lives of women and the young female. They devoted more time in 

academic line; they have a chance and time to participate in the society and religion than 

before; and many women even have their own jobs in the government and private 

enterprises, without worrying about the collection or management of water. This 

                                                           
69 C. Dorema, op.cit, p-53-54; also see ‘Salient Feature of Urban Water Supply Scheme’, 25th 
Year Souvenir, Public Health Engineering Department, Aizawl, Mizoram, 2008, pp-77,86. 
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revolutionized life, which change and elevated the status of women in Aizawl was being 

shared by the Mizo women who resided in areas other than Aizawl from the 21st century, 

when the Government of Mizoram started Urban Water Supply Scheme to the 22 areas, 

usually by means of pipe water system and public water points near the residents, which 

was declared as an urban areas and the Rural Water Supply Scheme was also 

implemented by means of hand pumps (Figure-11) and the development of the traditional 

water sources (Figure-12).70  Due to the technological requirements and the need of 

masculine labour, it can be safely said that there was total absence of women in the 

implementation of Government Water Policies at the construction level. Also, in 

government offices, the decision making positions on these water policies were occupied 

mostly by men.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Figure-10) Tap water at home.                             (Figure-11) A teenage girl pumping water at night. 
 
 

                                                           
70 Ibid, pp-66-86. 
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(Figure-12) Traditional water point developed and repaired by the State Government through 

Village Council at Tlungvel. 71 

 
 
 

3.5 Money, women and water: 

As population expands, access to water was highly differentiated by material and 

social conditions. Rich and influential women have preferential conditions of access, and 

different sources of water, compared to those of poor women. Poor women generally get 

access to unsafe water, and their accesses were sometimes insufficient to sustain 

livelihoods. Materials inequalities influenced water security and deprivation through a 

range of processes operating at different social levels. The quality, reliability, and costs of 

water for a particular household will be influenced by a range of characteristics including 

condition of water source, geographic location of the household in relation to the water 

source, and even the social, economic and political position of the household.  

                                                           
71 Captured by R.Laldinpuii, 29 years, Research Scholar, History & Ethnography, Mizoram 
University, 12.8.2013. 
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 In urban areas like Aizawl and other District Capitals, almost all the houses have 

pipe water facilities from the Public Health Engineering Department by paying water bill 

to the department. Even the rented houses do have this facility. But sometimes, especially 

in the dry seasons, households get only once or twice water supply from the government 

in a month. There are also instances where problems arose in the piping and pumping 

system of the PHED. But urban people who owned a house harvested rainwater and 

stored in cement, corrugated or plastic tanks; the expenses of the storage bared by the 

individual families. Thus, women could manage water easily even in the dry seasons and 

also in a problematic situations on water.  

Commercialization of water started in the urban areas of Mizoram a few years 

ago. Many families involved in water business and collected water using truck and sold it 

to the people in liters.72 (Figure-13) People who lived in a rented house and also those 

living in their own house often bought water from private enterprises when in scarcity. 

Manufacturing and consuming of bottled drinking water also started recently in the 

state.73 People in the urban areas have the money power to acquire this kind of bottled 

water. Commercialization of water is also linked with various forms of pleasurable 

behavior. Many urban women resort to steam bath and spas to enhance the appearance 

                                                           
72 Daily Newspaper, The Aizawl Post, Vol. XI NO. 268, Aizawl, Monday, November 18, 2013, 
p-3; also see Daily Newspaper, The Aizawl Post, Vol. XI NO. 268, Aizawl, Tuesday, November 
19, 2013, p-2; also see Daily Newspaper, The Aizawl Post, Vol. XI NO. 268, Aizawl, Tuesday, 
November 26, 2013, p-2; also see Daily Newspaper, ‘Vanglaini’, Vol- XXIX, No. 249, 
Registration No.- RNI 34227/79, MZR/67/2012-2012, Aizawl, Tuesday; October 28, 2014, p-5; 
also see Daily Newspaper, ‘Vanglaini’, Vol- XXIX, No. 250, Registration No.- RNI 34227/79, 
MZR/67/2012-2012, Aizawl, Wednesday; October 29, 2014, p-5; also see Daily Newspaper, 
‘Vanglaini’, Vol- XXIX, No. 259, Registration No.- RNI 34227/79, MZR/67/2012-2012, Aizawl, 
Wesnesday; November 12, 2014, p-5.  
 
73  Zo Aqua, a packaged drinking water started in Mizoram under the ownership of N. 
Lalawmpuia since May, 2009. 
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74 Prof. Vanlalchhawna and Joseph Lalmalsawma, ‘Gaps in Drinking Water and Sanitation 
Sectors-The growth of Poverty’, in Workshop on ‘Central Funding and Development: 

and health of their body. These uses of water give a feeling of enjoyment in a health 

Thus, contemporary Mizo women’s role on water in the urban areas

to their physical health, beauty, and pleasures. 

13) JK enterprises selling water at Zotlang, Aizawl. 

villages, though men participated in the fetching of water, 

primarily burdened, and still face difficulties in the collection and 

. According to Prof. Vanlalchhawna, this is because 

inadequate water supply from the government and also due to the high connection cost

the government water supply.74 Apart from the piped water supply scheme, t

                   

Prof. Vanlalchhawna and Joseph Lalmalsawma, ‘Gaps in Drinking Water and Sanitation 
The growth of Poverty’, in Workshop on ‘Central Funding and Development: 
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water supply programme of the PHED was provided by the installation of hand pump, 

construction of rain water harvesting tank, improvement of village spring water sources, 

and construction of impounding reservoirs. Though the success percentage of hand pump 

was recorded by the department as more than 60%75, the number of the installed hand 

pump do not suffice the need of the growing population in the rural areas, in the midst of 

where the many of the hand pumps broke and left unrepaired. The quality of the 

corrugated sheet supplied by the PHED for rain water harvesting tanks seems to be 

usually bad that it lasted for only about two years; for the villagers, it is difficult to 

construct a tank out of corrugated sheet out of their own expense.76 During the non-

monsoon seasons 91.3 % of the traditional water sources dries up and this cause 

considerable hardships to the women who collected water for domestic used. Among the 

women who collected water from the government public water points and traditional 

tuikhur, 74% walk around 50 meters for collecting water; only 11% have accessed to 

water supply within their premises. A large majority, that is 86% waited less than one 

hour for filling their bucket, and 60% collected water twice a day.77 Thus, many women 

in the rural areas still devoted much of their time and energy for the collection and 

management of water for their domestic used.  

                                                                                                                                                                             

Drinking water and Sanitation Sectors (Mizoram State Analysis)’, held on 31st Oct., 2013, at 
Information & Public Relation Office Hall. 
 
75 Reports of the Public Health and Engineering Department, Monitoring Cell, Public Health and 
Engineering Department, Mizoram, p-7. 
 
76 H. Vanlalrova, Vice President, Sialsuk village Council, in Workshop on ‘Central Funding and 
Development: Gaps in the Drinking water and Sanitation Sectors (Mizoram State Analysis)’, held 
on 31st Oct., 2013, at Information & Public Relation Office Hall. 
 
77 Prof. Vanlalchhawna and Joseph Lalmalsawma, op cit. 
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4. Conclusion: 

If water management is to be democratic and transparent and to represent the 

needs of the people, both men and women must have an equal say. This can be achieve 

by gender mainstreaming of water where there is an implications for women and men of 

any planned action including legislation, policies, and program in water at all levels. 

Beyond addressing access to domestic water, target should be made on making and 

maintaining equality in decision making on water, and equality in the consultancy and 

general business around water and its infrastructural development. By this, it will make 

women’s and men’s concerns and experiences an integral part of these actions, so gender 

equality is achieved. 
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Chapter-7 

Continuity and Changes in the Colonial management of water 

Introduction:  

The new systems introduced by the British in the water sector were well adopted, 

continued and developed in Mizoram. At the same time, the traditional sources, 

management and materials on water also continued well. However, there was tremendous 

development in the then existing system of water harvesting and several new systems 

were introduced and developed. There were also material developments on water and 

better changes in the water use pattern of the people.  

After India attained independence in 1947, water harvesting and management for 

the Mizo District was in the hands of Assam Government. At that point of time, the 

whole water harvesting system of the government for the Mizo District can be divided 

into three, viz., rural water supply scheme which covered the whole district, Kolasib 

water supply scheme for Kolasib village only, and Aizawl water supply scheme for the 

Aizawl town.  However, water harvesting and water supply scheme for the Mizo District 

which was proposed and implemented by the Assam government received a serious 

setback due to the Mizo National Front (MNF) insurgency in 1966.
1
  After the second 

half of the 20
th

 century, water harvesting systems are governed by formal and centralized 

bureaucratic management by incorporating several modern technologies and also 

different aspects from pre-existing structures.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
1 File No.- CB-115, General-1393, Mizoram State Archives (MSA), p-225.  
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Therefore, this chapter is divided into the following sections: 

1. Assam government water policy for Mizo District- Continuity and 

Change of the Colonial water policy:  

Water harvesting for the whole Mizoram was taken up by the Government of 

Assam, through the Deputy Commissioner (DC) of the Mizo District Council since 1954-

’55
2
. Water harvesting was usually taken up under the ‘Rural Water Supply’

3
 scheme of 

the Government. The Government of Assam made separate specifications for the 

different hill districts in consideration with the local circumstances. For this, suggestions 

were invited from the Chief Executive Member (CEM) of each of the hill district.
4
 The 

water harvesting was done mainly by the construction of reservoirs, tanks, pipe water 

supply, digging of wells and the development of traditional water sources.
5
  

1.1  Construction of Reservoirs at Aizawl:  

Construction of reserviour which was introduced by the British in 1900 was 

continued by the government. In the years 1954-1955, two big reservoirs were 

constructed at Laipuitlang (Hellio tillah) in Aizawl, for harvesting rain water, with an 

extensive rain water catchment made of Corrugated Iron Sheet. These reservoirs were 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
2 File No.- CB-89, General-1082, MSA, p-103. 

3 File No.- CB- 89, General-1082, MSA, p-130; also see File No.- CB- 94, General- 1139, MSA, 

p-11; also File No.- CB- 89, General- 1082, MSA, p-41; also File No.- CB-93, General-1133, 

MSA, pp- 49, 67; also File No.- CB- 93, General-1133, MSA, p-59; also File No.- CB-94, 

General-1139, MSA, p-44; also File no.- CB- 89, General- 1082, MSA, p-72. 

  
4 File No.- CB-93, General-1133, MSA, p-69.  

5 File No.- CB-93, General -1133, MSA, pp-49, 71; also see File No.- CB-89, General-1082, 

MSA, p-114. 
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constructed by Mizo contractors; the bigger reservoir in the south of the hill was 

constructed by Pu Chawnga (L) of Dawrpui Aizawl and the smaller reservoir in the north 

of the hill, which is still in use today, was constructed by Pu Hrama (L) of Kulikawn.
6

The water of these reservoirs was accessed by the nearby areas by means of public water 

tap with the condition that the customer paid the water bill/price.
7
  

In 1956, Mr. Kaptea, the president of the Chaltlang Village Council and Chaltlang 

Development Committee submitted an application to the DC of the Mizo Hills, 

requesting the government to take steps for the supply of water to the Chaltlang villagers 

by opening at least 5 water taps in the village from the then newly constructed water 

reservoirs at Laipuitlang. The water scarcity of this village were due to the demographic 

growth caused by the increasing government institutions in the area, and also due to the 

dry up of the local water sources in the hot and dry seasons. However, it seems that only 

one (1) water tap was disposed at a central place in Chaltlang village for the supply of 

water to the government servant only.
8

1.2 Rural Water Supply Scheme for Mizo District:  

Government rural water supply scheme was one of the biggest new programs that 

were not practiced by the colonial government. In the process of implementation, the 

government while introducing new water harvesting system continued the water 
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 C. Dorema, ‘Aizawl Water Supply’, The 25th Year Souvenir, Public Health Engineering 

Department, Mizoram, 2008,  p-51. 
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 Interview with Lalthlamuani Khiangte, Associate Professor, Government Hrangbana College, 

Aizawl, on 10
th
 May, 2013.  

8 File No. CB-94, General -1139, MSA, pp-13-15. 
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harvesting system that was introduced by the British. Rural water supply grants were 

sanctioned to the Mizo District Council by the Tribal Areas Department (TAD)
9
 and 

Town and Country Planning Department (TCPD)
10

 with the condition that the member 

incharge of the District Council send the actual expenditure incurred on rural water 

supply.
11

 Under the rural water supply scheme, for the water supply of the Lunglei Sub-

Division, the Government of Assam sanctioned grants separately.
12

  Cash were 

sanctioned for the construction of cemented water storage tanks and reservoirs,
13

 and for 

villages in the interior areas masonry tanks were constructed for collecting spring water 

by means of pipe,
14

 and for some villages where spring does not dry up in the hot and dry 

seasons stone masonry tanks were constructed.
15

 In some places, tanks and wells were 
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9 File No.-CB- 89, General- 1082, MSA, pp-3, 27; also see File No.- CB-111, General-1362, 

MSA, p-42; also File no.- CB-94, General- 1139, MSA, p- 21; also, File No.- 93, General- 1133, 

MSA, p- 49; also File No.- CB-89, General- 1082, MSA, p-37. 

10 File No.- CB-89, General -1082, MSA, p-72; also see File No.- CB- 89, General- 1082, MSA, 

p-130. 

11 File No.- CB- 93, General-1133, MSA, p-59; also see File No.- CB- 89, General- 1082, MSA, 

p-31. 

12 File No.- CB-89, General -1082, MSA, p-103. 

13 File No.- CB-94, General- 1139, MSA, pp-44-48; also see File No.- CB- 93, General- 1133, 

MSA,  p-83; File No.- CB- 89, General- 1082, MSA, p-130; also File No.- CB-III, General- 

1362, MSA, p-5; also File No.- CB-93, General-1133, MSA, pp-105-113; also File No.- CB- 93, 

General- 1133, MSA, p-49. 

14 File No.- CB-93, General -1133, MSA, p-71. 

15 Ibid
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dug
16

, and there were also instances where springs fed ponds were developed into ring 

well.
17

  

The common problems in the process of implementing the government schemes 

on water harvesting were the non-availability of cement
18

 and other materials, lacked of 

both skilled and unskilled workers, lacked of technical staffs, transportation problem for 

carrying construction materials from Aizawl to the rural areas, lacked of cooperation 

from the villagers and most of all due to the expensive cost.
19

  

During 1956-1957, under the rural water supply scheme, 50 cemented water 

reservoirs were constructed in the Aizawl Sub-division 
20

 and 5 existing reservoirs were 

reconstructed in villages like Rabung, Bungzung, Sialhawk, Sailulak and Republic 

Avenue.
21

 Among the 55 villages that benefitted the water harvesting scheme of the 

government in the Aizawl Sub-Division
22

, 21 villages were the beneficiaries of the 

government rural water supply schemes in the previous years such as 1953-54, 1954-55, 

1955-56.
23

  Water pipes were laid down in two places, i.e, Maite and Mualpheng villages. 
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16 Ibid, p-49 

17 File No.- CB-89, General-1082, MSA, p-114. 

18 File No.- CB-93, General-1133, MSA, p-83. 

19 Ibid, pp- 73-79. 

20 File No.- CB-94, General -1139, MSA, pp-44-48. 

21 File No.- CB -93, General-1133, MSA, pp-105-111. 

22 Ibid; also see File No.- CB-94, General -1139, MSA, pp-44-48. 

23 File No.- CB-93, General -1133, MSA, p-115.  
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In the years 1956-57, the government spent Rs. 35, 268 for the implementation of the 

water supply schemes,
24

 but details were not known about the Lunglei Sub-Division. 

However, the government water harvesting schemes aimed at the improvement of the 

then existing water reserviors in 13 places of Lunglei such as Zotlang, Bazar veng, 

Bawng veng, Lungpuitlang, Chawngtui, Vaisam, Thangte, Sairep, Sesawm, Kauchhuah, 

Vanghro, Darzo and Thlengang.
25

  

In the Aizawl Sub-Division, the consumers of the government water supply were 

only the government servants, District Council employees and their families, who 

collected water from the Public Work Department (PWD) taps.
26

 In the Aizawl Sub-

Division, the Government maintained the list of staffs who were regular customers of 

water from PWD source and occasional changes were also maintained due to retirement, 

transfer, leave or death.
27

 In the Aizawl Sub-Division, water supplied by the Government 

was for consumption only, and should not be used for business and other purposes; it was 

also prohibited to transfer to others.
28

 But in the Lunglei Sub-Division, the government 

water supply was not restricted to the government servants alone, it was opened to all the 

people, but due to the insufficient quantity of water it was accessed mainly by those who 
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24 File No.- CB-94, General -1139, MSA, pp-44-48. 

25 Ibid, also see File No.- CB-93, General-1133, MSA, pp-113; also File No.- CB-89, General-

1082, MSA,  p-41.  

26 File No.- CB-89, General-1081, MSA, p-5; also see File No.- CB-109, General -1328, MSA, p-

42.  

27 File No.- CB-109, General-1328, MSA, p-42.  

28 Ibid.
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resided near the supply taps.
29

 Since the government water supply was insufficient, there 

often arose disputes among the consumers on water.
30

1.3 Water Harvesting for Mizo District in the ‘Special Development 

Program’ of the Assam Government:  

On 9
th

 July, 1963, a meeting was held on the ‘Special Development Program for 

the Mizo District’ in the office of the Commissioner of Hills Division. In this meeting, it 

was decided that Rs. 3 lakhs was earmarked for 1963-64 under the ‘Water Supply 

Scheme’. The meeting decided that the Public Health Engineer will investigate the 

scheme with the DC and submit it to the TAD and Planning Department- the details like 

provisions for staffs, tools, and plans within a limit of 13% of the total layout for the 

entire scheme. It was proposed that reservoirs would be constructed in 25 villages in 

places where water can be brought by gravity and pumping was not encouraged. The 

meeting also resolved that maintaining of the reservoirs shall be the responsibility of the 

villages concerned.
31

  

For the first time in the history of water harvesting in Mizoram, the meeting 

proposed to have an investigation of Hydel Projects in Mizoram. It was decided that the 

Hydel project scheme survey should be carried by the Assam State Electricity Board 

which can utilized the services of the PHE for the job with the condition that it was 
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subjected to their supervision and control. The meeting also found it necessary to have a 

revised statement of the allocation of funds for this project.
32

For the implementation of the proposed scheme of the meeting, tentative decision 

was made to give approval to 21 villages for the construction of water reservoirs, 14 in 

Aizawl Sub-Division and 7 in the Lunglei Sub-Division.
33

 However, at last, Tribal Areas 

& Welfare of Backward Classes Department under the Government of Assam permitted 

the construction of water reservoirs in 25 villages.
34

 However, the Hydel Project Scheme 

was never materialized.  

In the Special Development Program of 1963-64, the government with the 

approval of the Governor of Assam chalked out a new scheme of water harvesting for 

Mizoram. This was the scheme which provided ‘protected water’
35

 to 300 villages in the 

Mizo District with an estimated cost of Rs 15, 25, 000 during the three years 1963-64, 

1964-65, and 1965-66. The government also sanctioned Rs. 27, 000 for the purchase of 

tools and plants through the Public Health Engineer of the Mizo District. The villages 

were selected by the DC in consultation with the District Development Board. An amount 

of Rs. 4500 was sanctioned to each village and in special cases where the drawal of water 

from a distance was involved; the sum was increased at the discretion of the DC. For 

each project, separate plan and estimate was prepared and sanctioned by the DC, 
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including administrative approval thereof. In the first year, the PHED completed the 

survey and investigation of the sources of water supply in all the 300 villages and got the 

approval of the DC in consultation with the District Development Board.
36

  

In each of the 300 selected villages, a 400 gallons capacity press steel tank was to 

be installed on wooden staging. Water to these tanks will be filled by galvanized pipes 

working under gravity wherever possible and taps are to be installed in convenient places 

with pucca platforms. Where natural water sources were not available, arrangement was 

made for the collection and storage of rain water.  After the completion of the project, 

they are to be handed over to the Mizo District Council for future maintenance through 

the respective Village Council.
37

 Though much has been achieved, this scheme was not 

completed to the fullest due to the MNF insurgency which started in 1966.
38

2. Kolasib Water Supply Scheme: 

Water supply scheme for a particular village was also a new thing that was not 

seen in the Colonial period. To ease up the scarcity of water in Kolasib, the PWD of the 

Assam government made a separate scheme of water supply for Kolasib in 1956 
39

, under 

the major head ‘39 Public Health Sixth Schedule, Part-A Area Voted: Original Work’, 

and this was put under the departmental head, ‘Development Scheme Under Article 278 

of the Constitution’. Under this scheme, Rs. 6320 was sanctioned and was used for the 
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construction of storage tank below the police station, for the enclosure of wall at the 

Northern end of Kolasib, and also for the construction of ring well below the Civil 

Hospital at Kolasib.
40

The spring which was situated just below the Kolasib police station was 

impounded into a reservoir just little below the source as it could yield half gallon of 

water per minute. A reservoir measuring 13’X9’X4’ of stone masonry with a cement side 

walls of 6” thick and cement concrete floor over 6” thick over stone soiling was build. 

Corrugated Iron Sheet was used for its cover to protect the water from pollution. The 

reservoir was also provided with wash out pipes and pucca washing platforms. The 

bottom portion of the side walls of the reservoir below ground level and the entire half of 

the upstream side has been left coursed dressed with stone only to admit filtration of 

spring water into the reservoir.
41

  

At the Northern end of the Kolasib village, there was already a very small 

reservoir which was constructed by the villagers themselves. The spring source for this 

small reservoir was a small one yielding half gallon in five minutes. Thus, the 

government did nothing much other than the construction of a stone masonry enclosure 

wall in order to improve the position of the reservoir.
42

Below the Kolasib Civil Hospital there was a small pond about 9’diameter X 6’-

7’ deep fed by scanty of springs, where people of this area used to draw water. Since 
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there was no certainty of the actual position of the spring, the government installed 

cements concrete well 5’above and as far down below the ground level without 

encountering rocks or big boulders. The ring well was fitted without any mortar in joints 

to lead the flow of water inside the well, and filtration was made outside the well with 

boulders.
43

3. Aijal Water Supply Company:   

With the ongoing modernization and development, the water requirement of the 

people around the Aizawl town increased year by year. The traditional water sources 

called tuikhur was not sufficient enough for the public and since the government pipe 

water was meant for the government servant only, problems arose for the people. So, in 

the year 1961, the Aijal Water Supply Company was established by persons like Pu 

Chawngzinga Zarkawt, Pu Sangliana Headmaster Government High School, Rosiama 

Zarkawt, Zangena Zarkawt, Zalianchhunga Zarkawt, and Lalzuia Chanmari. The stream 

water in the south Chanmari was pounded and collected in motor vehicles and sold to 

people. This reservoir was known as ‘company tuikhuah’, meaning ‘company reserviour’ 

or ‘Chawngzinga tuikhuah’, meaning ‘Chawngzinga’s reserviour’.
44

  

In 1969, the company reservoir was bought and taken over by the Public Health 

Engineering Department of the Mizo District. The pounded water was pumped up to 

Laipuitlang reservoirs by using three stages of electric motor pump and this water supply 
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was known as ‘Emergency Water Supply Scheme’. But due to the lacked of trained 

personnel for maintaining the engine and also due to the irregularity of electric supply, it 

was quite difficult to store enough water in the Laipuitlang reservoirs to suffice the 

people in Aizawl.
45

4. Aizawl Water Supply Scheme:  

Since the Colonial period, Aizawl was the center of administration, but there was 

no proper or special water supply system in the Colonial period. The British 

administrators relied on rain water and tuikhur. After the formation of Mizo District 

Council and the Pawi-Lakher regional Council which was inaugurated on 26
th

 April 1952 

and 23
rd

 April, 1953 
46

 respectively, a separate water supply scheme for Aizawl was made 

by the Assam government.  

4.1       Water supplied to Aizawl by Trucks: 

The government hired trucks from contractors to carry water from the Sairang 

river from 1960. The water supplied by these trucks was stored in reservoirs and it was 

supplied to the people
47

 through the PWD taps points,
48

 with the condition that the 

customers paid the price.
49

 The most useful and also the biggest reservoirs during that 
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time was the reservoir at Laipuiltlang (Hellio tillah). In 1960, Mr. A.K. Roy, the Deputy 

Commissioner, Public Work Department of the Mizo District informed all the Local 

Heads of Government Officials in Aizawl, and the  CEM of the Mizo District Council to 

pleaded all the consumers to use water very economically as it was brought by trucks at a 

considerable costs from the Sairang river.
50

   

There are many instances when the need for ‘emergency water supply’
51

 and 

‘alternative water supply’
52

 arose. The need for such emergency and alternative water 

supply was due to the increased of population, the continuous long dry seasons, and the 

consequent dry up of water reservoirs, the failure to caught rain water in the reservoirs, 

the negligence to repair the reservoirs and the non-availability of trucks. The biggest 

problem regarding the water supply to the Aizawl town at that time was the insufficient 

vehicles; trucks often had earlier engagement for carrying rice.
53

 There were also 

instances when the contractors disobeyed the office orders and requests. In May, 1960, 

Mr. R. Bendrowell, who was the in charge of the motor vehicles in the Mizo District 

wrote to the Sub-Divisional Officer & Superintendent of the PWD Aizawl that the six 

trucks which were requested to carry water disobeyed and therefore the office of the 

motor vehicles would considered the questions of cancelling the permit of the undesirable 
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permit holders.
54

  In order to solve the problems of an urgent requirement of water, 

grand-in-aids and motor vehicles were being asked and sanctioned accordingly.
55

  

4.2         Pipe Water Supply for Aizawl: 

The pipe water supply system which was introduced by the British continued in 

the later period. In 1961, the survey for ‘Aizawl Water Supply’ scheme was started and 

an investigation was done by Er. Dunglena and Mr Lianmawia. Three rivers, the Chite 

lui, Tlawng lui and Ser lui were surveyed and the Ser lui which joins the Tlawng lui was 

selected as a source for Aizawl water supply. The project, based on the 1963 population 

figure of 20,000, was completed in 1972. To look after the Aizawl Water Supply, the 

Assam Government made one division and two sub-divisions under the PHED which was 

under the Karimganj Sub-Division. Aizawl Division was opened in July 1963 and Er. P. 

Arunachalam was the first Executive Engineer.
56

 The Aizawl Water Supply Scheme was 

implemented in 1964 by pumping up water from the Ser lui to the Tuikhuahtlang 

reservoir by using seven stages diesel engine pump of 360 HP.
57

 Thus, in 1964, the first 

piped water scheme to supply 67.5 liter per capita per day (lpcd) to Aizawl town was 

commenced.
58

 The water which was stored in the reservoir was then prepared for 
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distribution in Aizawl. But due to the 1966 MNF insurgency, the Aizawl Water Supply 

Scheme was paralyzed for about five years as most of the workers were non-Mizo
59

 and 

due to the general apathy of the PHED.
60

 However, the government did not stop its 

arrangement for the water supply scheme of the Mizo District 
61

 and the Aizawl Water 

Supply Scheme was renewed and transformed in February 1972.
62

In 1972, the Aizawl Water Supply Scheme was renewed and the Union Territory 

(UT) government of Mizoram lay down the Scheme but on a crash basis without 

following conventional distribution design. Uniform distribution of water was not 

possible at that point of time because of the hilly nature of the place, scattered population 

and the absence of zonal tanks. This scheme covered only the central localities of Aizawl, 

and the other surrounding localities which grew up after 1972-1973 were left out. The 

distribution of water under this scheme originated from either of the two main storage 

reservoirs at Tuikhuahtlang and at Laipuitlang.
63

During this time, it was suspected that there were some leakages in the reservoirs 

and thus, under this scheme, the two reservoirs were reconstructed with Reinforced 

Cement Concrete (RCC) structures so as to prevent the entire hillock from collapsing. 
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However, these reservoirs were constructed without much engineering designs and left 

without cover, wash-out pipes or partition wall to enable cleaning without completely 

emptying them. Thus, for the purpose of having cleaner water, partition wall was build, 

and wash-out pipes and covers are provided for the reservoirs.
64

 However, the 

government water supply to the Aizawl city was not sufficient and during the dry seasons 

around 20-30 trucks were often hired by the government to collect water from Tuirial and 

Tlawng river.
65

From the beginning of the 1980’s there was a rapid development in the water 

harvesting system, structure, and water supply under the Government of Mizoram. The 

water supply scheme of the government which was carried forward by the PHED covered 

the whole of Aizawl town, the urban
66

 and the rural areas.
67

 The establishment of Greater 

Aizawl Water Supply Scheme Phase I, in 1983/84 gave pipe water supply to 35% of the 

population in the Aizawl main city and the Phase II which was started in the year 1999 

covered 100% of the Aizawl population including the surrounding areas.
68

 At the turn of 

the 21st century, the Government of Mizoram started Urban Water Supply Scheme to the 

22 urban areas, usually by means of pipe water system and public water points near the 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
64 Ibid.

65
 C. Dorema, ‘Aizawl Water Supply’, op cit.,  p-53. 

66 Public Health Engineering Department, Mizoram, ‘Promotes Health and Sanitation’, 

Monitoring cell, Public Health Engineering Department, 2006, pp- 20-57. 

67 Ibid, pp- a1-a59.  

68
 C. Dorema, op.cit, p-53-54; also see ‘Salient Feature of Urban Water Supply Scheme’, 25th

Year Souvenir, Public Health Engineering department, Aizawl, Mizoram, 2008, pp-77,86. 



����

�

residents, and the Rural Water Supply Scheme was also implemented by means of hand 

pumps and the development of the traditional water sources.
69

  The PHED apart from 

dealing with the pipe water supply scheme of the government, it also carried out different 

government projects on water harvesting like construction of water tanks and hand pump 

tube wells, development of tuikhur and rainwater harvesting. Till 2006, the department 

constructed 22928 rain water harvesting tanks covering 385 villages, 1806 successful 

hand pump tube wells and it also improved 716 village water springs covering 298 

villages.
70

 Construction of water harvesting tanks or ponds is also taken up by the Soil 

and Water Conservation Department and in the year 2009-2010, it constructed 974 water 

harvesting ponds/tanks.
71

5. Continuity in the scarcity of water: 

Until Mizoram attained the status of UT in 1972, Government water supply was 

consumed only by the government servants in the Aizawl Sub-Division, and in the 

Lunglei Sub-Division, it was opened to all but due to the insufficient water supply it was 

accessed mainly by the government servants and few people who settled near the water 

points. There were also instances of misunderstandings and quarrels among the 

government servants due to the water scarcity which was caused by the improper water 
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supply by the government.
72

  Thus, for most of the people, especially in villages, 

traditional tuikhur was still the only source of water. Rooftop rainwater harvesting was at 

that time well known by the Mizo, but people were not in a position to obtained 

corrugated sheets for rainwater harvesting tank. 

Scarcity of water could be seen from the letter written by the chairman of the 

Development Committee of the Sakawrtuichhun village to the Deputy Commissioner of 

the Mizo District on April 1956, asking the Government’s aid for the construction of 

water reservoir, where water would be collected for used only during the dry and scarcity 

seasons. The problem of this village was that their water sources all dries up from March 

and continued till May.
73

  During 1956-57, the government gave special grant of Rs.1100 

to Phulpui village as the water scarcity in this village deserves special attention.
74

In 1956, the superintendent of PWD made a proposal for the development of 

spring water sources that would be taken up as a part of the rural water supply scheme, 

and this was forwarded to the Assam Government through the DC of the Mizo District. 

He wrote that springs which are situated in a much lower level than the villages by 

approximately 200 to 300 meters and a also at long distances varying from ¼ to ¾ miles 

are accessible only through narrow and steep footpaths, and that during the dry seasons 

the yield of water was very poor in almost all the springs.
75

 To remove these problems, he 
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made suggestions for constructing a big reservoir with catchment for storing rain water in 

villages and a storage reservoir near the springs which would be pumped up to the 

villages. The implementation of these two schemes was not possible in the rural areas due 

to several reasons like lacked of both skilled and unskilled workers, lacked of technical 

staffs, transportation problem for carrying construction materials from Aizawl to the rural 

areas, the lacked of cooperation from the villagers and most of all due to the expensive 

cost. So, the superintendent suggests that either one or the other scheme would be taken 

up. 
76

In December, 1960, the DC of the PWD of the Mizo District made a notice to 

both the officials and the non-officials persons, who intended to visit Aizawl to postpone 

their programmed, if it was not a matter of extreme urgent during the winter season due 

to the scarcity of water.
77

  

At that point of time, there were few houses with corrugated sheets, and 

corrugated water tanks were seen in Aizawl. Thus, people harvested rain water. The 

Government Water Supply did not suffice and it also covered only the main city of 

Aizawl. However, it seems that the Government of Mizoram did not chalk out proper 

schemes for the development of rural water supply.  Therefore, for most of the people of 

Mizoram, scarcity of water remained and the traditional tuikhur were still the only 

sources of water. Bathing and washing clothes were mostly done in tuikhur and women 

and girl child still spent long hours for water. 
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6. Continuity in the hygienic treatment of water:  

In 1956, the DC K.G.R. Iyer was aware that spring water which was drawn out of 

pits were exposed to pollution and he made suggestions for hygienic treatment of water.
78

  

For preventing the pollution of spring water he suggested a construction of a small 

filtration chamber at the springs by which one iron strainer i.e filter, would be fitted 

inside the chamber and connected it to an outlet pipe of around 1 or 1 ½ diameters. He 

also suggested the construction of a stone masonry tanks.  Several size of masonry was to 

be framed with corrugated sheet cover with a lid and placed it at a convenient place near 

the springs and connected it to the filtration chamber by a pipe of 1 or 1 ½ diameters. 

Drawing of water by means of pipe or range cock was convenient but due to the foreseen 

problems of repairing and replacement, a suggestion was made by which people would 

drawed water by means of small bucket of rope.
79

Regarding the filtration chamber and a masonry tanks, it was not possible to 

devise a common type plan because of the differing locations of the springs and the 

villages from Aizawl, and the size of the population. So, the superintendent suggested 

common general principles with a differing volume of work for each and every spring.  

According to this suggestions, in a village of 100 houses with a normal spring (a spring 

with stone based and sides having the capacity of yielding 75 gallons of water per hour 

during the dry season), the inside measurement of the filtration chamber and the storage 

reservoir would be 3 X 2 X 2 and 8 X 4 X 4 respectively and connected to the spring by 1 
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diameter size iron pipe. The reservoir would contain 800 gallons of water by which each 

house would be able to get approximate 7 gallons of water in the morning and 7 gallons 

in the evening.
80

 The estimated costs for all these construction works was Rs 1700. The 

costs of transportation, materials for the construction, and skilled labor wages come up to 

Rs 1000 approximately, and the 700 rupees goes for the costs of materials carriage and 

the unskilled village laborers. But this figure was more of an average as the figure varies 

from village to village.
81

  

In 1956, an order was issued by the DC, Mizo District that bathing and washing in 

the water point at Sairang river just below the bridge was prohibited as it pollutes the 

water and makes it unfit for human consumption. According to this order, if anyone 

disobeyed the order, they would be trial under the court of law.
82

 In 1960, the DC, PWD 

of the Mizo District wrote to all the local heads of government officials at Aizawl, and to 

the CEM of the Mizo District to give instruction to the consumers that the water supplied 

from reservoirs through pipe should not be used for drinking purpose without proper 

boiling.
83

  

7. Change in the material culture of water:  

At the initial stage when the British had left Mizoram, there was not much 

development on the material culture of water. The only available materials were those 

that people possessed since the colonial period. In villages and also in most parts of 
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Aizawl, people still depended on the traditional materials like bamboo tubes, bamboo 

cups (Figure-1), fenthlir, clay pots ((Figure-2) and tuithawl.  

There were changes in the material culture of water in the latter half of the 20
th

century and at the turn of the 21
st
 century. There was material development for collecting 

and storing water as tin and alluminium tin was imported from the plains. Also, 

development was seen in materials of everyday used with the arrival of steel and 

alluminium cups. These cups replaced the traditional bamboo cups for some well to do 

families. 

During this period, rain water harvesting was practiced in not only in Aizawl but 

also in villages by some well to do families. Both corrugated tanks (Figure-3) and metal 

containers of 150 liters which was imported from the nearby plains are used for storing 

rain water. During this period, more and more tins (Figure-4), alluminium tins (Figure-4), 

alluminium vessels and containers entered Mizoram. Also, cups (Figure-4), vessels, and 

plastic buckets (Figure-5) were chalked in and it helps in the storage and collection of 

water. Local made wooden burrow emerged mainly for the purpose of lifting weights; 

people both in Aizawl and villages used it for collecting water as it can accommodate 

five or more tins or buckets of water. 
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(Figure-1) Bamboo cup.
84

    (Figure-2) Clay pot
85

  

(Figure-3) Corrugated water tank. 
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(Figure-4) Tin, alluminium tin and plastic cup 

 ( Figure-5) Plastic buckets 

8. Change in the domestic and physical uses of water: 

The practice of bathing with water, which was introduced by the British continues 

and developed well among the people and the frequency of bathing increased as 
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compared to the colonial period. Till the second half of the 20
th

 century, bathrooms were 

not attached in most of the Mizo houses. Streams were the bathing place; women used to 

searched convenient time for bathing when streams were free of men. Some women 

especially the unmarried ladies used to bathe at home in places where they found suitable 

and mostly in the verandah; soaps are still rare and people still depended on ash water for 

washing hair and cleaning their bodies.  Clothes were washed in streams and hlingsi was 

still the only detergent.
86

  

Pit latrine was the only possible and known way of making toilets and water was 

not used for cleaning in pit latrine. The practiced of boiling drinking water was already 

introduced by the British, but it was hardly adopted by the people. However, people were 

careful in choosing water sources that was used for drinking. Well protected water 

sources, whether naturally or artificially was choose for drinking and running stream 

water was avoided as far as possible. Cleaning utensils with water was practiced by 

almost all the people.
87

  

However, starting from the latter half of the 20
th

 century, lots of changes and 

development could be seen in the water use pattern of the Mizo. Domestic used of water 

became more hygienic, especially, in the treatment of drinking water.  Few people in 

Aizawl started boiling drinking water and some started using water filter.
88
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Till the latter half of the 20
th

 century, pit latrine can be said to be the only way of 

constructing toilets, people started using water in toilets, especially in Aizawl. The 

practiced of using water in pit latrine spread to other part of Mizoram from Aizawl. Soaps 

are available more easily than the earlier period and it replaced the traditional soaps like 

hlingsi and ash water.  There was more regularity in bathing, and separate bathrooms 

were attached in houses. More care was given to washing clothes and cleaning utensils 

with water and soap.
89

  

9.        Continuity and development of Irrigation:  

To bring more land under permanent wet rice cultivation, irrigation spread and 

continued as it was practiced in the colonial period. Within the Inner Line Reserves 

Forest bordering the Cachar District of Assam, irrigation facilities were provided to 

different villages since 1946. In Chemphai village, irrigation facilities was provided in 

1946 and in 1965-65, 202 hectares (approx) of land was brought under permanent wet 

rice cultivation. Irrigation facilities were provided to villages such as Saiphai, 

Buhchangphai, Vairengte and Kani in 1953 and 238 hectares (approx) of land were 

brought under cultivation in the same year in 1964-65; 121 hectares in Saiphai, 101 

hectares in Buhchangphai, 12 hectares in Vairengte and 4 hectares in Kani. In all these 

five villages, prospect for extension, which are much more than the approximate areas 

under cultivation was made.
90
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Irrigation facilities have been extended to 1381 hectares (approx) of land in 1964-

65 in villages such as Bairabi (162 hectares), Suarhliap (21 hectares), Lokicherra (28 

hectares), Meidum (12 hectares), Bawngchawm (42 hectares), Thenzawl (6 hectares), 

Lailaphai (21 hectares), South Vanlaiphai (16 hectares), Darlak (8 hectares), Gobeicherra 

(121 hectares), Hortoki (12 hectares), Leisenzo (32 hectares), and Diltlang (8 hectares). 

In these villages except Suarhliap, Meidum, and Darlak, the approximate areas of land 

which are brought under irrigation are more than the areas of land which are put under 

prospect for wet rice cultivation.
91

In these villages, the cultivation draw water from the nearest water source by 

digging canals for irrigation for which they were given subsidy by the government. 

Normal irrigation facilities consist of the natural channels and springs.
92

  

Under the Development Schemes of the government, ‘minor irrigation scheme’ 

have been taken up in the then Development Blocks of Mizoram and the work under this 

scheme includes construction of canals, wells, bunds, ring wells, tanks etc. An amount of 

Rs. 1,50,00,000 was sanction for this purpose from Development Budget in 1969-79 with 

a view to bring 50 hectares of land under cultivation in this scheme. But up to the end of 

the fourth five years plan, that is 1977 and the beginning of the fifth five years plan in 

1978, only 0.29% of the total areas in Mizoram have been irrigated.
93
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With the commencement of the fifth five year plan in 1978, Minor irrigation 

received due attention. The Lift and Flow irrigation scheme have been introduced in 

1974-75. For implementing lift irrigation, survey was done by the government and also 

provided and maintained power pump and pumping set. It also construct numbers of 

storage tanks and distributed polythene pipe. For implementing the flow irrigation 

scheme, the government created a number of irrigation channels and dams and also 

distributed numbers of equipments like pipes, cement etc.
94

  

The actual achievements and progress on irrigation works in Mizoram since 1972 

till the 1980’s is- the benefited area is around 11,045.44 hectares; the numbers of 

benefited families are around 7,535.00 and the numbers of villages concerned are around 

596 villages.
95

In the erstwhile Mizo District, soil conservation work has been carried out by 

making both dry and wet terracing
96

. Terracing was done by both manual labour and 

tractors and in places where irrigation facilities were available such as Chite valley, North 

and South Vanlaiphai.
97

 During 1974-1976, a total of Rs. 27, 982.00 was spend for the 

purpose and the total benefitted areas was 274 hectares.
98
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In the contemporary period, a number of irrigation structures which are 

constructed way back during the pre-independence period like the Keilungliah irrigation 

channel (Champhai Valley) and the Tuipui Irrigation Channel (Champhai Valley) are still 

in existence. The former channel was replaced by the permanent irrigation structures 

constructed by the Minor Irrigation Wing of the Agriculture Department and the latter is 

still the sole source of irrigation for Phaizau Wet Rice Cultivation area of Champhai 

Valley.
99

 In Mizoram, a separate Minor Irrigation wing under the Agriculture Department 

was created in 1984. Minor Irrigation Projects were taken up for implementation from 

time to time with loan assistance from NABARD under Rural Infrastructure 

Development Fund and CLA from Ministry of Finance under Accelerated Irrigation 

Benefit Programmed on the recommendation of Ministry of Water Resources as well as 

under State Plan Scheme. The main objectives of minor irrigation schemes were to create 

irrigation potential, provide assured irrigation facilities to the farmers for optimizing food 

grain production, as well as raising the standard of living of the poor through river flow 

irrigation etc.
100

   

Recently in 2009, the Minor Irrigation Wing of the Department of Agriculture 

Mizoram was constituted as a full fledged and a separate department. At the present 

situation, there are four Minor Irrigation Divisions, viz, Aizawl Irrigation Division, 

Lunglei Irrigation Division, Champhai Irrigation Division and Kolasib irrigation 
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Division,  and nine Minor Irrigation Sub-Divisions in Mizoram viz, Aizawl Irrigation 

Sub-division, Serchhip Irrigation Sub-division, Lunglei Irrigation Sub-division, Saiha 

Irrigation Sub-division, Chawngte Irrigation Sub-division, Champhai Irrigation Sub-

division, Khawzawl Irrigation Sub-division, Kolasib Irrigation Sub-division, Zawlnuam 

Irrigation Sub-division.  According to the records of the Minor Irrigation Department of 

Mizoram, the completed minor irrigation projects in Mizoram as on April 2009 is 320 

(316 River Diversion Schemes and 4 River lift Schemes) with Gross Command Area of 

14,126 hectares, Cultivable Command Area of 12,487 hectares, and the Irrigation 

Potential Created is 25,880 hectares, and the money involves in these projects is Rs. 

1,835,956,650.
101

 In 2010, the number of minor irrigation project increased to 347, and 

the net irrigated area was 13,682 hectares.
102

 According to the report of the Department 

of Agriculture, Government of Mizoram, the total minor irrigated areas (hectares) of Wet 

Rice Cultivation in the year 2008-2009 was 1,582 hectares
103

 and in 2009-2010 it 

increased to 1,813 hectares.
104
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10.     Continuity and development of Rainwater Harvesting: 

The thatch roof rain water harvesting system by placing horizontal bamboo rain 

gutters along the side of the sloping roof which was practiced in pre-colonial period 

continued well in the colonial period and it still survived today in some part of Mizoram 

like Rajiv Nagar, that is Tuipuibari-II. But in the contemporary period, instead of thatch 

roof, corrugated iron sheets roofs were used. 

   (Figure-9) Rooftop water harvesting by using Bamboo tubes at Rajiv Nagar (Tuipuibari-II) in 

the contemporary period.
105

The catching of rain water by making catchment of corrugated iron sheets which 

was introduced by the British administrators continues and developed in the later period. 

After the British had left Mizoram, the first rain water catchment was build at Laiputlang 

in 1954-1955, but it was only in the latter half of the 19
th

 century that rain water 
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harvesting, especially rooftop rain water harvesting became a common practice in 

Aizawl. Even in villages, it was practiced by families who were well enough to possess 

the rain harvesting tanks. Since the time of the Assam government, water tanks were 

provided to the people in its rural water supply scheme.
106

 This was continued under the 

Mizoram state government where corrugated sheets for water tanks were being supplied 

to the people.
107

 The PHED of Mizoram had taken up rain water harvesting scheme under 

the Mini-Mission and other programmes of Centrally Sponsored Schemes. The 

government introduced impounding rain water at suitable natural depression by 

constructing stone masonry and R.C.C. dams and the stored rain water in the impounding 

reserviour was being utilized mainly for the purpose of ground water recharging and 

drinking water supply.
108

 However, since the government provided water tanks did not 

suffice, people bought and constructed water tanks at their own expenses. For collecting 

the rain water, rain water harvesting tanks made of corrugated iron sheets were used 

(Figure-6); apart from the corrugated tanks, a 150 liters metal container from the nearby 

plains, which was earlier used for packing tar was used for collecting rain water. In 

villages, rather than the corrugated tank, the metal tar container was commonly in used 

probably because the price is cheaper (Figure-7). From the latter half of the 19
th

 century, 

the water that they get from rain water harvesting was used in the domestic kitchen as 

well as for physical cleaning.  
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11. Conclusion:  

Thus, the colonial legacy on water harvesting were pipe water supply system, 

modern roof top rain water harvesting, construction of water reserviours, and canal 

irrigation. However, in all these spheres development was made in the midst of ongoing 

modernization and infrastructural development.  There was also continuity, development 

and changes in the usage and treatment of water. Material culture of water also developed 

again due to infrastructural development, modernization and frequent contact with the 

plains. However, scarcity of water still prevails in the dry seasons as the government 

water supply did not suffice the need of the people. This is mainly due to the 

demographic growth, modern ways of living, the failure of catching rainwater, the dry up 

of tuikhur and very often due to the breaking of government water pumps, pipes and 

other equipments for water supply. This scarcity of water led to commercialization of 

water in the contemporary period.  
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Chapter- 8 

Conclusion 

Water history, which was a part of environmental history, begins at the global 

level in the 1960’s and 1970’s.  Many scholarly books, articles and journals were 

published. In India also, literature on water history developed along with the rest of the 

world. Seminars on water history were held covering all parts of India; seminar papers 

and proceedings enriched Indian water history. Both in India and at the global level, 

water history largely deals with traditional and modern water harvesting system, water 

pollution – causes and prevention, water management, water crisis, conflict on water and 

much more. It also focuses on the materials, cultural, societal, religious and political 

issues of water. In case of Mizoram, literature on water history is lacking. Some colonial 

ethnographers and few indigenous writers gave passing references to water in their 

works. Apart from these, only few articles on water do exist.  

Water held an importance place in the culture of the traditional Mizo society. The 

traditional belief system of the tribes in the Lushai Hills created dualistic meanings of 

water, both negative and positive. On the one hand, it represents dangerous, illness and 

troubles of life; on the other hand it represents beauty, purity, a curative agent and a ‘life- 

giving’ substance. 

The tribes in the Lushai Hills believed that almost all the water sources like lakes, 

springs, streams, rivers, or water falls were taken as the residence of the water demons 

and all illness and troubles of life are attributed to them, and sacrifices were offered in 

order to appease them. This negative and ill sided meaning of water got eroded with the 

adoption of Christianity. The Missionaries were success in converting the animists to 
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Christianity and the very teachings of Christianity and Jesus Christ’s salvation dispelled 

the notion of evil spirits. Thus, the Mizo got freedom from the fear of evil spirits and this 

brought men on an equal footing with the nature. The dismissal of mysticism by the 

Christian teachings allowed the indigenous rational thought to unfold and an appreciation 

of the linkages between various natural forces and resources, and also the effect of human 

activities on these dimensions. Moral trepidation was replaced by the expression of the 

new found wisdom through the teachings of Christianity and enables the society to 

preserve its deep-seated respect for nature and its elements. 

 Positively, the indigenous uses of water as a defense mechanism for treating 

certain diseases established the meaning of water as a ‘life giving substance’. Water 

mixed with herbs of different kinds was the only medicine to the traditional people. This 

meaning of water continued to be held inspite of the spread of the Christianity among the 

Mizo, and the onset of modernization.  It does continue and enrich itself with the 

developing generations. When looking at the rituals performed by the traditional Mizo 

society water acted as a ‘curative agent’. Rituals were performed for several purposes like 

for healing, blessings, successful hunting and jhumming, and to propitiate the evil 

demons. In performing sacrifices, water held an important place. The priest always 

sprinkles water to the sacrificed animals. In a particular ritual called Daibawl where 

sacrifices are made to cure fever, an artificial tuikhur was made in the place where the 

sacrifice was made and the water from the artificial tuikhur was carried home. The 

patient’s hands and legs are rubbed with that water for healing purposes.   

Water meaning as a spiritual or eternal life giving substance is reflected by the 

recognition of the Vanchung Nula who was believed to be the maker of rain, and the 
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belief in the connection between the Rih lake and pialral, that is paradise. The Mizo 

believed that human soul immediately proceeds towards Mitthi Khua, that is dead men’s 

village and that all the spirits of the dead passed through the Rih lake on their way to 

Mitthi Khua. Without passing through the Rih lake, no human soul could reach Mitthi 

Khua and Pialral, which lies beyond the former. Water meaning as an eternal life giving 

substance was retained after the adoption of Christianity with the use of water in baptism. 

Without baptism it was believed that an individual could not have an eternal life for the 

union with God. Another facet of water’s cultural history is the aesthetic; the Mizo songs 

reflected and helped propagate ideas about water. The continuity of the positive water 

meaning in the life of the Mizo people can be seen from their songs, where the Rih lake 

has been replaced by the river Jordan, where Jesus was baptized. 

In the Mizo society, the issue of water somehow has shaped the position of 

women and it is in the issue of water that a kind of class hierarchy or divisions within the 

society is seen. Collecting water from the village water points was a sole responsibility of 

women and thus, time does not allow them to participate in the village affairs. This 

lowered the position of Mizo women than their male counterparts and it was from here 

that there arose a saying that ‘wisdom of women does not reached beyond the village 

water point’. During dry seasons water points like springs or brooks used to dry up and 

women have to wait for long hours to fill their water tubes. When the chief’s family- the 

chief’s wife or daughter came for collecting water, she can fill her water tubes before the 

rest of the women, no matter how long they have waited for the water. After the chief’s 

family, the family of head-hunter and thhangchhuahpa can fill their water tubes before 
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the rest of the commoner. Here comes the matter of social hierarchy, a kind of social 

division with the issue of water.  

Water is also one source of quarrels in the society mainly because of its scarcity. 

In ordinary times no cognizance is taken of squabbles between women at the water 

supply but during a water famine these squabbles get very acute and lead to petty 

assaults. As these quarrels becomes a perfect nuisance to the whole village, during a 

water famine women squabbling at the water supply are fined a salam Rs.5. Water issue 

shows that orphans and children with single parent are looked down in the traditional 

Mizo society.  

In the traditional Mizo society rivers and streams do have important functions. 

Fishes, prawns, snails, tadpole, and crabs from the rivers and streams provided the 

traditional Mizo people some of the necessary vitamins for their body, and thus, 

indirectly water had its meaning for physical health. River gave a pleasurable 

behavior for the traditional men folk and served as a gathering place, where 

swimming and fishing activities played a crucial role.  

In the traditional Mizo society, the meaning of water for physical wellbeing seems 

to be minimal. The habit of washing cups and their wooden plates with water was 

unknown. The Mizo used to protect their water sources particularly the one which was 

used for drinking by fencing it with bamboos and shrubs to prevent the animals fouling 

the water. Also, they used to wash themselves in the streams after whole day working in 

the jhum. People bathe death bodies; even if death bodies were bathe, it can be argue that 

people were aware of their body cleanliness. In the traditional society, people washed 
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their clothes with traditional soap called Hlingsi, though not very often. During the 

colonial period and the succeeding century, hygienic treatment of water was started by 

the efforts of the government, and people started a hygienic way of living which was the 

result of the mission teachings and the imitation of the western ways of living.  With all 

these naturally comes water meaning for physical wellbeing. In the late 20th and early 21st 

century, water is no longer valued just as a necessity of human existence and even the 

traditional meaning, uses and significance of water no longer served as the only 

justification of water resources development. There was an increasing caution to drink 

only clean water, boiled or filtered and encouragement to follow a set of hygienic 

routines, which involved regular bathing with water. The result of this was the emergence 

of utilitarian image of water.  Behind the notions of this hygienic routine there are 

continuities in the meaning of water. The changing habits of washing and bathing the 

body with water reflected responsible and socially acceptable forms of daily domestic 

behavior that demonstrated good manners and ideas about decency. Due to the 

commercialization of health activities and the increasing focus on health issue, water is 

also linked with various forms of pleasurable behavior in the contemporary period.  Many 

resorted to steam bath and spas to de-stress, and enhance the appearance and health of 

their body. Water therapies that improve facial looks and overall wellbeing such as 

moisturizing packs, homeopathic medicines and similar natural remedies are also 

undergoing a revival. The bathrooms are no longer a place of hygiene and the disposal of 

human waste, it now comes with comfortable bathtubs and showers and has transformed 

into a place of relaxation. These uses of water give a feeling of enjoyment in a health 

conscious. Thus, contemporary activities created a dual meaning of water; one towards 



233 

 

self-discipline and self-control, and the other toward the release and transgression of self-

discipline which led to pleasurable activities. The positive aspect of this double-sided 

aspect of water is that it articulates individual responsibility for health through the uses of 

water. 

The traditional Mizo society gave importance to good water sources for choosing 

their village sites and when they moved to a new village, one of the first things that the 

community did was making or construction of tuikhur. Apart from tuikhur, artificial dams 

do exist in the traditional Mizo society. At home water was used mainly for cooking, 

drinking, and for making rice beer and nicotine water.  The traditional society do have 

their own materials for their water management like big clay pots for storing water, water 

bottle called tuithawl, which was made from a dried gourd, fenthlir, a cup, which was 

again made from dried gourd, bamboo tubes used for collection of water, and bamboo 

cups for drinking. Water was collected by women and girl child by bamboo tubes. 

For agriculture, they totally depended on rain water and did not have a temporary 

or permanent irrigation system. In the Lushai hills, the tribes never have had any 

knowledge of terrace cultivation. Wet- rice and plough cultivation are totally absent in 

the traditional Mizo society. The reasons why the Mizo do not have any kind of 

temporary or permanent water harvesting system was mainly due to the nomadic instinct 

of the traditional people. Also, the topography of the state does not permit the traditional 

people to develop any kind of permanent water harvesting system in the midst of lacking 

the needed materials. However, they used to divert water by bamboo pipes if the water 

source is situated in a higher level than the jhum land. The water that they get from this 

system was not used for irrigation but for cooking, drinking, cleaning in the jhum hut, 
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and for watering the nearby crop. However, in some part of Southern Mizoram, water 

from the higher level was taken by bamboo pipes to the village near human settlements, 

where it was stored in a container made of large log. There has been continuity and 

changes in water harvesting by diversion of water by bamboos. Till today, diversion of 

water by bamboos is still in practice by the Mizo, especially in villages. For the diversion, 

apart from bamboos, rubber pipes and iron pipes are also used in the contemporary 

period. The water diverted by rubber pipes and iron pipes are usually stored in tuikhur, 

while those diverted by bamboos are usually meant for temporary use and not stored. 

The commonest method of water harvesting that was practiced in the pre-colonial 

Mizo society was the construction of tuikhur or water points called tuikhur hiah, where 

they constructed two or three tuikhur for a village.  Some tuikhur are in a short distance 

from the village and others, in far distances from their settlements. This is mainly because 

the short distanced water sources usually dries up during the dry seasons, while the far off 

water points, which usually situated in jungles never dries up throughout the year. For the 

construction of tuikhur in the pre-colonial period, the Mizo used local pointed materials 

made of woods and bamboos and big iron doas called tupui. While constructing tuikhur, 

the exact point of the water source was deepened and the surface area was widened. 

Stone slabs were arranged in an orderly manner so that women and girl child might not 

face difficulties while collecting water. Tuikhur was not only used for collecting domestic 

usage of water. The stone slabs which were arranged at tuikhur were also meant for 

washing the indigenous mattress and quilt called puanhlap and pawnpui respectively. 

Since pawnpui was thick and get heavy when wet, wooden posts or sometimes bamboos 

posts were made near the tuikhur for drying the pawnpui. In the process of cloth dyeing, 
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tuikhur played an important role. To retain the colour permanently, the process of boiling 

and immersion had to be repeated many times. After every boiling, the coloured cotton 

was washed in tuikhur repeatedly as it required huge amount of water.  

In some parts of southern Mizoram, water from the higher level was used to be taken 

by bamboo pipes to the village near human settlements, where it was stored in a container 

made of large log.  

A very unique system of water harvesting that was practiced by the traditional Mizo 

society was called tui buhdeng, the water that pounds the unhusked rice. It frees the 

women from their daily duty of pounding rice in the morning. Tui buhdeng was not only 

a water harvesting system; it is an ‘industry’ locally set up basing on water power. It was 

more eco-friendly than many of the modern industries.  

Roof top rain water harvesting does exist in the traditional Mizo society by using 

bamboo rain gutters. The earlier rain contained dirt from the thatched roof and smokes 

from domestic hearth, but it was over after a few rains. The Mizo used big clay pots, 

which were mounded by women and bamboo tubes for storing rain water and they used it 

not only for cooking, but also for drinking, and domestic purposes for every day used. 

Rain water was also harvested in the jhum hut and it was cleaner than the water that they 

get from the house as the jhum hut was usually used only for one year and the thatched 

roof was not dirtied much by the hearth. 

In the colonial period, due to the work of the Christian missionaries, the notion of evil 

spirits, and of course, water demons were dispelled. This increased the number of water 

sources as superstitions faded out. Water sources like springs, streams, ponds, rivers, 
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lakes or waterfalls which were earlier regarded as the residence of the water demons 

became a source of water. Missionaries also constructed tuikhur, and the most famous 

which still exist today is called Sap Tui, and was built by Rev. F.W. Savidge and Rev. 

J.H. Lorrain at Serkawn Lunglei in 1903. The colonial officials also constructed tuikhur 

for domestic purposes and for their horses to drink. Though most of these tuikhur extinct 

today, some like the one between Vaivakawn and Salvation temple was preserved by the 

Government of Mizoram and some become a private property. 

Both the colonial administrators and the missionaries brought many changes in the 

water use pattern. They brought with them materials for water management which was 

never known by the Mizo before. Tins and alluminium tins replaced the bamboo tubes; 

alluminium vessels replaced the traditional bamboo cups and fenthlir. However, this 

material development affected only few people in the society, and most of the people 

depended on the traditional materials in the colonial period. In the domestic usage of 

water, the Westerners, especially the missionaries introduced and taught the Mizo people 

the physical uses of water, which were regular bathing, cleaning plates and washing 

clothes with water, and using water in toilet. But the adoption of using water for physical 

cleanliness was slow. In the society, due to the work of the missionaries, rice beer was 

superseded by tea and thus, water was saved for other purposes, as tea required lesser 

amount of water.  

The colonial government started hygienic treatment of water by banning polluting 

the water which was used for drinking purposes. The government also banned poisoning 

of fish as it pollutes the water.  
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The colonial government introduced canal irrigation along with Wet Rice Cultivation 

at Champhai far back in 1898 under G.H Loch. Irrigation being one of the most essential 

inputs for crop production, irrigation works had started as early as when wet rice 

cultivation was introduced in Mizoram. Canal irrigation facilities were provided by 

drawing water through artificial channels from the Khawchhak Tuipui (big river) and its 

feeder streams. This water harvesting system spread soon to different parts of Mizoram if 

flat lands were available. From the beginning of practicing wet rice cultivation, fish 

farming started; kinds of fish locally called Nghameidum enters the fields through the 

irrigation canals and are replaced by other fishes of better kind in the later period. The 

practice of wet rice cultivation also created a new section of farmers in the Mizo society, 

that is, the Wet Rice Cultivators, who owned their cultivated land, and thus, for the first 

time the idea of private property was brought in inside the Mizo society.   

The British government also introduced modern roof top water harvesting system 

by constructing a big ground reservoir with a sloped roof of galvanized corrugated iron 

sheets on timber frames around the reservoir for rainwater catchment in 1900 at 

Tuikhuahtlang under G.H. Loch. With this, construction of water reservoirs for storing 

rain water and pipe water supply system was introduced by the British. This greatly 

helped in solving the water scarcity problems. Apart from the main reserviour at 

Tuikhuahtlang, another three but smaller reservoirs are constructed by the British in the 

nearby places like the present Mizoram Civil Secretariat office, Tennis Court and Excise 

Building at Aizawl. These water reserviours were build for watering the crops, plants and 

grass of the superintendent office. Thus, the Mizo learnt the art of beautifying areas with 
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flowers and crops, and they also learnt a new way of water use pattern, that is, watering 

of crops and flowers. 

Gender can be equated with women in the pre-colonial period. Women are solely 

responsible for household water collection, domestic water used and management. 

Despite women’s significant role in water used, collection and management, women are 

poorly represented in the decision-making on water. Women were considered to possess 

a low level of wisdom and the words of women are considered to be no words at all in the 

traditional Mizo society and family that they never participate in the decision making on 

water.   

The Mizo women do not have the access to many of the available water sources 

because, many of the water sources like lakes, ponds, springs, streams, rivers, or water 

falls were taken as the residence of the water demons, no matter how close they may be. 

They spent long hours in carrying heavy loads of water with bamboo tubes sometimes 

from a long distance water sources in the jungle due to the scarcity of water. The bamboo 

tubes are not merely the containers but tubes of life, the extension of a way of being.  The 

size and shape of the tubes affect the body and postures of women over many years, as 

the Mizo girl accompany her mother in collecting water. As the girl grows up, her bodily 

being adapts to carrying water with the bamboo tubes and becomes a part of who she is. 

They cannot fetch water at night because of wild animals, enemies and also because of 

the custom of courtship that exist in the society. Thus, Mizo women suffered because of 

the superstitious belief of the society and the scarce and polluted water. The tuikhur acted 

as the only place for women where they can chat, laugh and exchanged information with 

their womenfolk. In the traditional Mizo society, it can be safely said that men did not 
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collect water. If a man was seen at tuikhur, women always let him to collect water first no 

matter how long they have waited. This is because it was believed that, that family was 

poorer than the rest of the families in the village and bestowed with some misfortunes. 

But in the construction of tuikhur, men contributed more labour than women because 

they are stronger. 

The arrival of Christianity gave the Mizo women and girl child easy accessed to 

water. The change in the belief system resulted in increasing the number of water sources 

as the people no longer belief in taboos and superstitions faded out. Water sources like 

springs, streams, ponds, rivers, lakes or waterfalls which were earlier regarded as the 

residence of the water demons were then a source of water. This gave the women and the 

girl child the easy access to water, which saves their time and energy.  The materials on 

water which was brought in by the colonial administrators and the missionaries relieved 

few women from their traditional burden on water. The introduction of modern roof top 

rain water harvesting, the construction of big water storage reservoirs and pipe water 

supply system in Aizawl elevated the status of few women, like women from the families 

of government employees. Water being stored at their house and getting water through 

pipe at their home saves women from the burden of water collection, though the 

government water supply does not fully suffice their need. However, in the colonial 

period, most people depends on the traditional water sources and still faced a difficulties 

during the hot seasons; women and girl child spend much of their time for collecting 

water for the families. 

From the latter part of the 20th century, men did help women in the collection and 

management of water because there was flexibility in the division of labour. Also because 
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of the irregularity of water, whoever was free collected it. Another reason why men 

involved in water collection was because of the masculinization of technologies. At the 

same time, in many of the villages in Mizoram, women and girl childs’ were still the sole 

collector of water from tuikhur for the family. Data from the rural areas indicated that 

women were responsible for the majority of water collection, as nature of patriarchy and 

division of labour still had a large impact on the people. From the second half of the 20th 

century, there was tremendous development in the material culture of water and by the 

latter half of the said century, materials such as tin, steel vessel, alluminium tin and cups 

are used by most Mizo women. During this period, rain water harvesting and the storing 

of rain water in a corrugated sheet reservoirs and metal tar tanks was common, which 

save women from regular collection of water.  

From the second half of the 20th century, few women in Aizawl used tin, big tin 

vessels and alluminium tin for collecting water from tuikhur. Deviating from the 

traditional practices, women who used the new materials for fetching water carried it on 

their heads. Water was stored in the same materials used for collection and for few 

families’, bamboo cups were replaced by aluminium cups. In almost all the villages and 

also in some parts of Aizawl, women still depended on the traditional materials like 

bamboo tubes, bamboo cups, fenthlir, clay pots and tuithawl  in their management of 

water. However, from the latter half of the 20th century, these materials are used by most 

of the Mizo women. 

Since the British leave Mizoram, water harvesting for the whole Mizoram was taken 

up by the Government of Assam, through the Deputy Commissioner (DC) of the Mizo 

District Council since 1954-’55.  Water harvesting was done mainly by the construction 
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of reservoirs, tanks, pipe water supply, digging of wells and the development of 

traditional water sources. Government water harvesting scheme was usually taken under 

the ‘Rural Water Supply Scheme’ and cemented reservoirs, masonry tanks and 

corrugated iron sheet tanks were built. In some places, tanks and wells were dug, and 

there were also instances where springs fed ponds were developed into ring well. Thus, in 

the rural water supply scheme of the government, though new water harvesting systems 

was introduced by the Assam Government, the water harvesting scheme which was 

introduced by the British continue as well.  

The British legacy was seen in the government programs such as in the 

construction of big reservoirs. Construction of reservoirs which was introduced by the 

British in 1900 was continued by the government. In the years 1954-1955, two big 

reservoirs were constructed at Laipuitlang (Hellio tillah) in Aizawl, for harvesting rain 

water, with an extensive rain water catchment made of corrugated iron sheet. The stored 

water was supplied to the people by means of pipe water supply system. 

Water supply scheme for a particular village was also a new thing that was not 

seen in the colonial period. In 1956, the spring which situated just below Kolasib police 

station was impounded into a reservoir just little below the source as it could yield half 

gallon of water per minute. The government constructed a stone masonry enclosure wall 

in order to improve the position of a small reservoir at the Northern end of Kolasib 

village. The government also installed cements concrete ring well with a filtration at a 

small pond below Kolasib civil hospital 
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For the Aizawl water supply, pipe water supply system which was introduced by the 

British was carried on. Since the year 1960 trucks were hired from contractors to carry 

water from the Sairang river and stored at Laipuitlang reservoirs; this was again supplied 

to the people through the government taps. In 1961, the Aijal Water Supply Company 

was established by prominent persons of Aizawl where the stream water in the south 

Chanmari was pounded and collected in motor vehicles and sold to people. In 1969, the 

company reservoir was bought and taken over by the PHED of the Mizo District. The 

pounded water was pumped up to Laipuitlang reservoirs and supplied it to the people by 

means of pipe water supply system.  

Pipe water supply system for Aizawl was implemented in 1964 by pumping water 

from the Ser lui (river) to the Tuikhuahtlang reservoir and then distributed it to the 

people. However, the 1966 insurgency paralyzed the Aizawl water supply scheme and it 

was renewed in 1972 under the UT government of Mizoram. Before 1972, Government 

water supply was consumed only by the government servants in the Aizawl Sub-

Division, and in the Lunglei Sub-Division, it was opened to all but due to the insufficient 

water supply it was accessed mainly by the government servants and few people who 

settled near the water points. During the dry seasons around 20-30 trucks are often hired 

by the government to collect water from Tuirial and Tlawng river for the Aizawl town. 

Therefore, tuikhur remained an important source of water for most of the people.  

Since the 1980’s there was a rapid development in the water harvesting system and 

water supply under the Government of Mizoram. The water supply scheme of the 

government was carried forward by the PHED. The establishment and implementation of 

Greater Aizawl Water Supply Scheme Phase I, in 1983/84 and Phase II, in 1999 gave 
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pipe water supply to the whole of Aizawl and its surrounding areas. The government 

Urban Water Supply Scheme gave pipe water facilities and public water points to the 22 

urban areas, and the Rural Water Supply Scheme was also implemented by means of 

hand pumps and the development of the traditional water sources in the 21st century.  The 

department also successfully takes up government projects on water harvesting like 

construction of water tanks and hand pump tube wells, development of tuikhur and 

rainwater harvesting. Till 2006, the department constructed 22928 rain water harvesting 

tanks covering 385 villages, 1806 successful hand pump tube wells and it also improved 

716 village water springs covering 298 villages. Construction of water tanks was also 

carried on by the Soil and Water Conservation Department, Government of Mizoram.  

The hygienic treatment of water which was taught to the Mizo people by the 

missionaries and the colonial rulers were continued by the government. This was 

implemented by construction of filtration chambers near the springs and instructing the 

consumers of government water supply to boil their drinking water. There were also 

many changes in the domestic and physical usage of water from the latter half of the 20th 

century. People were more aware of cleaning their body, clothes, and utensils. There was 

more regularity in bathing, and separate bathrooms were attached in houses. People 

practiced using water in pit latrine.  Domestic used of water became more hygienic, 

especially, in the treatment of drinking water. Materials for water storage and collection 

also developed greatly and were easier to access for people.  In the latter half of the 20th 

century, more and more tins, aluminium tins, and aluminium vessels and containers 

entered Mizoram. Also, cups, vessels, and plastic buckets were chalked in, and it helps in 

the storage and collection of water. 
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Canal irrigation and wet rice cultivation continued as introduced by the British.  

More lands were brought under wet rice cultivation where the government provided 

irrigation facilities to different villages since 1946. The cultivators draw water from the 

nearest water source by digging canal for irrigation for which they were given subsidy by 

the government. Normal irrigation facilities consist of the natural channels and springs. 

Since the District Council period throughout the UT government and State Government, 

minor irrigation schemes were under the government. The main objectives of minor 

irrigation schemes were to create irrigation potential, provide assured irrigation facilities 

to the farmers for optimizing food grain production, as well as raising the standard of 

living of the poor through river flow irrigation. Development was seen in irrigation when 

lift and flow irrigation was introduced in 1974-75. In Mizoram a separate Minor 

Irrigation wing under the Agriculture Department was created in 1984 and in 2009, the 

Minor Irrigation Wing of the Department of Agriculture Mizoram was constituted as a 

full fledged and a separate department. In 2010 alone, the number of completed minor 

irrigation project was 347, and the net irrigated area was 13,682 ha. The total minor 

irrigated areas (ha) of Wet Rice Cultivation in the year 2009-2010 were 1,813 ha. 

Modern roof top rain water harvesting by using corrugated iron sheet which was first 

introduced by the British also continue. Apart from the Laipuitlang reservoirs, rain water 

was harvested by individual families. Assam government provided water tanks to the 

people in its rural water supply scheme. This was continued under the Mizoram state 

government where it provides corrugated iron sheets for water tanks. However, since the 

government provided water tanks did not suffice, people bought and constructed water 

tanks at their own expenses. The government also introduced impounding rain water at 
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suitable natural depression by constructing stone masonry and R.C.C. dams and the 

stored rain water in the impounding reserviour was being utilized mainly for the purpose 

of ground water recharging and drinking water supply. Also, the thatch roof rain water 

harvesting system by placing horizontal bamboo rain gutters along the side of the sloping 

roof which was practiced in pre-colonial period continue well in the colonial period and it 

still survived today in some part of Mizoram like Tuipuibari-II. But in the contemporary 

period, instead of thatch roof, corrugated iron sheets roofs were used. 

Though water history remained a neglected issue among Mizo scholars, it is a good 

and wide area for future research. Water should no longer be a neglected by scholars of 

different disciplines because civilization lived and died on water and access to water is 

one of the pressing global issues of the 21st century. Research in water issues can cover 

large issues; among the many issues, some are water pollution, water management, water 

harvesting, water supplies, water pricing, water deprivation, conflict over water, 

government and water, and also rivers and its interaction with the human beings. As our 

global population grows and becomes wealthier, the demand for water will greatly 

increase. At the same time, water availability and quality are also under growing stress 

from climate change, energy scarcity, land use decisions, and the requirements of 

industry and minerals processing. Research in water issue is needed to find better ways to 

both manage our current use of fresh water and configure it for the future, so as to be able 

to serve our growing populations and preserve stocks for future generations.  

In Mizoram, public water supply is in the hands of the PHED, but the government 

water supply does not satisfy all the needs of the people because of its irregularity. Water 

is scarce especially during the dry seasons; people from urban areas bought it from 
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private enterprises frequently without any guarantee of quality. In villages, and even in 

some of the urban areas, tuikhur remain an important source of water. There are many 

instances of corruption among the department staffs where water was sold to the 

customer. There are instances of leakage of reservoirs and pipes; hand pump tube wells 

are often out of service. Therefore, the government must paid more attention to the public 

water supply system. In every stage, if good quality materials are used, it would bring 

more regularity in water distribution. Thus, pumping set, pipes, tanks etc should be of 

good quality. The department should also maintain discipline among its staffs.  

Since, tuikhur remain an important source of water, the PHED should continue and 

pay more attention to its program of improvement and renovation of village springs. 

There should be more campaign to the people on rain water harvesting; this would 

probably solve the problem of water scarcity. And the corrugated sheets which are 

supplied to the villagers for water tank should be of good quality that would last for a 

longer period. Due to jhum cultivation and deforestation, many water sources dry up; it 

also decreases the yield of springs and tuikhur. Thus, jhum cultivation and deforestation 

should be control as far as possible. 

It has become increasingly accepted around the world that women should play an 

important role in water management and that this role could be enhanced through the 

strategy of gender mainstreaming. In Mizoram also, gender mainstreaming should be 

implemented at all levels. Though technological development and masculinization of 

technologies required men’s labour, women should be included at the decision making 

body. In the village level, women decision should be given importance in the selection of 
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village water source, as they are the one who had the knowledge of good quality water, 

whether in the form of good yielding source, taste, colour or smell.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix- I 

Lists of Superintendents in the Lushai Hills: 

1. Major J. Shakespear -      April, 1898 - 1899  

2. Major H.W.G. Cole -       1899 - 1900  

3. Major J. Shakespear -      1900 - 1903  

4. L.O. Clarke -       1903 - 1904  

5. Major J. Shakespear -      1904 - 1905  

6. J.C. Arbuthnotth -       1905 - 1906  

7. Major G.H. Loch –       1905 - 1906  

8. Major H.W.G. Cole -      1907 - 1911  

9. Major W.N. Kenedy -      1911 - 1912  

10. Major G.H. Loch -      1912 - 1913  

11. 12. J. Hezlett -       1912 - 1917  

13. A. Playfair -       1917 -  

14. H.A.C. Colquhoun -      1917 - 1919  

15. W.L. Scott -       1919 - 1921  

16. S.N. Mackenzie -       1921 - 1922  

17. W.L. Scott -       1922 - 1923  

18. S.N. Mackenzie -       1923 - 1924  

19. N.E. Parry -       1924 - 1928  

20. C.G.G. Helme -       1928 - 1931  
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21. Major A.G. McCall -      1931 - 1943  

22. A.R.H. Macdonald -      1943 - 1945  

23. J. Dumbrack -       1945 - 1946  

24. A.R.H. Macdonald -      1946 - 1947  

25. L.L. Peters -       1947 - 1949  

26. S.N. Bhartakati -       1949 - 1951  

(Source- MSA, Aizawl  

and 

Lawmsanga, ‘A critical study on Christian mission with special reference to Presbyterian 

Church of Mizoram’, Unpublished Ph.D Thesis, University of Birmingham, Department 

of Theology and Religion, January 2010, pp- 314-315)  
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Appendix- II 

Lists of Missionaries: 

1. Rev. William Williams-      1891-1892 

2. F.W. Savidge -        1894 - 1897  

3.  J.H. Lorrain -        1894 -1897  

4.  Rev. & Mrs. D.E. Jones -       1897 - 1926  

5.  Rev. Edwin Rowlands -       1898 - 1907  

6. Rev. & Mrs. Robert Evans -      1907 - 1908  

7.  Dr. & Mrs. Peter Fraser -       1908 - 1912  

8.  Rev. Mrs. Frederick J. Sandy -      1914 - 1926  

9.  Rev. & Mrs. E. Lewis Mendus -      1922 - 1944 

10. Miss A. Catherine M. Lewis -      1922 - 1925  

11. Miss Katie Hughes -       1924 - 1962  

12. Rev. & Mrs. Gwilyn Jones -      1927 - 1930  

13. Miss Catherine M. Davies -      1927 - 1930  

14. Rev. Dr. & Mrs. John Williams -      1928 - 1931  

15. Miss W. Margaret Jones -      1928 - 1934  

16.  Rev. & Mrs. W. Hendry Williams -     1929 - 1932  

17. Rev. & Mrs. Lewis Evans -      1929 - 1937  

18. Rev. & Mrs. David Edwards -      1933 - 1938  

19.  Miss Eirlys Williams -       1933 - 1938  

20.  Miss Glady Evans -       1936 – 1962 



����

�

21.  Rev. & Mrs. Samuel Davies -      1937 - 1952  

22. Dr. G. P. Roberts -       1938 - 1962  

23. Miss Nancy Dorothy Harries -      1938 - 1940  

24. Rev. & Mrs. Basil Edward Jones -     1942 - 1953  

25. Rev. & Mrs. J. Merion Lloyd -      1944 - 1965 

26. Miss Gwen R. Roberts -       1944 - 1968  

27. Miss Edith M. Parker -       1945 - 19 51  

28. Miss Imogen P. Roberts -      1947 - 1952  

29.  Miss Sybil Roberts -       1950 -  

30.  Miss Morfydd Jones -       1951 -  

31. Rev. & Mrs. O. William Owen -      1952 - 1957 

32. Dr. I. Bonar Lindsay -       1953 - 1954  

33. Miss May Bound -       1954 - 1968  

34. Miss Gwen C. Evans -       1958 - 1959  

35.  Rev. & Mrs. Bruce T. Nelms -      1959 - 1961 

36. Rev. & Mrs. Alwyn Roberts -      1960 - 1967  

37. Miss Joyce M. Horner -       1965 - 1968  

38. Miss Mair A. Roberts -       1965 - 1968 

(Source- Archives, ATC, Aizawl  

and 

Lawmsanga, ‘A critical study on Christian mission with special reference to Presbyterian 

Church of Mizoram’, Unpublished Ph.D Thesis, University of Birmingham, Department 

of Theology and Religion, January 2010, pp- 316-317)  



����

�

Glossary 

Bawi- The chief’s dependant or serfs.  

Bawlpu- A priest who offered sacrifices to malevolent spirits in times of sickness. 

Chapchar Kut- The name of the Mizo spring festival, held between the cutting and the 

burning of jhums.  

Chaprasi- Assistant. 

Chhang- Mizo bread; a glutinous dumpling or pudding made of kawnglawng rice- flour 

boiled in a leaf.  

Daibawl- The name of a sacrifice offered outside the village for a sick person, especially 

fever, in order to appease the evil spirits which are supposed to cause his illness.  

Dil- Lake. 

Ek Suk Bel- Vessel used in toilet. 

Fenthlir- An indigenous cup- a dipper or ladle made of gourd.  

Hawilopar- The flower for not looking back. It is the name of a mythical flower 

which grows on the road to Mitthi Khua beyond the Hringlang Tlang. The spirits of 

the dead pluck and wear these blossoms in their hair and ears, and after that they 

have no desire to turn and look back upon the earth which they have left behind.  

Hlabu- Song book.  

Hlingsi- A soap-nut tree whose fruit was used for washing.  
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Hringlang Tlang- A hill from where the human can be viewed. It is the name of a 

mythical mountain on the way to Mitthi Khua from which the spirits of the departed 

looked back and viewed with longing the world of human which they have left 

behind.  

Isua Krista Kohhran - Church of Jesus Christ. 

Kawnglawng- The name of a species of glutinous rice chiefly used for making Mizo rice 

beer and Mizo bread. 

Khawchhiar- A village writer.  

Khawhring- Evil eye, one kind of evil spirit who used to seized human being and caused 

colic like pains. 

Kristian Hlabu- Christian song book. 

Lasi- Beautiful fairy; the fabled creator of animals and who presides over hunting. 

Lungloh tui- Water drank by human souls after passing through the Rih lake. When the 

human souls drank the lungloh tui, all their yearning for the human world fade away, and 

they are able to proceed to the Mitthi khua. 

Mim Kut- The name of Mizo festival or feast held in honour of the dead, at which the first 

fruits of certain vegetables and chhang which was eaten at the feast are presented to 

them.  

Mitthi Khua- Dead men’s village. 

Nghahrah- The name of a flat fish.  
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Nghangiai- The name of a fish with long whiskers.  

Nghameidum- The name of a long fish.  

Pathian- God.  

Pawl Kut- The name of a Mizo or festival after harvest.  

Pawnpui- Indigenous quilt or blanket.  

Puanhlap- Indigenous mattress.  

Phuihnam- The name of a cultivated variety of clerondendron, the leaves of which are 

used as vegetable and medicine. 

Pialral- Heaven.  

Ramri Lehkha- Boundary paper.  

Ruahtui- Rain water.  

Salam- Fine. 

Sadawt- A priest who offered sacrifices for religious purposes.  

 Sap Tui- Water of the Westerners.  

Sepoys- Soldiers.  

Sih huai- A kind of water demon, which would cause sickness through the medium of 

innocent and clear looking spring.   
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Thangchhuah- The title given to a man who had distinguished himself by killing a certain 

number of animals in the chase, or by giving a certain number of public feasts which was 

a means of gaining salvation or a means of going to pialral.

Thhangchhuahpa- A distinguished man who killed a certain number of animals in the 

chase or who gives a certain number of public feasts which was a means of gaining 

salvation or a means of going to pialral.  

Tui Buhdeng- An industry locally set up basing on water power for unhusking rice.  

Tuikhur- Water point or water source. 

Tuikhur hiah- The making or construction of tuikhur.  

Tui huai- Water demons.  

Tuikhuah- Dam/ reserviour.  

Tuipui - Big river.  

Tupui- Big daos.  

Tuithawl- An indigenous water container, made from dried gourd.  

Um- Gourd.  

Vai- Non- Mizo.  

Vanchhung Nula - The damsels of heavens 

Varak- Duck.  
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