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[aso Mune and Lepchas’ Fight for Survival
A Political Interpretation of Lepcha Movement

in the Darjecling District of West Bengal
Abhsihek Chakravorty & Dr. Arpita Raj

The origin of Lepchas is shrouded with mystery. Scholars are
divided in the topic of their birthplace and the migration they
had to reach Sikkim and the northern portion of West Bengal.
Some believe that the Lepchas are of Tibeto-Burmese origin
with a Chinese connection. During the early 13" century, they
migrated from their ancestral places and settled down in North
Sikkim first and then came to occupy the hilly region of
Darjeeling district. Known as the ‘children of the snowy peaks’,
the Lepchas generally follow the ‘Bon’ ethno-religious belief.
_Their indigeneity has labelled them as worshippers of natural
elements—the mountains, the rivers, the trees, the birds and
various other elements of nature. Their approach towards life
is more biocentric than anthropocentric. Though, later the
Lepchas came into contact with Buddhism and Christianity, still
majority of them try to remain true to their ancestral religious
ideologies. Generally, the Lepchas believe that their creator
Itbu-moo has created them from the snows of Mount
Kangchenjunga and has given them the lower hilly regions to
live and prosper. To the Lepchas, the place is known as ‘Mayal
Lyang’ or “‘the land of Paradise’. They believe that they live
in “‘Mayal Lyang’ with divine beings- both good and evil. The
good and benevolent beings are known as ‘rum’ and the evil
~and malevolent beings are known as ‘mun’. This co-existence
is the main base of Lepcha mythology. This mythological
structure of their indigenous culture has been preserved in their
- different folk narratives and other cultural artifacts. ~
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The Myth of Laso Mung: The Lepcl
traditions “wh.ich reflect lhcirAsoci()~clﬁlt)t?r:;'llsb}]\iwc Byt ol lectiofkoh 06
and descriptions of rituals. The word | 9|1cfs through various folk tales
denote the myths associated with the i m‘}%lcn sung’ is gencrally used to
«radition” and ‘sung’ means ‘narrative’ gpc‘t'a origin story. ‘Lungten’ means
of ‘lungten sung’ can be understood ﬁ-Onrl t: l‘e (Ecntlcy? 100). The concept
as a structure to sustain their indige;lous t : point of view of the Lepchas,
them movable towards the future. Th MBS hilmisdins flexRas
connected with the 01‘igin story of l"he Lee lcrgth COf L?SO Mung is deeply
‘1o change appearance’ and ‘mung’ meanI; ‘da:' LZ’lSO can be translated to
Mung is a demon, an outcast who threatenedrrignd‘ In Lepcha myth, Loo¢
of existence. estroy the Lepchas ouf
The myth of Laso Mun has b : L
o ages while keeping thg s fg:)ldcecl)lglrlirgeicrll ::lt?nkt)}?l variations thr'ougfh
dealing with the story of Laso Mung popular.in thelslfaper,l'We Wlu'be
especially in Kalimpong. The story begins with the cre:tr'Jee of ﬁlsmm’
Lepcha man and woman by the divine creator Itbu-moo-Fe:((i)?os ht ¥ ﬁrsé
Nazongnyu (Bentley, 103). Both of them were created as brotherg;nglfisii;r
Itbu-moo forbade them to indulge in any sexual activities. But, they violateé
that doctrine and Nazongnyu got pregnant, eventually, for ,several times
giving birth. But, as those babies were unwanted, they were thrown away
by the couple only to hide their sin from Itbu-moo. According to Lepcha
scholars, the numbers of children thrown away Were seven. But, ironically,
those children were not dead. In Lepcha myth, those abandoned children
‘pecame the ‘mun’ or ‘mung’ or ‘demons’. Generally the demons dwell in the
jungles, lone mountain paths and other desolate places t0 avoid the contact
of the Lepchas out of sheer hatred. But occasionally they try to inflict harm
on them to satisfy their thirst for revenge for being abandoned by the ancient
mother and father of the Lepchas. According to myth, Laso Mung was the
eldest of those seven demonic children and he vowed to take revenge on
the Lepchas (Doma, 11). It has been stated in the legends that Laso Mung
could took the forms of several animals and birds and using that power he

: started killing the Lepchas without any mercy. Ahbong chyokung sung, 2
Lepcha book, contains all the details of the tyrannical deeds of Laso Mung

‘(Bentley, 105). Being unable to stop the aggression 0
help. The Lepcha my

Lepchas went to pray to Itbu-moo for vid
regarding the story of the hero who fought against the demon lord. Majonty
and Darjeeling believe that

f the Lepchas from Sikkim (except North Sikkim)
i d by the divine creator, ltbu debu rum

1t was Jor bongthing who Was sen _ .
ol B*moo, to protect them. Jor bongthing i generally depicted as a demi-
figure who has the power to expel any demont presence from the
ent. This same attribute has also been given O another deity higure
 thing. The mythical figure of Tamsang ! regarded as the

f the demon king, the
th is divided

hing 18
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mane®®" T, . :'1:;0:1 the Lepehas from Laso Mung in the northeg .O-n'. .
0ic !lgm\/ “]]? "n‘lrlhii;l““" of Kalimpong (Bentley, 107). He is algq rcg"r(‘ion
M‘Slkk"-n.fm('l'll“l';]qp;cinlisl for the Lepehas, The story goes op that(aftid
as (h.c m‘,s-iﬂ: 1“"; deni~gﬂ(L both directly and indirectly, Laso Mung cscﬂpe(j
ilghﬁtmyz_l \]\’lkunn a mountain in Mayal lyang. There he took refuge in the
t\‘w‘ \1\ n\:_h_ kl‘l;i;- In the legends, the Sangli kung (a type of sago palm tree)
l(::: 1?::? mcnti;mcd as the final inhabitant (;f‘tch d'(l:l?mn'ki.ng before hig
supposed death. The tree Was cul d.o»'vn by'llc |.CPL t1;1dwamors and Lagg
Mung was finally defeated after a vicious bdtllg. hs’ o‘ y was chopped o
piccc;* and turned to ashes so that hg could nqt rcsrmrect (Doma,.20), The
continuous battle with the demon king and his 40fcat mark an important
phase in Lepcha origin story. The whole story gives the Lepchas a senge
of reawakening from a dark period. The long war taught t}.lem about animals,
birds. trees, the usage of medicinal plants and other things necessary for
survival. Even they learned to count time also. The day Laso Mung was
defeated is kown as the last day, Marlavo, of the last month of the Lepcha
twelve month calender. The next day, in Lepcha folk narratives, is known
as Namsoong or Nambun, the first day of the first month of the Lepcha new

het

year (Doma, 21).
Laso Mung and Lepcha’s fight for socio-cultural existence in Darjeeling

District :
The Laso Mung myth of the Lepchas represents their fight for
survival against the threat of annihilation posed by the demon king. These
efforts of the Lepchas to exist can be analysed from socio-political perspec-
tive. The northern part of Sikkim and the Datjeeling district of West Bengal
are known as the primary habitants of the Lepchas. These lands are known
as, as stated earlier, ‘Mayel Lyang’ or ‘Delightful Region’ or ‘Land of Hidden
Paradise’ (Das & Pal, 1). If we try to assess the history of the Lepchas, we
will locate their struggles against various socio-political threats within their
own lands. Lepchas of Darjeeling district are constantly facing the aggressive
Po]itical oppression by the Gorkhas and Nepalis. Because of the majority
in numbers, the Gorkhas and the Nepalis are getting the political superiority
in t"he district. As a result, the Lepchas are lacking the foothold to maintain
their cultural integrity. The issue of ‘Gorkhaland’ has impacted the Lepcha
indigenous development a great deal. The Gorkha National Liberation Front
pas be'cn a ma:ssiYe obstacle for the Lepchas to gain any political ground
:2 g?f:;;nﬁ dlslnct.ﬂ’fh’c; chauvmlsm' of the Gorkhas can be parallelly seen
and their landsu n’lg‘hr:i)r/ cff hte td Cr:i]o.n klng stands for the doom 0.f.tllc Lepehas
to challenge th(; oliticallOr o fe f;cal h."n PAnbe §auti a8 3 political struggle
are four Lepcha poliical cssoeil (orkhas and the Nepalis, Generally, ther
the Indigenous chc}ha Forum l(z}Ii(I)?ns llghtmg far the Lepcha {nc!lgcncﬂ}”‘”
the Indigenous Lepcha Tribal A ), ‘he Lepcha Youth Association (L)’A)’

ssoclation (ILTA) and the Lepcha Rights
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Movement (LRM) (Das & Pal - -
. stability the Le schas are f: iy 4). Their major c : e
i l. are facing in the Darjeeli oncern is the political
The Lepchas believe that the people arjecling district of West Bengal
untouchables and that is the mainprc, 9f Bengal still consider them as-;
understand.thcir plights. This iséuc 01?:‘;3" f;)]r {hﬁ lqck of any effort to
pecome an integral part of Bengal culture Tol}c ability is scparating them to
both as a community and a cultural bédo lgprovc their c-hance of survival,
forwarded some necessary demands- a se y, Lepcha organizations have put
cil, preservation and application of Lepchapf‘;r?tz z{ﬁr{cha Devclopment Coun-
and reservation of seats for the Lépohins ing thgc én the academic structure
parliament (Ghosh, 2010). The Lepcha Right I\?I tate Assembly and the
- emorandum to e District Magist ights gvement has also given a
for the sake of the protection f e ‘rate of Darjecling on 18th Augush 2011
2 . of their lands, language and ethnic indigenous

cultural identity. On 5th February, 2013, Government of West Bengal has
approved the formation of a separate Lepcha Development Board (LDB) (Das
& Pal, 5-6). It 18 fascinating to see how the Lepchas’ political struggle is
deeply connected to their origin story, particularly in their fight against Laso
Mung. If we consider the demon king’s ability to manipulate the Lepchas
by taking the forms of several animals and birds to endanger their existence,
it can be interpreted as the false consciousness promoted by the main stream
cultures. False consciousness 18 2 tool for manipulating the ideas of the
oppressed class by using various modes of social artifacts (Nayar, 181). Even
when we are talking about their protagonists in their battle against the demon,
Jor Bongthing and Ta ing, they can be seen as the carriers, of their
i e their linguisti and

¢ tale of Laso Mung symbolically states the survival

of the Lepchas against all odds to upheld their cultural mdlgiﬁfﬁ% f; i;x;

be seen as a motto statement for them to gain socio-pohtxcal st

cultural-politico milieu of West Bengal.

cultural freedom. Th

he attempts of the
as a double edged
his parents. He

Cohclusion - :
g . tively S mbolizes !
Though the Laso'Mung myth activety 1 be viewed

outcast by '
ovenge against

Lepchas to secure S0¢1€
sword also. Laso Mung hims . behind his T
became - touchable That became the mottvo behlm, Lepcha themselves
became an un il b notcd that, pcrhaps, the Jq'k i .
It can be - that poliucal and cultural
identity

 the Lepcha community: oy
: , eir f€ . A

dea, through 1-h‘ A eventually: dissolve the !
e | which can

“have been securing the !

antagonism can lead to alien 1o can be int as (00 i

ofancommumty Thus, Las . b ‘vine pzu‘cnlb:; a 1‘~

o of the crim Commfl‘“;:l [ g over gomething evil
4 Or 0 -

e thc Lepchas ‘ t
- same time it can glorify the Vi
g ous unity-

: denotmg their indigen

@ Scanned with OKEN Scanner



gfe-REs | TEE oy ||

EEEEEE DS E .
-
-
=
n
=

wobr gﬁ?ﬂ I“ el e

-
--------------

Referrences

. Bentley, J. Laso Mung Sung: Lepcha Oral Tradition as a Re

Culture. Bulletin of Tibetology. University of Cambridge.
Das, K. & Pal, A. The Lepchas in Darjeeling and the Demand for 5 g
Development Board. University of North Bengal. Vol. 6. 2021
3. Doma, Y. Legends of the Lepchas: Folk Tales from Sikkim. Trz;mqu )
Coar:

Chennai. 2018.
Ghosh, N. The Forgotten People Lepchas Demand Justice, 2013

Nayar, P. K. Contemporary Literary and Cultural Theory: From gt
alism to Ecoriticism. Pearson. 2009 fuctur.

ﬂeXiOH of

2
CParate

G Scanned with OKEN Scanner



