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Abstract: The Ahom and the Sonowal Kachari are two tribal communities in Assam 

that live in two neighbouring villages in the Dhemaji district. The villages are Borbam 

Dihingia and Borbam Kachari.  The Ahom community inhabits the village of Borbam 

Dihingia, and the Sonowal Kachari lives in the village of Borbam Kachari. Despite their 

traditional and cultural differences and traditional belief systems, they have lived in 

great social harmony for ages, practising a similar livelihood pattern.  

Muga silk weaving is a vital practice in Assam, serving as the primary livelihood for 

villagers, particularly women. These women are highly skilled weavers renowned for 

their intricate motifs and designs. Looms are common in every home, reflecting the deep 

connection between the community and this craft. Interestingly, despite sharing a 

common heritage, different communities maintain distinct motifs and designs in their 

weaving. It allows for easy identification of the community of origin, with each pattern 

conveying strong cultural messages. The use of coloured yarn is often closely regulated 

within communities, highlighting their commitment to preserving their unique cultural 

identities and the distinctions between them. 

This tradition not only sustains livelihoods but also exemplifies climate resilience 

through craft. Muga silk, geographically unique to Assam, is culturally revered as 

“golden silk” and represents a significant part of their heritage. The study of Muga silk 

weaving offers a valuable opportunity to explore the rich stories, knowledge, traditions, 

and vibrant colours that define this craft and the lives of the people who practice it. 

 

Introduction: For the women of two villages, Borbam Dihingia and Borbam Kachari, 

in Dhemaji District Assam, Muga Silk spinning and weaving are their prime livelihood. 

The Muga threads are the lifeblood of these two communities, the Ahom and the 

Sonowal Kachari community. The village Borbam Dihingia Gaon is located in the 

Gogamukh subdivision of the Dhemaji district in Assam. It is situated 20 km away from 

the sub-division headquarters, Gogamukh and 25 km from the district headquarters, 

Dhemaji. Borbam is the Gram Panchayat of Borbam Dihingia village. The literacy rate 

of the village is 73.05 % (77.30% of males and 69.01% of females). There are 880 

households, with approximately 4000 population in Borbam Dihingia village. Dhemaji 

is the nearest town to all major economic activities, approximately 25 km away. The 

Ahom community inhabits the village.  

The Ahom or Tai Ahom is an ethnic group from Assam and Arunachal Pradesh. The 

members of this group are admixed descendants of the Tai people who reached the 
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Brahmaputra valley of Assam in 1228. The modern Ahom people and their culture are 

a syncretism of the original Tai, their culture, local Tibeto-Burman people, and the 

cultures they absorbed in Assam. The local people of different ethnic groups of Assam 

took to the Tai way of life. Currently, they represent the largest Tai group in India, with 

a population of nearly 4.6 million in Assam.  

The Ahom people of Borbam Dihingia village in Assam have a rich cultural heritage 

deeply intertwined with Muga silk. Their customs and traditions, rooted in nature, 

agriculture, and their ancestral belief system, have endured despite conversions to 

Hinduism and Buddhism in the 17th century. 

Traditional Ahom attire includes the Riha (a kind of cloth draped around the body and 

the shoulder), Mekhela (a wrapper kind of cloth worn in the waist), and Sula-Suria (a 

short shirt), often made from Assam’s prized golden Muga silk. This silk holds 

particular significance for the Ahom, who championed its production under their kings’ 

rule (1228-1826 AD). The Ahom kings patronised the cultivation of Muga silkworms 

(Antheraea assamensis) and the planting of Som trees (Machilus bombycina), their 

primary food source. 

Every family in Borbam Dihingia village participates in the Muga silk culture, from 

cultivating the food plants to weaving the final fabric. Women are skilled weavers, 

creating intricate motifs and designs on traditional looms. Muga silk was historically 

favoured for royal robes, attire for officials and aristocrats, and gifts for other courts. 

The Ahom royal household even maintained their own silk looms and employed expert 

weavers, often women. Royal encouragement of silkworm rearing ensured a supply of 

this precious material. During the Ahom kingdom, Muga silk from the region was a 

valuable export commodity, reaching markets and courts in Tibet, Myanmar, Bhutan, 

and the Gangetic Plains. 

The Sonowal Kacharis inhabit the Borbam Kachari village. The village is in Borbam 

Panchayat, Bordoloni Development Block, in the District of Dhemaji, Assam. It is 

located 23 KM west of the district headquarters of Dhemaji and 359 km from the State 

capital, Dispur, Guwahati. The total number of households in Borbam Kachari is 121, 

with 520 population. In ethnographic terms, the Sonowal Kachari belongs to the 

Mongoloid community. In linguistic terms, the Sonowal Kachari belongs to the Tibetan-

Burman language family, the Burmese branch of the Assamese Burmese sub-branch 

under the Bodo Branch. The Sonowal Kachari are one of the indigenous peoples of 

Assam in Northeast India. They are of Tibeto-Burman origin and are closely associated 

with the other ethnic groups of Assam, which are commonly referred to as Kachari. 

They are predominantly inhabitants of Assam in the districts of Dhemaji, North 

Lakhimpur, Tinsukia and Dibrugarh. This community is also found along with pocket 

populations in the Jorhat, Sibsagar, and Golaghat districts of Assam and Arunachal 

Pradesh. The headquarters of the Sonowal Kachari Autonomous Council is at 

Dibrugarh. Sonowal comes from the word ‘Son’ (in Assamese, Xon), which means gold 

in Assamese. The traditional occupation of the Sonowal Kacharis was gold panning, 
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that is, extracting gold from the riverbeds. The Kachari, who were appointed as gold-

washers by the Ahom kings, were organised into Sonowal Khel. These Kacharis came 

to be known as Sonowal Kacharis. It is said that the Sonowal Kacharis have lost their 

language, and presently, they speak Assamese.  

                         

Objectives: 1. To understand and gather information about the Ahom and the Sonowal 

Kachari in Assam; 2. To know about the silk weaving of the artisans of the two villages 

and bring this information into the public domain; 3. To understand their livelihood 

pattern and the level of their dependency on traditional weaving; 4. To raise appreciation 

for the amazing crafts that artisans create; and 5. To examine whether traditional 

weaving is a languishing or a thriving craft.  

Methodology: Social science research is an enquiry or investigation with clearly 

defined parameters. The study is based on both primary and secondary data. Some of 

the information is collected from various authentic publications about core indicators, 

and the data was cross-verified between various statistics wherever possible.  

Universe of the Study: The Ahom and the Sonowal Kachari are two tribal communities 

in Assam that live in two neighbouring villages in the Dhemaji district. The villages are 

Borbam Dihingia and Borbam Kachari.  The Ahom community inhabits the village of 

Borbam Dihingia, and the Sonowal Kachari lives in the village called Borbam Kachari. 

Result & Discussion: The information is based on the fieldwork conducted in these two 

villages and also gathered from secondary sources. The study was undertaken by the 

researcher/author in August 2024. The interactions with the artisans from both villages 

helped understand the similarities and dissimilarities of these two communities, 

unveiling a story of two indigenous groups rooted in the anthropological findings.  

The dress habits of the Sonowal Kachari are similar to those of other rural Assamese 

men and women. The Sonowal Kachari also prefer their traditional dress, which women 

artisans of the village weave on their looms. There is no need to mention that they are 

experts in weaving their fabric with rich motifs and designs, and every house possesses 

a loom. This is a universal fact for the larger Assamese community in Assam. Women 

wear Mekhela Chadar, made of Muga silk, with a Gamosa on their heads. Men generally 

wear a Dhuti (a plain loincloth in cotton or silk) and a Kurta (a loose collarless shirt or 

tunic). Nowadays, the younger generation wears trousers and shirts.  

For these communities, knowledge and the skill of weaving are considered the bride’s 

qualification. Although it is an old custom, it still exists in remote Ahom villages and 

has strongly impacted their culture. They primarily work on hand-spun and hand-woven 

fabric. The Sonowal Kachari favoured Muga silk for use in the attire of officials and 

aristocrats and in gifting to other courts. Sonowal Kachari also encouraged the rearing 

of silkworms for food and to get cocoons. The women feel ashamed if they do not know 

the art of weaving. It is compulsory that in the marriage of a girl, the parents give a loom 

to their daughters as an indispensable gift. This indicates the importance of a weaving 
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loom in these communities. In the article Lovely Assam, Gandhiji said, “Every woman 

of Assam is a born weaver. No Assamese girl who does not weave can expect to become 

a wife. Moreover, she weaves fairy tales in cloth. Some of the old patterns were of 

matchless beauty. Seeing these beautiful patterns, I could not help shedding a silent tear 

over India’s past glory and her lost work” (Young India).     

In these two villages, the Women Development Centre (WDC), an NGO headquartered 

in Guwahati, works with 350 artisans and farmers from Som plantation to the end 

products and marketing. We met one girl, Chayashi Sonowal (17) of Borbam Kachari 

village, with whom we interacted, who weaves Muga Silk and regularly returns from 

college. By doing so, she augments the family income and brings space for her mother 

to rest, who remains busy the entire day with multifarious chores, including weaving. 

This is perhaps a testimony of the inherent connection of this tribe with the weaving 

craft.  

The concept of Bor Kapad (large-sized textile) is an example of a languishing craft. This 

large-sized textile, usually of length up to 100 metres and width 2 metres, is made from 

Muga or Eri Silk. This is folded in multiple layers to make it a comfortable blanket for 

many to use together, especially during the winter. The villagers eagerly showcased one 

such textile, tracing it from a nearby house to present as their proud heritage. They spoke 

with remarkable pride and skill about the craftsmanship of weaving such an 

extraordinary textile length. 

The Sonowal Kachari makes waistcoats from Muga Silk, a stylist’s wear. The young 

women wear Pharu (cap), whereas the elderly wear Pag (cap), their proud cultural 

identity. Both males and females wear a special Gamosa called Faushi; the male wears 

Sapon (Punjabi / kurta) and Patilong (Pajamas), which are made of golden silk as their 

traditional dress during festivals. The young boys and girls go to farms to chase the birds 

to protect their harvests and Eri cocoons. The practice is their old value of the dignity 

of labour. They rear Muga and do Som cultivation, which occurs twice a year. Selling 

Muga yarn is a good source of income; they earn Rs.200000 from cultivating one acre 

of land, and five people work for this earnings. They sell Muga yarn to the weavers from 

Sualkuchi, Assam’s textile centre in the Kamrup district. 

Sonowal Kachari weaves Gamosa with a rigid specification, and it has to have seven 

pulli (bordering lines) with a colour combination of green and yellow, green for the lines 

and yellow for the body. There are disputes between Ahom and Sonowal Kachari over 

this colour combination and the number of Dhuti lines, as they are deeply connected to 

their tradition and identity. However, they live in great cohesion and accept inter-tribe 

marriages. Sonowal Kachari buys cotton yarn from outside, from Gujarat, to weave 

cotton Gamosa. Sonowal Kachari celebrates a unique festival, Baitho, after the 

harvesting is over.    

The Muga culture, though, has been thought to have migrated along with the Tai Ahoms 

in 1228 AD from the “Punj Kong” village of Northern Burma belonging to the Shan 

state of Mungur from where the name Muga has been derived (Phukan, 1998). Still, 
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more is needed to know the status of Muga culture there today. Muga culture was 

patronised in Assam by the Tai Dynasty (Ahom). The Muga culture is as old as 700 

years and, over the years, has become an indigenous practice in Assam and NER. Muga 

silk is the costliest silk variety, with unique characteristics such as a natural golden 

yellow colour that is resistant to acid, has a durability of more than 50 years, and has 

high UV ray absorption and strength.  

Seeing all these, we think that while in India, Gandhiji brought the concept of Khadi 

(hand-spun, hand-woven textiles) as a weapon to fight the British for rural self-

sufficiency, for Assam or for so, in the North East Region, hand-spun hand-woven 

textiles ran much deeper than that beyond the period. It is an activity that is dominated 

by women’s monopoly and their ethical skills. They make textiles that are environment-

friendly and pursued in a decentralised mode. These are real-life examples of rural tribal 

landscapes. Through their craft work or in more significant aspects, these communities 

contribute to sustainability; it is a case of a green economy and positive action towards 

slowing down climate change and global warming.  

In this context, we quote from the British Council Report, October 2023, on craft in the 

age of climate crisis, Climate resilience through craft: a path to sustainable fashion in 

India. The report says the artisans have the power to transform the dynamics of 

production and consumption, crafting a vital response to the climate crisis and 

contributing to a more open and equitable society (Carry Somers). The report endorsed 

that climate change impacts the traditional crafts sector unimaginably. In India, the 

thriving weaving sector, be it in Assam, West Bengal, Gujarat, Tamil Nadu, Kerala or 

elsewhere, is predominantly placed in areas prone to natural calamities and has faced 

severe impacts of floods and cyclones, majorly in the past decade. The looming threat 

of the changing climate - erratic rainfall, cyclones and heatwaves- impacts various 

processes in the supply chain, from fibre to pre-loom activities. The impact is that many 

practices may become extinct if the proper intervention is not brought in. (Alpi Boylla). 

There is no reason to differ from these findings. However, we feel that, in the oblivion 

of the larger world, the Indigenous communities in the North East Region, India, as in 

the case of the Ahom and the Sonowal Kachari, Assam, have been for generations and 

ages, contributing silently to the action for sustainability, green economy and climate 

resilience. The British Council’s report further adds that we have understood from our 

work in the last few years that we have climate-resilient ideas. We have traditional 

practices, which we need to brand. This is the solution we have. We have 1000 years of 

circular economy running in our villages. That is what we need to do. The women are 

so connected to nature that they have full access to natural resources and solutions. This 

is what we have been doing for years. It is essential to look back at traditional knowledge 

and community. (Rituraj). We lend our strong feelings in support of this in pursuance 

to the lifestyle of these communities in Assam that have been leading for the ages. These 

findings have strong relevance to the indigenous/ tribal crafts. They, by nature, are 

strongly determined to fight the lack of accessibility and neglect; tribal hamlets in India 
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must be guided to turn problems into opportunities by embracing entrepreneurship and 

preserving and promoting all her crafts and the entire base of tribal artisans. 

                 In the 12 Century A.D., Marco Polo described the hand-spun, hand-woven 

textile of the Bengal region, which perhaps included the North East Region, as finer 

than a spider’s web. The North East Region has been an important physical and cultural 

bridge between India and Southeast Asia.  

               As per the 4th National Handloom Census conducted during 2019-20, more 

than 12.83 lakh weavers and 12.46 lakh handlooms are available in the state (Director 

of Handloom & Textile, Assam). Also, we know that more than 16.43 Lakh weavers 

and allied workers work in the handloom sector. Assam has the monopoly in the world 

with respect to Muga, the Golden Silk, production, as more than 97 per cent of it is 

produced in Assam. The state has also achieved the right to use the Geographical 

Indicator for the Muga thread. 

The state produces about 56 per cent of Eri Silk in the country. This woolly Vegan silk, 

also known as Ahimsa (Peace) silk, is processed without harming the silkworm. The 

staple fibre, coarse, fine and dense in texture, makes it durable and robust. It has thermal 

properties, which are warm in winter and cool in summer. It is organic, natural and eco-

friendly. This silk is found mainly in North East India and some parts of Japan, China 

and Thailand. The name derives from the Assamese word Era, which means Castor 

(Ricinus Communis), as silkworms feed on castor plants. We find rich fauna and flora 

to produce all three silk varieties, Eri, Mulberry, and Muga, in Assam.  

Generally, the people of Assam, primarily women, are engaged in hand spinning and 

hand weaving. The plight of these artisans in the rural landscape is manifold. These 

women, as artisans, have not been able to participate in the transformation process from 

artisan to entrepreneur for generations. Only 0.54% of MSMEs are owned by women in 

Assam. Despite all efforts to strengthen and promote rural women’s entrepreneurship 

in the state, much more must be done in this context, especially to build rural women’s 

businesses and enterprises. This also applies to the indigenous artisans of Dhemaji 

districts.  

This study features fabulous stories and incredible knowledge, crafts, traditions, and life 

of vivid colour. The hospitality extended while undertaking the study and visiting them 

and their villages was unparalleled. It enriches us with their simplicity of love; they 

make us feel comfortable with them in no time, accepting you as their own.         

Conclusion: In a world threatened by environmental degradation, the preservation and 

promotion of Muga Silk by these two Indigenous communities in Assam emerges as a 

shining example of caring for the afflicted planet. Their candid perspectives and 

dedication to preserving and strengthening this craft, the Golden Textile, has been a 

constant source of inspiration.  

As per the British Council Report, an overwhelming number of craft workers, estimated 

at around 200 million, with women comprising 56.13 per cent of this demographic, face 
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varying degrees of risk from climate change, directly or indirectly. The artisans covered 

in this case study are similar to them. These craftsmen promote a circular economy 

through their artistic craft, defying the traditional linear economy. By cultivating the 

food plants for the silkworms, the villagers are checking the threat of deforestation. The 

males and females of these communities work in the agricultural field in the orchard, 

cultivating the Som and Soalu trees. In that sense, they are designers of environmental 

sustainability and social impact.   

Weaving is considered a part of Assam’s cultural heritage. Wearing hand-woven clothes 

is part of their festivals and proud expression. Assam is a state of weavers, especially 

female weavers. Government intervention is required to make this sector vibrant, 

capitalising on its inherent strength.  
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Golden Muga Yarn  The Boro Kapad woven by them on display   
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Beautiful Muga Dress made by them  Beautiful Muga Dress made by them 

 

 

 

Chayashi Sonowal weaves after 

returning from college 

 A woman weaving on a loom 
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