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Ethnic Dress as Representation
—A Case Study of the Monpas of Arunachal Pradesh, India—

1 H E ¥
Michiko Wakita

A F, AFHLOTIVF—F v 7557 —2 2N OFWEHICAES 5 & 7~ H (Tawang District)

The Monpas of Arunachal Pradesh state in northeast India live in the area bor-
dering Bhutan and China (Tibet).

Identical or comparable ethnic groups are also living in both of the bordering
countries, but in India the Monpas are now one of the “Scheduled Tribes” recog-
nized under the Constitution, and they are the major ethnic group in the area. This
paper focuses on the ethnic dress of the Monpas and discusses how their dress rep-
resents the Monpas and also reflects the local politics surrounding them.

The Monpas can be divided into various groups by geographical location, origin
and language, but in the main their women all wear striped deep-red-and-white tu-
nics (shingkha) and the same color jackets (tudung) as their “traditional” ethnic dress.
The Brokpas of Merak and Sakteng in Bhutan, near the Indian border, share the
same dress. The materials from which they are made, wild silk and red dyestuff (/ac),
are not available in either area, however. According to my research, the Monpas
may have started to wear their present dress only around 80 to 90 years ago, with
both the materials and the dresses themselves entering Arunachal Pradesh from
eastern Bhutan and Assam through traditional trade routes. How did they come to
adopt non-local costumes as their ethnic dress?

Today, both their tunics (skingkha) and their hip aprons represent the Monpas’
ethnic identity. The neighboring ethnic groups also wear tunic- style dresses but
only the Monpas wear aprons over their hips. Through this fact, I attempt to dem-
onstrate how the Monpas' dress has changed under the influences of local politics
and both economic and cultural hegemonic power, and how the Monpas adapted
their dress of their own volition during the course of their history.
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