
 
 

 
 1 | P a g e  
 

An International Multidisciplinary e-Magazine 

www.sabujeema.com 

Volume 1 - Issue 3 - June 2021 

editorsabujeema@gmail.com 

 

  

IMPORTANCE OF TRIBAL ETHNIC FOOD IN HUMAN 

HEALTH 

- Dr. Sayanika Borah & Ms. Kabyashree Bora 



 
 

 
 68 | P a g e  
 

An International Multidisciplinary e-Magazine 

www.sabujeema.com 

Volume 1 - Issue 3 - June 2021 

editorsabujeema@gmail.com 

IMPORTANCE 
OF TRIBAL 
ETHNIC FOOD 
IN HUMAN 
HEALTH  
[Article ID: SIMM0067] 
 
Dr. Sayanika Borah  
Assistant Professor, 
Deptt. of Extension and Communication 
Management, Assam Agricultural 
University, Jorhat- 785013 

Ms. Kabyashree Bora 

 
oday, many people in developed 
countries tend to eat for pleasure 
rather than for survival. Therefore, 

whatever they eat, they want to consume 
foods that have a story behind them, 
especially when they are also good for the 
body. As a result, there is an increased 
interest in slow food. However, without 
understanding the ethnic food and its origins, 
including the people, culture, and region 
from which it comes, it is difficult to talk 
about slow food in greater depth. 

           In a narrow sense, ethnic foods are 
defined as foods originating from a heritage 
and culture of an ethnic group who use their 
knowledge of local ingredients of plants 
and/or animal sources. To illustrate, Hindu 
food from India, Maori food from New 
Zealand, etc. 

         North-eastern India is one of the richest 
floras in India, where people depend on 
shifting cultivation systems and forest-based 
food products for their sustainable survival. 
This region which lies under eastern 
Himalayan ecosystem, is not only rich in 
plants diversity but also have a great treasure 
of cultural, social and linguistic variability, 
conserved by tribal people. The region is a 
treasure of indigenous knowledge systems 
pertaining to agriculture, food, medicine, and 
natural resources management. People are 
habituated to live and survive with the forest 
and Jhum cultivation culture, which ensure a 
range of ethnic foods rich in nutrition and 
compatible to culture and ethnicity of tribes. 

           The ethnobotanical resources used in 
traditional foods are based on the location 
specific demand, culture, economy, ethnicity, 
food habit and overall needs. Different 
fermented and non-fermented foods are used 
in various combinations with traditional 
vegetables to meet the food and nutritional 
security. 

          The traditional foods consumed by 
tribes of Northeastern region are intimately 
connected to virtually all aspects of their 
socio-cultural, spiritual life and health. 

So, here we will see some of the different 
tribes of Assam and what types of flora and 
fauna they use for consumption and also how 
they are use them as home remedies for 
common health ailments. 

RABHA 

The Rabha, a tribe of Mongoloid origin is 
widely scattered and concentrated in the 
undivided districts of Goalpara, Kamrup and 
Darrang of Assam. However, as per census 
2011 data their main concentration is found 
on the south bank of the Brahmaputra in 
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Goalpara district (93912) and Kamrup 
district (88191). This tribe has a special type 
of food system depending on their resources 
like- agricultural products and forest 

collection (Rabha, 2019). The traditional 
knowledge of food preparation has been 
moving generation after generation among 
the people of this tribe. 

Table 1: Meat based ethnic foods of Rabha tribe in Goalpara district of Assam 

BODO 
Table-2: Mode of consumption and medicinal values of the plant food items of the Bodo people 
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The people of rural areas still 
dependent on traditional medicines for health 
care and treatment of diseases, it has no side 
effect and curing capacity is also high. 
Traditional medicines have developed 
through experience of many generations and 
have been primarily dependent upon locally 
available plants. 

Natural products are important 
sources for biologically active drugs. Most of 
the wild vegetables are coming under 
ethnomedicinal plants.  

Ethnomedicine plays an important 
role in the medical health aspect of the ethnic 
tribes residing in India. The knowledge of 
plants has come orally through generations 

and wild plants have been consumed as food 
and also have been used as medicine from pre 
historic times. The plants have been part and 
parcel of ethnic tribes in their day-to-day life. 
Around 16000 species of higher plants are 
found in India and out of these 7500 species 
have been reported to be used by different 
ethnic communities for medicinal and health 
care purposes (Arora, 1987). According to 
another report (Pushpa gandan, 1995) over 
2000 species of ethnomedicine and folk 
medicine are newly identified as drug 
yielding plants and also about 7500 plants are 
used in traditional health practices in mostly 
rural and tribal dominating villages of India. 
More or less over 5000 plant species are 
either little known or unknown to the 
mainstream population. 
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Indigenous zoo–therapeutic healing 
practice is an old practice passed on from one 
generation to the other by using the naturally 
available fauna in our environment. Rural 
tribal people of our Northeast India still seen 
relying on the traditional medicine prepared 
by our elders who are well expertise in 
handling the natural remedies from fauna. 

So, here we will discuss about some 
of the tribes who use different types of local 
plants and insects in preparing some of their 
traditional dishes which help in healing or act 
as remedies for common health problems or 
ailments. 

TAI SHYAM 
The Tai-Shyams peoples are a 

section of the great Tai-stock. The Tai 

groups in India who migrated to Assam from 
south- west China and north Myanmar in the 
historical past. The different Tai groups are 
the Khamyangs (Shyam), the Khamtis, the 
Phakes, the Turungs, the Aitons and the 
Ahoms. They belong to the Siamese–
Chinese linguistic family. Today, the Tai- 
Shyam, one such immigrant tribe are a 
distinct ethnic group of Assam having their 
own culture and tradition. The tribal people 
of India mostly live in naturally isolated 
regions like hills and forests, and they 
depend on forests for their day today life 
such as food, fodder, medicines, wild 
vegetables, fibers and domestic purposes. 

The people of rural areas still 
dependent on traditional medicines for health 
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care and treatment of diseases, it has no side 
effect and curing capacity is also high. 
Traditional medicines have developed 
through experience of many generations and 
have been primarily dependent upon locally 
available plants. 

KARBI 

The Karbi Tribes belong to greater 
Mongoloid racial stock. Linguistically they 
belong to the Tibeto-Burman group. The 
Karbis belonged to western China and 
entered Assam from Central Asia through 
migration at the beginning of the 17th century 
A.D.  Karbi Tribes are mainly dominated in 
the Karbi Anglong district of Assam. Some 
are also found in North Cachar 
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Hills, Nagaon, Golaghat, Kamrup, Jorhat, So
nitpur and Lakhimpur districts of Assam and 
in the bordering states of Nagaland and 
Meghalaya. Karbi tribes possess a rich 
cultural frame and a distinctive life style. 
They have a tradition, culture, language, 
identity and ecological position of their own. 

DEORI 

The Deori are one of the major 
indigenous communities 
of Assam and Arunachal Pradesh. They 
historically lived in the area of Sadiya, 

Joidaam, Patkai foothills and in the upper 
plains or also called as the hinterland of 
the Brahmaputra Valley. Concrete 
documented records about the history of the 
tribe is very limited. Scanty information was 
found in few books and official records. The 
Deori community belongs to the Sino-
Tibetan language family. In ancient times, 
the Deoris served as priests 
of Chutia community. In the British census 
reports, the Deoris were termed as Deori-
Chutias.  The community has maintained 
their racial traits, language, religion, folktales 
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and traditional beliefs through the 
centuries. They were divided 
into Jimochayan / Dibang-Diyongial 

(Dibongia), Midoyan/Tengapania, Luitugan/
Borgoya. The native language is retained 
only by the Dibongia group. 
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MISING 

The Mising, sometimes called Miri, 
are an indigenous community inhabiting 

parts of the Indian states of Assam and 
Arunachal Pradesh. They were also known 
as Miris in the past and still recognized as 
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Miris in the Constitution of India. Misings 
are recognised as a Scheduled Tribe by the 
Indian government under the name 'Miri'. 
Their language, Mising, is part of the Tani 
branch of the Sino-Tibetan family. 

NUTRITIONAL BENEFITS OF 
TRADITIONAL FOOD 

Foods from land and sea once 
provided everything for people. Today, a mix 
of market and traditional food is common for 
most people, but traditional food remains an 
important source of many nutrients. 

From many studies it is found that on 
days when people ate both traditional and 
market foods, their diets were better than 
when they ate only market food. 

When traditional foods were included in 
the diet, benefits were: 

 Less calories- helpful for weight 
control 

 Less saturated fat- better for the heart 

 More lean meats and fish 

 More iron- better for muscles and 
blood 

 More zinc- better for wound healing 
and fighting infection 

 More Vitamin A- better for vision and 
fighting disease 

 More calcium- better for strong bones 
and teeth 

 Strengthened cultural capacity and 
well-being 
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