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Abstract:

India is believed to be the original home of the cotton plant. Cotton occupies about 4.7
per cent of the total cropped area in the country. Cotton is the most important fibre crop
of the entire world. It provides the basic raw material to the cotton textile industry. The
article is based on the practice of organic cotton cultivation in Nagaland, a tribal State
in India.

Ntuma, a village in Nagaland, also called Cotton village, this research work is on
Ntuma and its contiguous villages. These tribal villages, especially Ntuma used to
cultivate organic cotton decades back for hundreds of livelihoods. People don’t always
think about organic when it comes to the clothes we wear, the sheets we sleep on, the
personal care items we depend on, and the mattresses in our bedrooms. But organic
cotton is one of the most important choices people can make for the environment,
because it supports a healthy ecosystem and prevents the use of toxic synthetic
chemicals.

A deep dive into the environmental benefits of organic cotton production, the
importance of avoiding synthetic chemicals, the role of organic cotton when it comes to
climate change mitigation, and the benefits of organic cotton to water and biodiversity
is admirable. The craft people everywhere use their hands and soul to make the world a
better place. In this context, artisans of Ntuma, it’s contiguous villages in Peren district
or for so the entire Nagaland is an example. Years back people of these villages,
especially the women, used to cultivate organic cotton and make fabulous tribal textile
from that which with the passage of time got eroded. With imagination, and subtle
intensity, the weaving of Nagaland pays homage to the indomitable spirit of its
creators.

May be in a small way organic cotton cultivation and its further value additions
may help closing the SDG gap, an appreciation for Tough-To-Decarbonize Industries,
accelerating gender parity, youth perspectives, defeating the climate and health nexus
and promoting agricultural growth.

1 Dr Sukamal Deb, Lead, Indian Design and Innovative Crafts ( INDIC) Centre, Anant National
University, Ahmedabad -15 India. Email: sukamalO5@gmail.com
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Introduction: Where Cotton Flowers Grow is a documentary film that shed light on
untold stories about the cotton, about the tribal textiles of Nagaland. Cotton is an ancient
utility material that has served the timeline of human history for ever. This is true for
the State of Nagaland. The documentary film portraits how the villagers of Sanglao,
Noklak district have kept the tradition of the elders alive in cotton cultivation and its
uses. The traditional process of Nagaland of making textiles right from growing and
sourcing the raw materials, spinning the raw materials to make yarn, to the final stages
of weaving and dyeing the finished product, is how sadly on the verge of extinction.
Today, only a few elders in isolated pockets still practice the traditional and indigenous
way of creating textiles. The authentic indigenous textiles and crafts provides a voice, a
deeper understanding of the intellect, insights and magnitude of unlimited human
imagination, their talent, richness and diversity of craftsmen. The documentary film
Where Cotton Flowers Grow is an initiative of Exotic Echo Society and the film was
produced by TakeOne Production House. The production of the documentary was
supported by the Department of Art & Culture, Government of Nagaland. The film is
about the women who are still keeping the craft alive. The central characters are the four
women Mouniu, Musim, Jejon and Jukhing. The film does not depict only one Naga
village, this is a story of many of their villages. This is not a story of only four women,
but of hundreds and thousands of them. This is not only the story of one dying tradition
but of many that are dying. At this backdrop, this is a case study on Ntuma and the
contiguous villages in Nagaland.

India is believed to be the original home of the cotton plant. Cotton occupies about
4.7 per cent of the total cropped area in the country. Cotton is the most important fibre
crop not only of India but of the entire world. It provides the basic raw material to the
cotton textile industry. Cotton has been used as a fabric in India from time immemorial
and cultivated in the Indus valley for more than 5000 years. India appears to have been
the Center of an important cotton industry as early as 1500 BC. There are 20 species of
cotton (Gossypium) including wild as well as cultivated of which 16 species are wild
and 4 are cultivated. Cotton, a leading natural fibre, is a major cash crop and is grown
commercially in more than 50 countries. China, India, USA, Pakistan and Uzbekistan
are the five major cotton growing countries.

Ntuma, a village in Nagaland, also called Cotton village. Today’s story is from
this village, her facts slipped into the oblivion that this tribal village used to cultivate
organic cotton decades back for hundreds of livelihoods. We the Homo sapiens have
mistaken enormously twisting our developmental approach that resulted in being
counterproductive to humanity today.

People do not always think about organic when it comes to the clothes we weatr,
the sheets we sleep on, the personal care items we depend on, and the mattresses in our
bedrooms. But organic cotton is one of the most important choices people can make for
the environment, because it supports a healthy ecosystem and prevents the use of toxic
synthetic chemicals. Cotton is one of the most widely grown crops in the world but
conventional cotton is one of the most chemically intensive crops with serious
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consequences for the earth’s air, water, soil, and climate - not to mention the health of
farm workers and cotton processors. Organic cotton is grown, processed, dyed, and
finished with methods that have a focus on building ecosystem health and reducing the
use of toxic pesticides, synthetic fertilizers and hazardous processing chemicals. One
may appreciate that the story is all about a village in North East India where prime farm
work was Organic Cotton cultivation and making wonderful textiles from the cotton
they grow.

A deep dive into the environmental benefits of organic cotton production, the
importance of avoiding synthetic chemicals, the role of organic cotton when it comes to
climate change mitigation, and the benefits of organic cotton to water and biodiversity
is admirable. As the world struggles to rebuild in the aftermath of the global pandemic
and in the face of deepening effect of climate change humanity passing through a more
alarming time. Research shows that organic cotton production may alleviate the
environmental impacts from building soil health on the farm to using non-toxic methods
of textile processing. A study says cotton could be the path to a climate friendly textile
industry, it binds carbon dioxide more effectively than other crops and it is widely
acknowledged that organic cultivation emits less carbon dioxide than conventional crop
cultivation. Cotton plants have a positive effect on the climate and absorb carbon
dioxide more effectively than other plants. Climate change is part of the problem that
endangers the climate-positive cotton plants. The environmental friendliness of cotton
deserves to be an essential part of making cotton more attractive to fashion designers
and producers. The organic cotton production processes not only consider the climate,
but also demonstrably protect biodiversity, soil fertility and groundwater, where
pesticides or genetically modified organisms not used fulfilling fundamental aspects of
environmental protection and fair trade along the entire supply chain and all the stages
along its production chain from ginning and fibre production and yarn spinning, yarn
finishing, surface formation, weaving and knitting to surface finishing and ready-made
garments.

Encompassing the importance of an eco-friendly lifestyle and people are on the
hunt for alternatives to our everyday essentials that might not be so environmentally
friendly, fabric wise, switching to organic cotton appears to be a responsible choice,
baring the fact that organic cotton uses more water. Whether at this alarming stage of
climate change the Homo sapiens will revisit the importance of the practices of Ntuma
village.

Objectives: 1.To trace about the organic cotton cultivation in Nagaland, a North
Eastern State in India; 2. To study the case of cotton cultivation at Ntuma and the
contiguous villages; 3. To find relevance of this crafts in its boarder sense with reference
to SDGs and 4. To study impact of cotton cultivation in empowerment of tribal women,
its contribution in socio-economic development Nagaland,;
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Methodology: Social science research is an enquiry or investigation with clearly
defined parameters. The study is based both on primary and the secondary data. For the
secondary data information is collected from various authenticate publications
pertaining to core indicators and the data was cross-verified wherever possible between
various statistics.

Discussions: Nagaland is a landlocked, largely a mountainous, State in the North East
Region of India. The state has an area of 16,579 sg. km. with a population of 1,980,602
and the literacy rate of 80.1 percent (Census, 2011) and lies between 93°20°E and
95°15'E longitude and between 25°6'N and 27°4'N latitude. Nagaland is home to diverse
indigenous ethnic groups, each with its distinct customs, traditions, and languages. It
became the 16th State of India on Dec. 1, 1963. Her twenty percent land area is covered
with forest, a haven for flora and fauna. The evergreen tropical and subtropical forests
are found in strategic pockets in the State. Nagaland has a largely monsoon climate with
high humidity levels. Annual rainfall averages around 1,800 - 2,500 millimetres.
Agriculture is the state’s most important economic activity, accounting for over 70% of
its economy. Other significant activities include forestry, tourism, insurance, real estate,
horticulture, and cottage industries. Thus agriculture and forestry contribute a majority
of Nagaland’s Gross Domestic Product. About 68 percent, rural population depends on
cultivation. The main crops are rice, millet, maize and pulses. Cash crops, like sugarcane
and potato, are also grown in some parts. Plantation crops such as premium coffee,
cardamom, and tea are grown in hilly areas in small quantities with large growth
potential. Most people cultivate rice as it is the main staple diet of the people. About
80% of the cropped area is dedicated to rice. Oilseeds are another, higher income crop.
The farm productivity for all crops is low, compared to other Indian States, suggesting
a significant opportunity for farmer income increase. Jhum or cut-and-burn shift farming
and Terraced cultivation are practiced here. Jhum farming is although traditional it
causes a lot of pollution and soil damage. The state does not produce enough food and
depends on the trade of food from the outside. The State’s uniqueness and strategic
location give her an advantage in tapping into the tourism sector for economic growth.

Cottage industries such as weaving and woodwork are common. Weaving is a
traditional art handed down through generations in Nagaland. Each Naga ethnic groups,
the State has seventeen main ethnic groups, has unique designs and colours,
producing shawls, shoulder bags, decorative spears, table mats, wood carvings, and
bamboo works. Among many tribes, the design of the shawl denotes the social status of
the wearer. Folk songs and dances are essential ingredients of the traditional Naga
culture. Some songs describe activities done in an agricultural season, she is known in
India as the Land of Festivals. Traditional ethnic-related festivals revolve round the
agriculture.

Field works at the Ntuma, popularly called the Cotton Village, remains the
inspiration of writing this article. Most of the field works commenced in July, 2023. The
visit was in reciprocation to an invitation of an enlightened tribal leader of Nagaland.
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The road condition was so terrible that to cover the village which is 76 km away from
Dimapur, we took more than three hours taking the serpentine, narrow road that is
absolutely in bad condition. | am told that due to closure of Dimapur Kohima national
highway this road was the only nerve line to connect the two important cities. This
spells its own bare picture of development.

The village Ntuma in Peren district, Nagaland offers a wonderful story to tell to
the world. It’s long back of my doctoral research on the nitty-gritties of self-reliant tribal
economy in North East India, which | continue to pursue with eternal passion to
understand the tribal society, the cosmos of their planet even today, buoyant with a sense
of pride that | belong to this region. My journey to Ntuma is a pursuit of discovering
her amazing facts. We, a group of likeminded people, sitting under a roof at Dimapur
were planning how we can revive the glory of the Ntuma through a sustainable
livelihood model, from cotton cultivation over an entire value chain. Like Ntuma, most
of the tribal villages in North East India once were examples of egalitarian self-reliant
economy.

The craft people everywhere use their hands and soul to make the world a better
place. Artisans of Ntuma and for that all the villages (1,011 villages in Nagaland) are a
matching example. Years back people of these villages, especially the women, used to
cultivate organic cotton and make fabulous tribal textile from that. The dignity of labour,
the craftsmanship, the use of appropriate technology and innovations bind them together
to a self-reliant, egalitarian society. Most of that have eroded by now. Today this is
common in NER that the influential people in the tribal society joined the race of
material consumerism, grabbed the art of earning easy money, indulging to cosy lives,
transforming them to neo-affluent tribal group, portraying them as representative of the
inclusive tribal society while the majority tribal who live in the periphery fall on the
other side of the divide, they are the deprived group, the poor, the traditional artisans,
the disadvantaged youths.

The hut, we reached, seems to be the office of the Community Development
Alliance (CDA), a NGO, at Ntuma village, founded in 2004, trying to revive the eroded
values. The hut is an open from all sides, tidy, traditional furniture are well placed,
ambience enriched with flowers, plants (some are used for natural dyes) and locally
weaved cotton furnishings, in the signboard they wrote “Heal our Land” and “Our creed:
faith, pray and work”. The office is within the residential compound of CR Zeliang, the
octogenarian head (82) of the NGO. There | met K. Samuel Medliang (58) and his sister
N Rentta (76), Zeliang, was out attending a community meeting in the village and we
were told that he will be soon with us. Samuel works with One Life Counts, a New
Delhi based organisation promoting sustainability, technology and impact. He is a man
with ideas, working with local handloom artisans. N Rentta is an associate of Rani
Gaidinliu, a Naga spiritual and political leader from Manipur who led a revolt against
the British rule in India. She herself is a weaver, a natural dye expert. Zeliang, chairman
of CDA works to revive the tribal values, joined us in the meantime and gave a full
account on how cotton cultivation was important to their lives. Narrating fascinating
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stories, he said, from time immemorial cotton cultivation was done along with the paddy
cultivation here, practising jhum, paddy for food and cotton as cash crop. To him
reviving organic cotton cultivation is an initiative towards regenerating Naga heritages.
He was sad that cotton cultivation has been forsaken, searching for hope if something
is done to revive this and save it from the face of extinction. The couple Zeliang and
Rentta during their stay in Canada, promoted Naga textile products there through
Aboriginal Group, a business entity, by collaborating with the National Red Indian
festival and exhibition held annually at Toronto. However, large-scale selling efforts
became impossible for them due to disorganised production bases at home and for lack
of Government support. Zeliang said, Rentta continues to weave with passion,
developing new textile designs in back-strap loom and he himself remains involve in
civil society activities. Samuel referred to the book Koekboya: Natural Dyes and
Textiles: a Colour Journey from Turkey to India and Beyond by Charllotte Kwon and
Harald Bohmer. Charllotte Kwon was director of Maiwa Textile Symposium, owner of
Maiwa Handprints Ltd. She curated an exhibition of tribal embroideries from the Kutch
Desert. Bohmer a native of Germany, a renowned international expert in natural dyes
and was Director at International Institute of Natural Dye at Istanbul, Turkey. He was
very keen to identify and document natural dye plants in Nagaland, particularly those
traditionally used by Naga weavers. He along with Charlotte, proprietor of Maiwa
handprint from Canada came to Nagaland in 2000 for the first time to work with village
artisans on weaving revival projects. Nagaland has a long history of exquisite back-strap
loom work, where supplemental wefts feature prominently. The supplement typically
overshoots the width of the fabric, extending beyond the selvedge and hanging loose in
a side tassel. Nagaland is also known for its incredible basketry, which has evolved to
facilitate the transport of goods up and down the steep mountainside trails. They visited
Tuensang, Eastern Nagaland and Ntu village in Southern Nagaland where they met the
women artisans who were expert in cotton cultivation, dyeing and weaving. There
Bohmer identified the Madder plant. Bohmer made a documentary on that. Samuel said
they are trying to revive the cultivation of organic cotton and creation of supreme textile
from that creating sustainable employment, but awaited Government support. He
informed that Maiwa Handprints had been handed over to Naga Textiles at Washington
Textiles Museum.

The Naga weavers had the proficiency of using natural fibres, dyes and other
materials to make colourful distinctive textiles. Yet each artisan group had their precise
innovative colour patterns and motifs, the totems gave their creations ritualistic with
aesthetic value. Eventually, down the line, these colour patterns, the designs and motifs
became the unique identity of each tribal community. Cotton cultivation is a significant
part, shawl and skirts made from home-grown cotton usually are beige or white in
colour. These textiles adorned with black bands, having bands of various width on
border separated by red and pink borders. The method of spinning is primitive, it
involves simple tools. The seeds are removed by rolling the cotton on a flat stone using
a stick as a rolling pin. The seedless cotton is then carded by brushing it with bow.
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Cultivation of cotton facing challenges although some efforts are in place to revive
cotton cultivation in Nagaland.

Samuel shared with documents that reflect how Maiwa Handprints
(www.maiwa.com) imported Naga Textiles for the last several years. Charllotte Kwon
visited Nagaland three times, stayed for fifteen days in 2002 along with Yukiko Adachi
(Japan) in Nagaland to meet these artisans for their economic development and
preservation of the ancient weaving traditions. Undoubtedly, Naga Textile has a global
choice.

Weaving as what we find today is the expertise and mastery accrued through the
evolution through ages, in which every generation has contributed. In the deft hands of
the Naga woman, in the serine tranquillity traversing the dedicated mind in the
crisscrossing threads held tight or loses with the loom strapped at their back, in the hours
of silence in loneliness or caught in the resonance of folklore the splendid fabric are
born. These, by today, have accrued tailor-made applications in high price jackets, bags,
interior decors, furnishings accessories and a lot more. They also fused beads, Cowry
shells and other traditional ornamental stuffs as the status symbol. For sure, this cannot
be duplicated. Like in ancient times, Indian spices were a mark of pride and prestige
among the Roman Nobles, Naga fabric took its position in the drawing rooms and living
rooms worldwide. Several luxury hotels across the world are now in the lookout for
Naga themes of distinct identity.

Spinning, weaving and dyeing in Nagaland is the exclusive monopoly of women.
Every Naga woman is supposed to weave the cloths of her family and it was essential
that every marriageable girl should know how to spin and weave. A tiny girls could
often be seen with little toy looms experimenting with weaving. The usual process of
spinning is primitive based on simple tools. The cotton is cleaned off its seeds by being
rolled on a flat stone with a short stick used like a rolling pin. The cotton having being
cleaned off its seeds is carded by being flicked with a small sized bow. Clean cotton is
gently rolled by hand with the help of a round stick over a flat stone or plank before
proceeding to next stage. Their loom is simple back-strap one with a continuous
horizontal warp consisting of six sticks serving the function of warp beam, lease rod,
heald stick, beating sword and extra warp beam.

For thousands of years, people have dyed textiles. For most of that time dyes
have come from nature. Only in the past 100 years or so has our textile industry
depended on synthetic dyes. In this age of environmental concern it is time to reconsider
the use of renewable, nontoxic, gentle colour from nature. In case the yarn is to be dyed,
the dyeing process takes place after the yarn is transferred into skeins. The indigenous
colours are, in recent years, fading away and are replaced by chemical dyes. Further the
easy availability of coloured thread in the bazaar does not encourage the necessity of
producing the old indigenous colours. They offer a viable option for a percentage of
our dyes needs. Natural dyes are friendly. They are familiar substances that spark
creative ideas and recall fond memories. The innovative minds need to rededicate
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experimenting with them. Colour can be coaxed from all kinds of natural sources. Once
ayarn or cloth is prepared to accept a vegetable dye, its surface will soak up the natural
colourant producing heathers or vibrant jewel tones depending on the type of the plant,
safe and nontoxic. The Naga use dark, blue, red and rarely yellow dye. The whole
process is carried out by women who are also taboo among some tribes to handle any
dye during pregnancy less the foetus be effected by the colour.

Paintings on clothes are practiced only by the tribes like Lothas, Aos and
Rengmas. The colour is prepared from the sap of a tree, which is mixed with very strong
rice beer and the ash of its own leaves. Sometimes, the ash of bamboo leaves is used in
place of Tangko leaves resulting into a grey fluid, which is applied with a pointed end
of the bamboo stick. Painting is done by old men only. The Naga set great value on their
costume worn on ceremonies and festivals, though some pieces were for everyday use.
The design and colour, which varies not only between tribes but also sometimes between
different villages, records the wearers position in society. The designs vary from a
formal arrangement of lines to elaborate patterns of diamonds and lozenge shape.
Simple straight lines, stripes, squares and bands, varying in width, colour and
arrangement are the most traditional design and motifs. Naga women are great experts
in the choice and colour combinations. Each tribe has its own patterns with simple, lines,
stripes, squares and bands being the traditional design motifs.

Major findings: We found that the organic cotton cultivation was a part of livelihood
in Nagaland which got eroded now. Our study about the organic cotton cultivation at
Ntuma provided us worthy information. There is every possibility to revive this tradition
and can become effective tools providing sustainable employments to rural folk,
especially to the women. The practices at the post cotton cultivation stage, in terms of
value addition on raw cotton is a reflection of complete value chain with promise of
socio-economic development of the tribal communities. We find these activities are
relevant in its boarder sense with reference to SDGs and it can be remunerative too with
supports. Organic cotton cultivation, weaving etc. empowered the tribal women and in
development Nagaland,;

Naga are versatile artisans and they leave an impression of ethnicity. The sheer
impulse of the Naga to decorate even their deadly weapons is evident from their daos
and spears. Their bamboo drinking pots are embossed beautifully with various cultural
motifs. The wood carving on massive doorways and the village gates as well as on log
drums is still on display.

Village Ntuma and other villages in Peren district is a traditional prospective
handloom making belt in Nagaland. Local Weavers of this area are skilled in creative
designing of traditional shawl. They could produce designed and diversified fabrics in
accordance with the market demand. Diversified fabrics of Naga traditional shawl are
in high demand in domestic and outside market. However, the source of raw material,
i.e., cotton cultivation has literally been relinquished for decades. This demands an
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urgent response. When the challenge is met, the pride and resources of the State will be
enriched. The old traditional way of yarning cotton fibres are no more in use. Therefore,
olden tools and equipment are left outdated, outmoded only to be shown as display-
things in the museums specimen. Initiative to promote appropriate technology,
innovation and eagerness is found lagging. Women of the district are interested in
making shawl for sale at local individuals but they could not produce in huge number
for marketing due to lack of financial support, technical assistance. We need to address
the needs of the rural poor, the need of the weavers, workers. We need to empower
local weavers who are mostly bread earners have been the long-felt demand of the
community. The process of weaving is slow and tedious and therefore innovations are
needed to improve the situation.

Unfortunately the synthetic yarns are in much use now, de-skilling the weavers,
and eroding the market for hand weave. Natural fibres require more skill to weave, as
the yarns snap more easily and the entire loom is more sensitive to humidity and
temperature. We need to take steps to replace synthetic yarns to a possible extent with
natural fibres. We need promote natural dyeing. Given the favourable climatic
conditions and other inherent resources the State of Nagaland has, there need to
prioritise efforts to promote this livelihood over the entire value chain starting from
organic cotton cultivation to its end products.

The above photographs taken on 08.07.2023 depicts meetings at Ntuma village,
the availability of fertile land that were once use for cultivation of organic cotton
and last two photographs shows the beautiful textiles made out of organic cotton
cultivated locally.
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Conclusions: As the world struggles to rebuild in the aftermath of the global pandemic
and in the face of a challenging economy, geo-political fault-lines and the deepening
effect of climate change, progress towards the sustainable development goals (SDGS)
has been slower than required to achieve the timeline laid out in 2015. Business leaders,
policy makers, civil society organizations, innovators and social entrepreneurs need to
come closer to create real impact reaching out even to the pressing issues confronted by
people at the remote villages. May be in a small way these livelihoods (organic cotton
cultivation and value additions) may help closing the SDG gap, an innovation for
Tough-To-Decarbonize Industries, accelerating gender parity, contributing towards the
future of the trillion tree movement that we aspire for, youth perspectives and calls to
action. The practice set well in economic outlook and the SDG agenda. It will build
sustainable trust in a fragmenting world, fight against the underground activities,
defeating the climate and health nexus and promoting rewarding agricultural growth.

After spending hours with the Zeliang family, in my utter humbleness | received
an affectionate send-off by them, over several rounds of tea prepared affectionately out
of locally available ingredients by Rentta, an associate of Rani Gaidinliu, with a
beautiful piece of gift, a postcard of Maiwa Handprints depicting back-strap weaving
and basket weaving of Nagaland textile with a message “with imagination, and subtle
intensity, the weaving of Nagaland pays homage to the indomitable spirit of its
creators”. Seeing the amazing beauties, the resources and overall the creative artisans
of the Indian State of Nagaland Dr. Bohmer once said “It is a living museum*.
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