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Abstract: Since the dawn of human civilisation, agriculture has stood at the centre of survival,
culture and collective memory. The rhythms of sowing and harvesting have shaped not only
economies but also belief systems, social bonds and ritual calendars across the world. From
Magh Bihu in Assam to Lohri in Punjab, from Makar Sankranti across large parts of India to
Pongal in Tamil Nadu, mid-January festivals mark the completion of harvest and express
gratitude for nature’s bounty. These celebrations, though diverse in form, share a common
essence: they honour the intimate relationship between humans, land and seasons. In the
northeastern region of India, particularly in Assam and parts of Arunachal Pradesh, this
agricultural rhythm finds a distinct and deeply meaningful expression in the festival of Ali Aye
Ligang, a springtime celebration that signals not the end, but the beginning of the agricultural
cycle. Unlike post-harvest festivals centred on abundance, Ali Aye Ligang is about hope,
preparation and faith in the future, reflecting a worldview in which a good beginning is believed
to determine the prosperity of the entire year.
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Ali Aye Ligang is the most important pre-harvest festival of the Mising community, one of the
largest indigenous groups of Assam and an integral part of the greater Tani cultural family
spread across Northeast India and parts of Tibet. Traditionally associated with agriculture,
especially wet rice cultivation, the Misings have for centuries structured their social and ritual
life around the agricultural calendar. Ali Aye Ligang is celebrated annually during the second
week of February, specifically on the first Wednesday of the month of Ginmur Polo, which
corresponds to February—March. The timing of the festival coincides with the arrival of spring,
when the earth is considered fertile and receptive to seeds. The very name of the festival
encapsulates this agricultural philosophy. The word Ali refers to the root or seed, Aye signifies
fruit, and Ligang denotes the act of sowing or beginning. Together, Ali Aye Ligang symbolises
the sacred moment when seeds meet soil, when human labour aligns with natural forces, and
when the community collectively invokes divine blessings for growth, fertility and abundance.
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The festival traditionally lasts for five days, each marked by rituals, taboos and communal
activities that reinforce harmony between humans, nature and the spiritual world.

At its core, Ali Aye Ligang is not merely a cultural celebration but a ritual affirmation of the
Mising belief system, which is deeply rooted in animism and, for many, Donyi-Poloism. This
indigenous faith venerates the Sun, Donyi, and the Moon, Polo, as supreme deities who oversee
the moral and natural order of the universe. Alongside these celestial forces, ancestral spirits and
nature deities play an equally vital role in everyday life. Agriculture, therefore, is never seen as a
purely economic activity; it is a moral and spiritual undertaking that demands respect for the
earth and restraint in human actions. During Ali Aye Ligang, strict taboos are observed to ensure
that the fragile balance between nature and society is not disturbed. Activities such as cutting
trees, fishing, burning jungles, excessive ploughing or disturbing the soil unnecessarily are
prohibited during specific days of the festival. These restrictions reflect an indigenous ecological
ethic that recognises the vulnerability of nature during the early stages of crop growth. A popular
local belief holds that any violation of these taboos can result in unhealthy crops, poor yield or
natural calamities, reinforcing collective responsibility towards the land.

The festival begins with the performance of Gumrag Puja, a ritual offering conducted to seek
blessings from deities and ancestors for a successful agricultural season. This ritual is usually
performed by the head of the family or by a respected elder, sometimes under the guidance of a
traditional priest. In a symbolic act that carries profound meaning, a small quantity of paddy
seeds is ceremonially sown on a selected patch of land, marking the formal beginning of the
sowing season. This act is not about productivity but about intention. It represents the
community’s trust in nature and divine forces, as well as their commitment to labour and
patience. In some villages, ploughing is also ritually initiated, further reinforcing the idea that
spring is a sacred threshold between dormancy and growth. Prayers are offered not only to the
Almighty but also to ancestors, whose blessings are believed to ensure fertility of the land and
well-being of the people. Through these rituals, the Misings reaffirm their belief that agriculture
is a shared endeavour between the living, the departed and the natural world.

Feasting forms an essential component of Ali Aye Ligang, transforming ritual solemnity into
collective joy. Food prepared during the festival is deeply symbolic and reflects the agrarian
identity of the community. One of the most distinctive dishes is purang apin, a preparation of
boiled sticky rice wrapped in torapat leaves, made exclusively during festivals and special
occasions. This dish symbolises unity and sharing, as it is often distributed among relatives and
neighbours. Alongside this, poro apong, a traditional rice beer, is served as a ceremonial drink,
reinforcing social bonds and hospitality. Dried fish and pork are indispensable elements of the
festive meal, reflecting the traditional subsistence economy of the Misings, which combines
agriculture with fishing and animal husbandry. The communal feast is not merely about
consumption; it is an expression of abundance, gratitude and collective identity, where social
hierarchies dissolve and everyone partakes in the same food, reinforcing the egalitarian nature of
Mising society.
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Music and song give Ali Aye Ligang its emotional depth and narrative richness. The festival’s
musical tradition employs instruments such as the dhul, taal, sifung or flute, cymbals, gong and
gungang or gagana, each contributing to a vibrant soundscape that resonates across villages. The
songs performed during Ali Aye Ligang are not confined to youthful celebration alone; they
encompass a wide range of themes that reflect the totality of human experience. These include
the struggles of daily life, love and longing, joy and sorrow, birth and death, and the intimate
relationship between humans and nature. Through these songs, the Misings articulate their
collective memory, values and aspirations. Oral transmission ensures that each generation learns
not only melodies but also moral lessons embedded in lyrics. The music thus becomes a living
archive of the community’s history and worldview, preserving identity in a rapidly changing
world.

Dance occupies a central place in the celebration, with Gumrag being the most prominent dance
form associated with Ali Aye Ligang. Performed primarily by young men and women, the
Gumrag dance is characterised by rapid footwork, rhythmic movements and expressive gestures
of the hands, all synchronised with the beats of traditional instruments. The dance traditionally
begins from the easternmost house of the village, symbolising the direction of the rising sun and
the beginning of life, and gradually moves through courtyards towards the fields and river.
Dancers encircle the courtyards of villagers’ houses, transforming private spaces into shared
cultural arenas. This movement through the village landscape symbolises collective participation
in agricultural life and reinforces social unity. The dance is not a performance for spectators
alone; it is a communal act in which the village itself becomes a stage, and every household
becomes part of the celebration.

The visual splendour of Ali Aye Ligang is enhanced by traditional attire, which reflects both
aesthetic sensibility and cultural symbolism. Mising women wear ege-gasor, intricately woven
garments adorned with vibrant colours and traditional motifs that reflect nature, fertility and
harmony. These dresses are complemented by traditional jewellery, adding to the festive
elegance and showcasing the community’s rich handloom tradition. The act of weaving itself
holds cultural significance, as it is traditionally passed down through generations of women,
embodying skill, patience and creativity. Mising men wear Gonro Ugon, a type of dhoti, paired
with a Mibu Galuk or shirt, and complete the attire with a Dumer, a traditional scarf similar to a
gamocha. Together, these garments not only distinguish the festival visually but also reaffirm
cultural identity in an increasingly homogenised world.

Ali Aye Ligang gains deeper meaning when viewed within the broader social structure of the
Mising community. The Misings are the second-largest tribal group in Assam, with a significant
population also residing in Arunachal Pradesh. They speak the Mising language, while Assamese
serves as a secondary language for wider communication. Traditionally living in stilt houses
known as Chang Ghar, constructed from bamboo and wood to protect against floods, the Misings
have adapted their lifestyle ingeniously to the riverine environment of the Brahmaputra valley.
Their society is largely egalitarian, with no rigid caste system, and is organised around clans,
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with strict rules against marriage within the same clan. Agriculture remains the backbone of their
economy, with rice as the primary crop, alongside mustard and vegetables. In this context, Ali
Aye Ligang functions not only as a festival but also as a reaffirmation of social values, kinship
bonds and collective responsibility.

Alongside Ali Aye Ligang, the Misings celebrate another major harvest festival known as Porag,
which is a post-harvest ceremony organised once every two or three years after winter or
summer harvests. While Ali Aye Ligang focuses on beginnings and hope, Porag celebrates
completion, abundance and gratitude. In both festivals, prayers are offered to deities and
ancestors for prosperity and communal well-being, reflecting a cyclical understanding of time in
which sowing and harvesting are interconnected phases of life. Together, these festivals form the
spiritual framework of Mising agricultural life, ensuring continuity between past, present and
future.

Ali Aye Ligang faces both challenges and transformations. Modernisation, urban migration,
environmental changes and shifting livelihoods have altered the contexts in which traditional
festivals are celebrated. Many Mising families now live in towns and cities, where access to
agricultural land is limited and the communal village setting is often absent. As a result, the full
splendour of traditional celebrations is increasingly difficult to recreate. However, the spirit of
Ali Aye Ligang remains resilient. Urban Mising communities organise celebrations in
community halls, open fields and auditoriums, adapting rituals to new environments while
preserving their core meanings. Professional Gumrag dance troupes are often invited to perform,
and cultural organisations play an active role in sustaining traditions. Technology, social media
and documentation have also contributed to greater visibility and awareness of the festival,
allowing younger generations to reconnect with their roots.

Despite these changes, Ali Aye Ligang continues to serve as a powerful symbol of cultural
continuity and resilience. It reminds the Mising community of its agrarian heritage, ecological
wisdom and collective identity. As the laughter of children, the rhythm of drums and the aroma
of festive meals fill the air each spring, the festival reaffirms a timeless truth: that human life is
inseparable from the land it depends on. Like the rivers that nourish the fields of Assam, the
traditions of Ali Aye Ligang continue to flow through time, binding communities, inspiring
generations and ensuring that the seeds of culture, once sown, will continue to bear fruit for years
to come.
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