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Abstract

Nyame  Swtom-Gvnam was a  customary
generational practice  historically remembered
among the Galos of Arunachal Pradesh. According
to oral accounts collected for this study, it concerned
socially recognised intimate relationships among
people Dbelonging to the same swtom, or
genealogical generation. In Galo understanding,
swtom does not simply mean people of the same
age; people of different ages may belong to the same
genealogical line or generation. Gvnam refers to a
discreet or hidden visit to a person of the relevant
swtom for such a relationship. This study documents
the meaning, structure and remembered social
functions of Nyame Swtom-Gvnam through
qualitative fieldwork. The study is based on semi-
structured interviews and formal conversations with
approximately twenty knowledgeable respondents
supplemented by informal conversations of more
than 40 community members from the Rusi Kesi
area of West Siang district, Arunachal Pradesh.
Respondents described the practice as historically
recognised within the customary social order and
linked it with reciprocity, agricultural cooperation,
emotional support, household continuity and, in
some accounts, lineage continuity. At the same time,
the practice was described as being governed by a
clear generational boundary: relationships outside
one's recognised swtom were regarded as taboo. The
study also records changing perceptions of the
practice in the context of education, Christianity,
health concerns, changing moral values and wider
social transformation. The paper presents Nyame
Swtom-Gvnam primarily as an element of Galo
customary knowledge and historical social
organisation rather than as a practice to be revived.
By documenting community memories of the
institution, it contributes to the study of indigenous
kinship, customary institutions and social change in
Northeast India.
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I.  Introduction

The Galos are an indigenous community of
Arunachal Pradesh whose social life has historically
been organised through customary rules relating to
kinship,  marriage, inheritance, = community
cooperation and other aspects of social life. These
institutions have helped define relationships
between households and generations and have
provided culturally specific ways of regulating
social obligations. Anthropological work on kinship
has similarly shown that kinship systems cannot be
understood only through biological relationships;
they may also organise reciprocity, obligation,
cooperation and social identity (Fortes, 1969; Karve,
1965; Lévi-Strauss, 1969).

Within this wider context, the present study
documents Nyame Swtom-Gvnam, a customary
generational practice remembered by elderly and
knowledgeable Galo respondents. The term is
understood locally through three components.
Nyame refers broadly to women who have married
into the family network, including daughters-in-law;
swtom refers to persons who occupy the same
genealogical generation or line, and does not
necessarily mean persons of the same age; and
Gvnam refers to a discreet or hidden visit to a
relevant swtom for a relationship. Taken together,
Nyame Swtom-Gvnam describes a culturally
recognised form of relationship within a defined
generational boundary.

The  practice is important  for
documentation because the meaning of generation in
Galo society differs from a simple age-based
understanding. Respondents explained that people
of different ages may still be regarded as belonging
to the same swtom when they occupy corresponding
positions in genealogy. Thus, the boundary
governing the practice was genealogical rather than
simply chronological. Relationships outside the
recognised swtom were remembered as taboo and as
a violation of customary norms.

Existing scholarship provides important
background for understanding Galo society and
indigenous social change. Earlier works on
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Northeast India examined tribal society, customary
life and processes of social transformation (Elwin,
1959; Firer-Haimendorf, 1982; Mibang, 1994).
More recent scholarship has addressed Galo
genealogy,  marriage-related  practices  and
indigenous cultural knowledge. Joram and Singh
(2025), for example, examine Galo genealogical
relationships through the community's naming
system, while Bogo et al. (2026) discuss marriage
taboos and women's well-being among the Galo.
Kaye and Nayak (2026) examine cultural memory
and jhum cultivation among the Galo. These studies
help establish the broader social and cultural context
in which the present study is situated.

However, based on the literature reviewed
for this paper, Nyame Swtom-Gvnam itself appears
to have received limited attention in published
scholarship. The present study therefore does not
claim that no earlier account exists; rather, it seeks
to add a documented oral account of a practice that
respondents remember as part of earlier Galo social
life. The study focuses on the meaning of the terms,
the generational structure of the practice, its
remembered social functions and the changes that
have contributed to its decline.

The objective is  descriptive and
exploratory. The paper seeks to preserve community
knowledge while placing that knowledge within
wider discussions of kinship, reciprocity and
customary institutions. It does not argue that the
practice should continue or be revived. Instead, it
treats the practice as part of the historical social
experience of the community and asks what its
remembered structure can tell us about Galo ideas of
generation, relationship, obligation and social order.

II.  Literature Review

Kinship has been a central concern of
anthropology because it provides a framework for
organising relationships, obligations, inheritance
and social identity. Karve (1965) demonstrated the
diversity of kinship organisation in India, while
Fortes (1969) examined kinship as a basis of social
order and obligation. Lévi-Strauss (1969)
emphasised the importance of kinship rules in
structuring social relations, including rules
concerning marriage and exchange. These
approaches are useful for the present study because
Nyame Swtom-Gvnam was not described by
respondents as an unrestricted relationship. It was
associated with a culturally defined category of
persons linked through swtom.

Schneider ~ (1984)  later  questioned
approaches that treat kinship as a universal system
based primarily on biological assumptions. His

emphasis on culturally specific meanings is
particularly relevant here. The Galo concept of
swtom, as explained by respondents, is a
genealogical category and cannot be reduced to age.
Understanding the practice therefore requires
attention to the meanings given to generation within
Galo society rather than imposing an outside age-
based definition.

The idea of reciprocity is also relevant.
Mauss (1990) showed that exchange can create
durable social relationships and obligations rather
than being limited to the transfer of material objects.
In the present field accounts, respondents connected
Nyame Swtom-Gvnam with assistance, cooperation,
emotional support and other forms of mutual
obligation. These accounts do not mean that the
intimate relationship itself can be reduced to an
exchange; rather, they suggest that the practice was
remembered within a wider network of reciprocal
relationships.

Studies of Northeast India have also
documented processes of cultural change. Elwin
(1959) provided an important historical account of
the region, while Fiirer-Haimendorf (1982)
examined the social and economic life of tribal
communities and the pressures affecting them.
Mibang (1994) specifically examined social change
among the Minyongs of Arunachal Pradesh.
Srinivas (1962), although concerned with wider
Indian social change, is also useful for thinking
about how customary institutions change in
response to education, new institutions and wider
social interaction.

Recent Galo scholarship provides more
specific background. Joram and Singh (2025)
demonstrate the continuing importance of genealogy
and naming patterns in analysing Galo kinship.
Bogo et al. (2026) show how marriage-related
beliefs and practices remain important to
understanding Galo social life and women's
experiences. Kaye and Nayak (2026) demonstrate
the value of oral traditions and cultural memory for
documenting Galo relationships with cultivation and
the environment. Together, these works support the
importance of examining Galo institutions in their
own cultural context.

The present study adds to this literature by
focusing on a practice remembered through oral
accounts and by documenting the indigenous
vocabulary through which respondents explain it.
The study is therefore primarily descriptive rather
than comparative. Its contribution lies in recording a
form of social relationship and generational
regulation that, according to respondents, has
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become much less visible in contemporary Galo
society.
III. Methodology

The study uses a qualitative, interpretive
design because the practice is now largely
remembered through oral narratives and community
knowledge. Qualitative methods are appropriate for
examining meanings and interpretations that cannot
be adequately represented numerically (Creswell,
2014).

Fieldwork was  conducted between
September 2025 and January 2026 in the Rusi Kesi
area of West Siang district, Arunachal Pradesh. The
study is geographically limited to this field site.
Respondents, however, consistently described
Nyame Swtom-Gvnam as a practice that had
historically been recognised more broadly within
Galo society. This broader claim is treated in the
paper as a community account rather than as a
statistically ~established finding for all Galo
settlements.

Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with 20 knowledgeable
participants  selected through purposive and
snowball sampling, supplemented by informal
conversations with additional community members.
In total, more than 40 community members
contributed information to the study. These
conversations provided additional contextual
information and helped identify recurring and
convergent accounts concerning Nyame Swtom-
Gvnam, its customary context, and its social
functions. The interview participants were
approximately 45 to over 80 years old and included
men and women familiar with the practice through
personal experience, family histories, oral traditions
and community knowledge. Interviews were
conducted in Galo and Hindi and subsequently
translated into English while attempting to preserve
the meanings of the original accounts.

The material was analysed thematically.
Repeated themes were identified in relation to the
meaning of Nyame, swtom and Gvnam; the
generational boundaries of the practice; reciprocity
and mutual assistance; agriculture and household
relations; emotional experiences; lineage continuity;
and changing perceptions. The analysis treats
respondents' statements as oral accounts of
customary practice. Where a statement concerns a
remembered event or experience, it is presented as a
respondent account rather than as a universally
applicable rule.

Because the topic is sensitive, informed verbal
consent was obtained before interviews.
Respondents were informed of the academic

purpose of the study, and anonymity has been
maintained wherever requested. Personal names and
identifying details are not included. The study
documents a historical customary practice and does
not promote or endorse the practice.

IV.  Meaning and Structure of Nyame
Swtom-Gvnam

Respondents explained that Nyame broadly
refers to women who are married into the family
network, including daughters-in-law. Swtom refers
to persons who belong to the same genealogical
generation or line. Importantly, respondents stressed
that swtom is not equivalent to age. Two persons
may differ considerably in age and still belong to the
same swtom if their positions correspond within the
genealogy. This distinction is central to
understanding the practice.

Gvnam was explained as a secret, discreet
or hidden visit to a relevant swtom for a
relationship. Respondents recalled that such visits
could take place privately and without the
knowledge of others. The term therefore describes
the manner of visiting as well as the relationship for
which the visit was made. The fact that the visit was
discreet should not automatically be interpreted as
proof that the relationship itself was considered
illegitimate. Respondents' accounts suggest instead
that privacy was part of how the relationship was
practised.

Taken together, Nyame Swtom-Gvnam
refers to a customary form of relationship associated
with persons belonging to the same recognised
swtom. Respondents described men of a particular
swtom as being able to have relationships with
women who were connected to men of that same
generational line, including brothers' wives. The
practice was therefore structured by a genealogical
principle rather than by age alone.

The same generational boundary also
imposed a prohibition. Respondents repeatedly
stated that relationships outside one's own swtom
were taboo. In this sense, the practice did not
represent unrestricted sexual or intimate behaviour.
It operated inside a customary framework that
defined who was considered an appropriate
generational partner and who was outside the
permitted category. Crossing the generational
boundary was remembered as a violation of social
norms.

The term institution is used in this paper in
the sociological sense of an established customary
pattern of behaviour recognised and regulated by a
community. It does not imply that Nyame Swtom-
Gvnam was a formal organisation with written rules.
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Its rules were customary, transmitted through social
knowledge, genealogy and community practice.
V. Reciprocity and Social Functions

Respondents connected Nyame Swtom-
Gvnam with reciprocity and mutual support. They
did not describe it only as a private intimate
relationship. Rather, they located it within a wider
network of people belonging to the same swtom and
recalled relationships involving assistance, trust and
social obligation. These accounts are consistent with
the broader anthropological understanding that
kinship can organise cooperation and reciprocal
obligations as well as descent and marriage (Fortes,
1969; Mauss, 1990).

Agricultural cooperation was repeatedly
mentioned in the interviews. Traditional Galo
livelihoods depended heavily on collective labour.
Respondents recalled members of the same swtom
assisting one another in clearing land, fencing,
sowing, harvesting, transporting crops, house
construction, hunting and other demanding
activities. One elderly respondent expressed this
simply: “In those days, farming was not possible
without helping one another.” The statement
illustrates the importance of mutual assistance in the
remembered social environment. The interviews
suggest that relationships associated with swtom
were embedded in this wider culture of cooperation.

Respondents also discussed the economic
circumstances surrounding marriage. They recalled
that bridewealth, including mithun (Bos frontalis),
could make marriage demanding for families with
several sons. Some elderly respondents explained
that unmarried men could participate in
relationships ~ within  the recognised swtom
framework rather than having intimacy understood
only through marriage. They also stressed that the
practice was not limited to unmarried people.
According to these accounts, participation could
continue after marriage and was governed
principally by genealogical generation rather than
by marital status alone.

Some respondents also associated the
practice with household continuity and lineage
reproduction. They recalled situations involving
widowhood, childlessness or the absence of male
heirs in which relationships within the recognised
generational framework could contribute to family
continuity. Several respondents remembered cases
in which widows without children bore children
through such relationships and the children were
socially incorporated into the deceased husband's
lineage. Because these accounts are retrospective
oral narratives, they should be understood as

remembered community explanations rather than as
a universal rule applicable to every case.

Taken together, the field accounts suggest
that Nyame Swtom-Gvnam was embedded in a
broader customary system involving kinship,
reciprocity, labour cooperation and household
responsibilities. Its remembered social significance
therefore cannot be reduced to intimacy alone. At
the same time, these wider functions should not be
interpreted as proving that every relationship under
the practice served all of these functions. They are
recurring themes in respondents' accounts.

VI. Emotional Relations and Social
Experiences

Respondents also recalled emotional
dimensions of the practice. Because relationships
could continue over time, affection, trust and
emotional attachment could develop between
participants. Some respondents described acts of
care such as sharing food, helping during
agricultural work, giving gifts and offering
assistance during illness or hardship. These
examples indicate that the social meaning of the
relationships could extend beyond the intimate
encounter itself.

One respondent narrated that a man gave a
blanket to a woman of his swtom for whom he had
developed deep affection. According to the account,
the woman preserved the blanket throughout her life
as a reminder of the relationship. The story
illustrates how personal memories could become
attached to objects and acts of care. It also shows
that customary relationships could be experienced
emotionally, even when they were structured by
wider social rules.

Respondents did not describe every
emotional experience as harmonious. Some recalled
jealousy or stronger attachment to one particular
person within the swtom network. Such accounts
indicate that a customary framework did not remove
individual emotions. Instead, personal feelings
existed alongside the rules that organised the
relationship. These experiences are important for
understanding the lived dimension of the institution
and provide a basis for deeper analysis of gender,
agency and emotion in future research.

VII. Community Norms and Changing
Perceptions
The interviews consistently presented
Nyame Swtom-Gvnam as a regulated customary
practice. The central rule concerned swtom: the
relationship was considered permissible within the
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relevant genealogical generation, while relationships
beyond that boundary were regarded as taboo. This
distinction is important because it shows that the
practice was not remembered as an absence of moral
rules. Rather, it had its own boundaries and
expectations.

Respondents also described the practice as
existing alongside marriage, inheritance and
household arrangements. In their accounts, children
born through relationships recognised within the
customary framework could be accepted within the
household and lineage. Such accounts suggest that
the practice was historically integrated into a wider
social order rather than treated simply as an isolated
personal behaviour.

Respondents associated the decline of the
practice with wider social transformation. They
mentioned the spread of formal education,
Christianity, health concerns, changing moral values
and increasing interaction with wider society. These
explanations are consistent with the broader
literature on social change in Arunachal Pradesh,
but in this study they are specifically presented as
respondents' explanations for changing perceptions
of Nyame Swtom-Gvnam (Mibang, 1994; Fiirer-
Haimendorf, 1982).

According to respondents, the practice has

declined considerably and younger people generally
view it less favourably than earlier generations.
Some respondents nevertheless believed that
elements of the older pattern continue to survive in
limited settings. These claims require further
research across different Galo areas before any
general conclusion about contemporary persistence
can be made.
For respondents, documenting the practice was
important primarily because it forms part of
community history and customary knowledge.
Recording it does not mean recommending its
continuation.  Instead, documentation allows
researchers and younger generations to understand
how social relationships were organised in an earlier
period and how those arrangements changed over
time.

VIII. Limitations of the Study

The study has several limitations. First, the
empirical material was collected from the Rusi Kesi
area of West Siang district and cannot by itself
represent all Galo communities. Second, the practice
is less commonly observed today, so much of the
evidence is based on oral narratives, memory and
retrospective accounts. Such accounts may contain
differences in interpretation between respondents
and may also reflect later changes in moral

judgement. Third, the study is qualitative and
descriptive and therefore does not permit statistical
generalisation. Fourth, because of the sensitivity of
the subject, some respondents may have been
reluctant to discuss particular experiences in detail.
Future research should compare accounts from
different Galo areas and examine how younger
generations understand the terms Nyame, swtom
and Gvnam.

IX.  Conclusion

This study has documented Nyame Swtom-
Gvnam as a customary generational practice
remembered among the Galos of Arunachal
Pradesh. The field accounts show that its central
principle was swtom, understood as a genealogical
generation rather than simply an age group. Gvnam
referred to a discreet or hidden visit for a
relationship, while Nyame referred broadly to
women married into the family network. The
practice was therefore structured through culturally
specific ideas of generation and relationship.

The study also shows that respondents
remembered Nyame Swtom-Gvnam as part of a
wider social order involving reciprocity, agricultural
cooperation, mutual assistance, emotional support
and, in some accounts, household and lineage
continuity. At the same time, it had clear
restrictions. Relationships outside the recognised
swtom were considered taboo, demonstrating that
the practice operated within customary boundaries
rather than allowing unrestricted relationships.

The institution has declined substantially as
Galo society has experienced changes associated,
according to respondents, with education,
Christianity, health concerns, changing moral values
and wider social interaction. Its decline illustrates
how customary institutions can change when the
social environment in which they were embedded
also changes. The present study therefore treats
Nyame Swtom-Gvnam as historical and indigenous
social knowledge that deserves documentation, not
as a practice requiring revival.

By recording community memories of
Nyame Swtom-Gvnam, the study contributes to the
documentation of Galo customary institutions and to
wider discussions of kinship, reciprocity and social
change in Northeast India. More detailed research
can build on this descriptive account by examining
gender relations, consent and refusal, emotional
experiences, changing meanings and differences
between generations and localities.

DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.22707682

| Impact Factor value 7.52 | ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal

Page 62



Volume 6, Issue 5, Sep. — Oct., 2026, pp: 58-63 ISSN: 3048-6874
www.ijhssm.org

(‘ International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM)

References

[1]. Bogo, J., Kumar, A., & John, S. S. (2026).
Marriage taboos and women's well-being
among the Galo tribe of Arunachal Pradesh.
Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology,
22(1), 275-281.

[2].  Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design:
Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
approaches (4th ed.). SAGE Publications.

[3]. Elwin, V. (1959). India's North-East Frontier
in the nineteen fifties. Oxford University
Press.

[4]. Fortes, M. (1969). Kinship and the social
order: The legacy of Lewis Henry Morgan.
Routledge & Kegan Paul.

[5]. Fiirer-Haimendorf, C. von. (1982). Tribes of
India: The struggle for survival. University of
California Press.

[6]. Joram, A. & Singh, K. R. (2025).
Representation and analysis of kinship, based
on the naming pattern. Journal of Family
History, 50(1), 3-15.
https://doi.org/10.1177/03631990241269833

[7]. Karve, 1. (1965). Kinship organization in
India (2nd rev. ed.). Asia Publishing House.

[8]. Kaye, R., & Nayak, P. K. (2026). Myth,
memory, and cultivation: The story of Jhum
among the Galo tribe of Arunachal Pradesh.
ShodhPatra: International Journal of Science

and Humanities, 3(3).
https://doi.org/10.70558/SPIJSH.2026.v3.i3.4
5594

[9]. Lévi-Strauss, C. (1969). The elementary
structures of kinship (J. H. Bell, J. R. von
Sturmer, & R. Needham, Trans.). Beacon
Press. (Original work published 1949).

[10]. Mauss, M. (1990). The gift: The form and
reason for exchange in archaic societies (W.
D. Halls, Trans.). W. W. Norton & Company.
(Original work published 1925).

[11]. Mibang, T. (1994). Social change in
Arunachal Pradesh: The Minyongs, 1947-
1981. Omsons Publication.

[12]. Schneider, D. M. (1984). A critique of the
study of kinship. University of Michigan
Press.

[13]. Srinivas, M. N. (1962). Caste in modern India
and other essays. Asia Publishing House.

DOI: 10.5281/zen0do0.22707682 | Impact Factor value 7.52 | ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal Page 63



