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2.0 OBJECTIVES
In unit 2, let us examine the profiles of the tribes in the state of Assam.

By the end of this unit one would be able to:

1. Understand about the many tribal communities found in Assam;

2. Understand and describe the various cultural differences existing among the various
tribal communities of Assam; and

3. Define the various interventional methods to be used for the development of the
tribal communities of Assam.

2.1 INTRODUCTION
Assam, situated along the foothills of the Himalayas, is popularly known as the ‘Land of
Blue Hills and Red Rivers’. It is also the gateway to the other North-Eastern states of
India. Assam is surrounded by Bhutan and Arunachal Pradesh in the North, Manipur,
Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh in the east, and Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram in
the south. Assam, at present is spread over an area of 78,438 sq. km.

Assam is divided into two segments: the Barak valley and the Brahmaputra Valley. The
World famous Brahmaputra river flows right through the middle of Assam and nurtures
a splendid and complex eco-system around it.

‘Assam’ in Sanskrit means, ‘peerless’ or ‘unparalleled’. It was known as Pragjyotisha
or the place of eastern astronomy during the epic period and later named as Kamrupa,
the place where the Kamadeva, ‘The Lord of Love’ in Hindu mythology, was born.
But today, the widely accepted opinion of the scholars is that the term Assam had been
culled from the original name of the Ahoms, who came to this land in 1228 A.D. and
ruled for six centuries before the British took over after the treaty of Yandaboo in 1826.

Assam has been the meeting ground for diverse ethnic groups since time immemorial,
thus giving shelter to streams of migrations of various communities with their own distinct
cultures and social milieu.

Assam’s rich art and culture is also the result of the contributions of the Austro-Asiatics,
the Negroids, the Dravidians, the Alpines, the Indo-Mongoloids, the Tibeto-Burmans
and the Aryans, who ventured into Assam through various routes. Bihu is the chief
festival and Assamese, the principal language of the state. Assam has been ungrudgingly24



blessed with unparalleled scenic grandeur, evergreen forests and exotic wild life and the
rolling tea gardens. The state has 28 districts. Dispur, near Guwahati is the capital of the
state. Assam is an agrarian state. The most commonly cultivated crop is paddy. But
people also cultivate maize, oilseeds, sugarcane, potatoes; jute etc. Tea cultivation is
another important source of income for the state. Assam also has rich mineral deposit.
Petroleum, and minerals like coal and lime stone are found in Assam.

The total population of Assam according to 2011 Census is 31205576. Of them,
3884371 persons are Scheduled Tribes (STs), constituting 12.44 per cent of the total
population of the state. The state has registered 17.46 per cent decadal growth of ST
population in 2001-2011. There are twenty nine (29) notified tribes in the state.

Population: Size & Distribution

Bodos constitute nearly half of the total Scheduled Tribe population of the state (35.05
per cent).The other major tribes, constituting more than 5% of the tribal population are
Miri(Mishings) (17.51 per cent), Mikir (Karbis) (11.08 per cent), Rabha (7.62 per
cent), Kachari(i.e. SonowalKachari) (7.1 per cent), and Lalung (Tiwa) (5.70 per cent).
Along with the Bodos they constitute around 90 per cent of the ST population of the
state. Besides them, the Dimasa constitutes 2.65 per cent and Deori 1.12 per cent of
the total ST population of the state.

The rest of the Scheduled Tribes are very small in their population size (Table1).

Sl. 
No. Names of the ST Total population Percentage of the total 

ST population 
1 Bodos(Boro) 1361735 35.05 
2 Mishings (Miri) 680424 17.51 
3 Mikir (Karbis) 430452 11.08 
4 Rabha 296189 7.62 
5 Sonowal-Kachari 253344 6.52 
6 Lalung 182663 4.70 
7 Dimasa  2.65 
8 Deori 43750 1.12 
 All Scheduled Tribes 3884371 100% 

Religion

Of the total ST population of Assam, 90.7 per cent are Hindus and 8.8 per cent
Christians. Besides these two religions, 6,267 persons are Muslims, 5,153 Budhists,
and 3,574 persons pursue various other faiths and have been categorized under “Other
Religions and Persuasions”.(Source: Office of the Registrar General, India)

2.2 THE BODOS, MISHING, KARBIS AND RABHAS
TRIBES

The Bodos belong to Indo-Mongoloid ethnic group of Tibeto-Burman language family.
Among STs, Bodos constitute nearly half of the total ST population of the state (40.9
per cent). The Bodos are considered as the earliest settlers of Assam and are a culture
loving community settled mostly along the north–west part of Assam. Kokrajhar district
of Assam is considered as the centre of the Bodos.

The tribe is divided into clans according to their traditional occupation. A clan name
25
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ends with the word ‘ari’. There are twenty three ‘aris’. They are – Basumatari, Masari,
Doimari, Narzari, Ramsari, Borogoari, Swargiari, Khaklari, Gayari, Mahilari, Ouari,
Joyoari, Ishari, Kahari, Sibiugari, Sibiziari, Babaiari, Biugbiugari, Ganjlerari, Fadangari,
Samphrari, Kherkatari, and Thaletari. The names of the clans are used as the surnames.

They are patriarchal and prefer living in a joint family. The sons living with the joint
family receive double the share of the property of the family compared to the one who
separates from the family. The eldest son assumes the charge of the family after the
death of the father.

‘Haden-goura’ and ‘Hachung-goura’ are the two important institutions of the Bodo
community. These institutions ensure the observance of the traditional practices within
the community. The common institution in the Bodo village is the village council. The
gaonburah (village headman) and the assistant ‘Halmazi’ perform the social functions
of the village.

Marriage within the same clan is prohibited. Widow re-marriage is accepted, but then
she loses the right to the property of her deceased husband. She can take the child
below one year, if she has one, with her to the new husband. A widower can remarry
the younger sister of the deceased wife but not the elder sister; likewise a widow can
remarry the younger brother of the deceased husband but not the elder.

There are six types of marriages, they are: 1) SangnanoiLainaiHaba (negotiated
marriage), 2) GorjiaLakhinaiHaba (marriage by service), 3) KharsonnaiHaba (the
bride enters the groom’s house before the settlement of the marriage), 4)
BonanoiLainaiHaba (the bride is forcefully taken), 5) DonkharLangnaiHaba
(elopement marriage) and 6) DongkhaHabnaiHaba (marriage).Among all these
sangnanoiLainaiHaba system is the most accepted form of marriage. They also had
the practice of bride–price which they called Phon or PhonThaka but gradually it is
becoming less prevalent.

If a couple wants divorce it is placed before the gathering (samaj). The act of divorce
is symbolized by tearing a betel-leaf, which is called Pathoi-laiBisinai in the
Bodolanguage. If a husband divorces his wife for inadequate reasons, he has to bear
the responsibility for her livelihood for some period of time as decided by the samaj.

Agriculture is the main source of livelihood. They cultivate Ahu and Sali paddy. They
rear the eri silk cocoons. The famous red eri cocoons are reared by the Bodos of
Kokrajhar. The men folk are expert in making cane and bamboo products.

Bodo language has no script of its own but Devnagari script is used. The
BodoSahityaSabha has contributed largely towards the development of the Bodo
literature by encouraging more publications and writings in Bodo language. The influence
of the Assamese language is noticed in most of the songs of the Bodo tribe.

In the olden days the Bodos were animists. But later on they were converted to
Hinduism, and to other religions. A large number of them are still the followers of Bathou
or Lord Siva of the Hindu Pantheon. They also have other deities like the Mainao
(Lakshmi or the Goddess of wealth), BathouBuri, and BathouBura, who are the
protectors of this world. ‘Kherai’ is another religious institution of the Bodos.
‘KheraiPuja is generally observed before and after the cultivation for reaping a good
harvest.

Besides the religious occasions they also observe the Bihus of Assam. The musical
instruments of the Bodo community are: Kham (mandal), Jotha, Khawnbang(tal),
Siphuri (flute), Thorkha (drum).
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The Bodo women wear Dokhna, a single piece of garment covering from breast to
ankles. Blouse is used to cover the upper part of the body. The men wear dhoti, shirt
and trousers. They wear a scarf called Patani which has geometrical designs on the
border. Patani is usually the symbol of the Bodo tribe.

The staple food of the Bodos is rice. They also prepare homemade rice beer called
Jumai.

The dead are either buried or cremated. The rituals after the death of a family member
are performed in the form of Daha. The Douri(priest) or Ojha (medicine man) chants
the mantras.

The Bodos had been demanding a separate Bodoland during the last three decades
and more. The struggle was marked by lot of bloodshed and factional feuds. The
Bodoland Territorial Councils Accord, signed on 10th February 2003, between the
Bodoland Liberation Tiger Force (BLTF), the Assam Government and the Indian
government was a turning point in the history of Bodos, signaling the end of violence.
Through this accord the Bodoland Territorial Autonomous Districts (BTAD) came into
existence. It consists of Kokrojhar, Baksa, Chirang and Udalguri districts of Assam.
The headquarter of the BTAD is situated at Kokrajhar. Mr. Hagrama Mohilary the
Commander In Chief of the BLTF and the chairman of the Bodoland Peoples’ Front
(BPF) headed the BTAD as the first Chief. Another important development after this
accord was the dissolution of the BLTF which later turned to a political party named
Bodoland People’ Front (BPF).

The creation of BTAD brought a ray of hope for the Bodo people of Assam. The Bodo
people got a territory of their own which is administered by them. With the provisions
of the Bodo Accord and the creation of the BTAD, the common man could hope for
positive change in all aspects of social, cultural and economic development. A number
of developmental works have been taken up: roads are being improved, educational
institutions being established, dams constructed, sports complexes, cultural and health
centres are being set up. But as things stand, violence and factional feuds still interfere
with the march of the Bodos to progress.

Check Your Progress I

Note: Use the space provided for your answer.

1) Of what significance is the creation of Bodoland Territorial Autonomous Districts
(BTAD)

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

The Mishing Tribe

The Mishing tribe, also known as the Miris or Tanees (Padum, 2005), belong to the
Tibeto Burmese tribal group. The culture and the traditions of the Mishing tribe are
quite similar to that of the Adi tribe of Arunachal Pradesh. They have settled along the
south west belt bordering the state of Assam. They are found in the districts of Tinsukia,
Sibsagar, Dibrugarh, Jorhat, North Lakhimpur and Golaghat. They are settled mainly
on the banks of the River Brahmaputra and the other rivers of Assam. Their main
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occupations are agriculture and fishing. They speak Mishing language. The Mishing are
divided into 12 clans namely Paggro, Delu, Moying, Sayang, Dembuk, Oyen, Somua,
Bebejia , Samuguria, Tamer, BangkualandBihia.

The culture of the Mishings is considered widely as rich, diverse and colourful. There
are various festivals and dances of the Mishings. The dances are called Paksong or
Soman. The songs in Mishing local dialectare  are called as the Nitom. They are of
three types known as the Oinitom, Akunitom and AnuNitom.  Aku mainly conveys
the rich culture and the history of the Mishing Tribe and the Oi and AnuNitomare the
contemporary love songs and use modern music. The drums, cymbals and the flute are
the common musical instruments used by the Mishing tribe. The main festival of the
Mishings is the Ali Aye Ligang which is celebrated in the month of February on the first
Wednesday of Assamese month Phagun.  It is   to mark the sowing of the new crops.The
festival is marked by hunting expeditions and grand feasts. Earlier people used to go for
hunting in the forest and come back just before the festival, bringing with them lots of
game and the villagers would gather to welcome them.This practice is still there among
the Mishings of Sadiya but it is not seen in other Mishing areas in Assam.Po:rag  is
another festival  associated with harvesting of the crops. It is celebrated by inviting
guests from other villages who participate in the meal and the singing and the dancing.
The Mishings enjoy pork and rice bear during these two festivals. Besides these,
theMishings also celebrate religious festivals such as Dobur. They sacrifice chickens to
please the Gods for the offenses committed. When Dobur is celebrated on the public
road, travelers are not allowed to cross the road; but they can do so by paying money.
Some of the other religious festivals are TalengUyu, UromApin, etc.  They also observe
the three main Bihus (festivals) of Assam, namely, the MaghBihu, the BohagBihu, and
the Kati Bihu.

The Mishings cultivate paddy, maize,mustard seeds and varieties of potatoes. They are
also considered as expert fishermen. Fishing is their other main occupation after
agriculture.

The Mishings favour joint family system where the husband is the head of the family. He
has authority over all family matters.  Arranged marriages are considered as ideal at the
community level.

Some of the Mishings have taken to Hinduism while the others still retain the religious
traditions of their ancestors believing in the existence of numerous malevolent and
benevolent deities. The present religion of the Mishings is the syncretic product of
animism and other religions. They worship the Sun (Do:nyi) and the Moon (Po:lo)
.(Padum, 2005)

The Mishings had their own governing system since time immemorial.  The Migom
(king) was the nominal head; the internal matters of the village were entrusted to his
Gams (ministers). The village assembly was known as the Kebang. The issues of the
villages were discussed and decisions were taken in the Kebang. The Kebangs were
generally housed in the Mirong, which was the place for the development of cultural
activities and youth welfare.

As the Mishings are found on the banks of the rivers, they are victims of floods every
year. Huge loss of property, crops and cattle and at times even of human lives occurs
every year. The remote settlement of this community also deprives them of schemes of
the government which are otherwise enjoyed by the other tribes located at more
accessible places for the flow of the government schemes and programmes. Erosion of
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agricultural land by the mighty Brahmaputra and its tributaries is one of the major problems
for the Mishing people. A number of villages, vast stretches of land, houses, social
institutions, cultural halls, etc had been lost to the river. Before 1950 Mishings were one
of the strongest tribal communities in Assam. Now the people of this tribe are poorer
compared to their situation of those days. Nowadays many young boys are working in
the towns as rickshaw pullers, and outside the state as daily wage earners and doing
odd jobs in private industries.

Today the Mishings have their own Autonomous Council called the Mishing Autonomous
Council. This is the result of an agreement signed on14th June 1995 between the Assam
government and the Mishing Autonomous Demand Committee. This Autonomous
Council has no geographical boundary under its jurisdiction so it is called the satellite
council.

Check Your Progress II

Note: Use the space provided for your answer.

1) Why the Mishing Autonomous Council is called the Satellite Council?

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

The Karbis (Mikirs)

The Karbis are found in several parts of Assam. They are mainly found in the districts of
KarbiAnglong, Golaghat, Sibsagar, Kamrup, NorthCachar, and Nogaon. The Indian
constitution refers to them as Mikirs. They are also identified as Manchatis and Arleng.

Physically the Karbis have good height and are yellowish brown in complexion. The
dresses are also too exquisite to look at. The males wear an elongated striped coat
better known as ‘Choi’. The male also wear a short ‘Dhoti’ popularly known as
RikongVetvot which basically covers nakedness. ‘Seleng’ is white borderedcloth used
as dhoti. They also have different kinds of jackets different names, ‘Choihangthor’
‘Choiik’ (black coloured jacket), ‘Choiang’ (red coloured jacket).On the head they
put on the Pagri or ‘Poho’.The women folk put on special petticoat known as ‘Pini’
which is tied around the waist with a beautiful ornamental belt called ‘Vamkok’. The
upper part of the body is enclosed by ‘PeJisso’. But the traditional dress was modified
and at present the women prefer to wear ‘Pekok’which is a long narrow cloth wrapped
over the whole body. The older women use ‘Pesarpi’ a black, red and white coloured
striped cloth.

Some of the ornaments often used by the Karbis are No-rik a brass earring, Prinsoroi
a silver bracelet, Lekruve a silver necklace, No-thengpivery large earring made of
silver usually put on by women, Rooparoi a silver bracelet used by young ladies, Leklokso
a women necklace made of white beads, Leksika, Lekhiki are kinds of necklace
made of silver coins and red beads.

The typical Karbi house ‘Hem Thengsong’ is raised with posts on all four sides, with
walls compacted with bamboos.The roof is thatch with sun grass. The furniture of the
houses is mainly made of wood, bamboo and cane.
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The Karbi language belongs to the Tibeto- Burmese group. They are divided into three
groups based on the location of their habitation, namely ‘Chinthong’, ‘Ronghang’ and
‘Amri’. But they do not differ from each other. They also have the other divisions called
the ‘NilipLumbajong’ and ‘LongkuLongtang’

Every ‘Longri’ (division) had a ‘Lindokpo’ who acts as the King,but after independence
this system was abandoned.

They also have some traditional institutions as the other tribal communities have. The
traditional village council of the Karbis is known as “Mei” which consists of all the male
members of the village. The “Mei” is responsible for regulating the social, economic
and the religious life of the community.

Every village has a goanburah (village headman) who is also called the ‘Sarthe’. He is
generally appointed by the authority of the Autonomous council.  He is assisted by
‘RisoBasa’(assistant). Each Karbi village has a ‘Pherangke’ (messenger) who is
responsible to pass on the message of the gaonburah to the villagers.

The Karbis have five clans called ‘Kur’. These are Terang, Teron, Enghee, Ingti and
Timung. These clans are completely exogamous and a marriage between a boy and a
girl of the same clan can never take place as they are considered brothers and sisters.
Even in the burial ground called ‘Tipit’ or ‘Thiri’areas is kept separately for each clan.
Although all the clans are of equal status, the Ingti clan is a priestly race and occupied a
higher status in the society in the earlier days. Though this tribe practices monogamy
there are rare cases of polygamy. The cross-cousin marriage is a preferential one. After
the marriage the wife continues to use the surname of her father but children from the
marriage use the surname of their father.

The Karbi community also carry out various practices and activities related to cultivation
and farming.Paddy is the main crop for them. The Karbis also have their own tribal
religion called ‘Honghari’. Besides this some of them have taken to the Hinduism.

The Rabhas

The Rabha community is found in Goalpara,Kamrupand Darang districts of Assam.
The Rabhas have some cultural similarities with the Bodo linguistic groups. The Rabhas
are said to be the offshoots of the Kachari tribe. (L.A. Waddel, 1901)

The 2011 census shows that the literacy rate among the Rabha community is 75.1percent
against the 72.1 percent literacy rate among the tribals of Assam.

The community is branched into two main groups, viz. the Maitoria and the Randaniya
groups.

The primary occupations of the Rabhas are agriculture and weaving. Initially this
community was engaged in shifting cultivation using ‘Gogo’ or billhooks but later on
began doing settled farming using the plough. Their economy is basically agrarian.

The main deity to which the Rabha community pays reverence is called ‘Rishi Aka
Mahakal’. Other deities worshiped by them are Basek and Rungtuk who are the
household deities. TheRabhas have the practice of offering sacrifices infront of the
deities as that is considered as a requirement to propitiate them.

The major festival of the Rabha community is the ‘Baikho’ which is celebrated in the
spring season in honour of the goddess of wealth locally known as ‘Baikhu’. The
festivals are celebrated with dances, music and songs and merry making.‘Nagchung
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Reni’, a special dance of the Rabha community is performed when they celebrate the
festival of fishing.

2.3 SONOWAL-KACHARIS, DIMASA, DEORI AND
LALUNG TRIBES

Sonowal-Kacharis

The Sonowal-Kacharis are a division of the Bodo- Kachari family of the Tibeto-Burman
speaking group. They inhabit the Dhemaji, Lakimpur, Dibrugarh, Tinsukia, Sibsagar
and Golaghat districts of Assam.During the rule of the Ahoms the community was engaged
in panning gold from the sand of the banks of the  rivers and their tributaries; and hence
the name Sonowal (gold washers).

The villages of the Sonowal-Kacharis are administered by the village headman
(gaonburah).They have a ‘barik’ who is in charge of the Namghar (the place of
worship). The pathek is assigned with the honourable job of reading the religious books
in the public. Ashirbadia offers the blessings; the gitgahis are experts in singing religious
songs especially the Husori. The Medhi is the chief of all religious functions, the tamuli
is responsible for supplying betel-nuts to the audiences, and there are teams of religious
dancers called the Gayan Bayan. Namghar is also the place for solving the village
disputes which are placed before the village elders.

The main source livelihood of this community is agriculture. The common crops are the
Sali and Ahu paddy. They also grow mustard seeds, potatoes, sweet potatoes, matimah
(pulses). Rice is the main food with pulses and vegetables. ‘Haj’, the locally made rice
beer is commonly used by the people. Serving of betel-nut is a sign of warm greeting to
any visitor to a family.

The Sonowal-Kacharis are monogamous. The marriage within the same clan is prohibited.
They have four types of marriages: 1) BorBiya, (It is observed with all the traditions to
which the whole society is witness. The NowaDhowais a special ceremony observed
during this marriage, where the bride is bathed and dressed in new clothes given by the
bridegroom.( 2) HomBiya ( it is performed in a traditional Hindu way in which a Brahmin
Priest is involved), 3) Gandharba (love marriage, when the couple take the initiatives
without the consent of the parents,  and then a few days later send information to the
parents of the girl; in this type of marriage bride-price is charged, the amount depends
on the status of the groom) and 4) ChurChuria or RabhaSarakiaBiya (marriage by
running away; an unceremonious feast is given to some of the elders of the community
for legalization of the marriage).

Both the joint and nuclear family systems are seen in this group of people. The family
property is equally divided among the sons of the family soon after the death of the
father. But the house is inherited by the eldest son.

The Sonowal-Kacharis are divided into seven exogamous ‘Bangshas’ (clans). They
are BaliKhitiari, ChiriPuriya, Amarabamiya, Dhulial, UjaniKuchiya,
NamoniKuchiya and Tipamiya. These clans are again subdivided into fourteen
Khols(sub-clans). They are: Hangral, Muktal, Madan, Manikiyal, Ahmal, Formal,
BorHajoal, SaruHajowal, Kumral, Dhekial, Dingial, Lothial, DangralandChetial.
The beauty of this clan system is that there is no higher or lower rank among the clans
and the clan is traced from the characteristics of their ancestors.

By religion they are the followers of MahapurshiaVaishnav Dharma and disciples of
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AuniatiSatra and ChechaSatra(A Satra is a monastery typical to Assam, seat of the
religious head, theSatradhikari). Like the other Kacharis they worship Siva, and observe
‘Bathou puja’. Sacrifice of animal forms an important part of this puja. A special song
called ‘Haidang’ is sung during this puja. The other house hold deities likeBuraPoha,
Sargadeo, PirDiya, MorakDiya, LakshmiDiya andMadhav Devaare also offered
special oblations. These deities bring peace and happiness. Besides these, Sonowal-
Kacharis observe ‘GatiGiriBhoj’ and ‘GajaiBhoj’ for the general welfare of the village.

They celebrate the festivals of Assam. The RongaliBihu, BhogaliBihu and the Kati Bihu
are the major festivals celebrated by the Sonowal-Kacharis.

The dead are cremated. But the children below five years are buried. They observe
tilani (third day), Dahdiniadaha (tenth day) and KuridiniaKaj (twentieth day) after
the death of a person. Namkritan (religious singing) and a common feast are arranged
on these ocasions.

Check Your Progress III

Note: Use the space provided for your answer.

1) List the seven exogamous clans of the Sonowal-Kacharis.

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

Dimasa Tribe

The North Cachar Hill district is the home land of the Dimasa tribe. They are also found
in the districts of KarbiAnglong and Cachar Hills. Ethnically they belong to the Indo-
Mongoloid stock and linguistically they are of the Tibeto- Burman group.

The literary meaning of the word DIMASA is the ‘son of the big river’ (Di=water, Ma=
big, Sa=son). Thus they consider themselves to be the descendents of the mighty
Brahmaputra, which indicates that they might have lived by the bank of the river prior to
the establishment of their capital at Dimapur (now in Nagaland).

They are patriarchal, patrilineal and patrilocal people. The women do not have equal
say in the society as men. The family normally consists of the husband, wife, unmarried
children and unmarried brothers or sisters.

The practice of monogamy and marriage by negotiation is common among them. Giving
bride-price is a practice among the Dimasa. This practice is called ‘Kalti’. Marriage
outside the community is looked down upon. They go even to the extent of driving the
couple out of the house if they marry outside the community. Divorce is rare. But if a
husband proposes divorce then he won’t get the ‘Kalti’ back; if the wife proposes
divorce then she should give the Kalti back to the divorced husband.

They have forty ‘Sengphong’ (male clan) and forty two Zuluk (female clans). The son
belongs to the father’s clan and the daughter belongs to the mother’s clan. The clan is
exogamous and so no marriage is possible between the girl and boy of the same clan
and none can marry within his or her father’s and mother’s clans. The names of the
clans are used as the surnames.
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The houses of the Dimasa are made of timber, with mud-plastered bamboo walls, and
thatched roof. They have bachelor’s dormitories for the youth called ‘Nodrang’. The
young boys and girls are trained in the traditions of the tribe in these Nodrangs under
the leadership of ‘Nagahoja’ (the leader for the boys) and ‘Malahoja’ (the leader for
the girls) respectively.

They have a traditional village headman called ‘Kunang’ who discharges his duties
with the help of the assistant ‘Dilok’. The minor cases like theft, elopement, disputes,
etc., are tackled by the Kunang in the village itself. When women are involved, the
elderly women of the village are invited for the trial, otherwise ladies are not invited. No
function can take place in the village without the permission of the Kunang. He is
selected by the village elders in a formal meeting. Traditionally the oldest member of the
village becomes the Kunang.

Agriculture is the main occupation. They practice wet paddy cultivation in low plain
areas and jhum (shifting) cultivation in hilly areas. They grow paddy, maize, mustard,
cotton, pineapple, orange etc. Rice is the staple food. Zou (rice beer) is their favourite
beverage which they prepare at home. Chewing of betel nut is common among the
Dimasas. They live in the green pastures and rear lot of animals.

It is said that if a Dimasa girl does not know how to weave she would find it difficult to
find a husband. Perhaps that is the reason the Dimasa women are expert weavers.

They have a Pathri or a local doctor who predicts and cures diseases by his magical
power. He also performs the ritual dances with ‘Khram’ (drum) and ‘Muri’ (flute).
They have rich folk tales that describe their culture and life style.

The dead are cremated if they are adults, but they bury the infants. At the death of a
husband, wife unties her hair till the cremation is over.

The Dimasas are animists. They also follow Hinduism in some form. They have six
‘Madais’ (Gods) namely, Sibrai (Hindu God Siva), Doo Raja, Naikhu Raja, Waa
Raja, GanyungBraiyuing and Hamdiadao. Among these Mandais ‘Sibrai’ are the
most revered. Animal sacrifices are offered during religious occasions.

‘RajiniGabra’ and ‘HarniGabra’ festivals are observed before the cultivation every
year. ‘Busu’ is the harvesting festival.

Deori Tribe

The Deoris are one of the four divisions of the Chutiyas, who themselves are a sub-
branch of the Bodo group of Burman linguistic sub-family.  The four divisions of the
Chutiyas are the Hindu Chutiya, AhomChutiya, Borahi and Deori. Deoris were the
most traditional among the divisions of the Chutiya family. They have been successful in
preserving their traditions, religious beliefs and practices.

Originally the Deori tribe lived along the banks of river Subansiri of Arunachal Pradesh.
Presently they are found in the districts of Lakhimpur, Dibrugarh, Sibsagar, Jorhat and
Sonitpur in Assam. Their simplicity and hospitality helps to a great extent in maintaining
good relationship with the neighbouring communities.

There are three divisions of the Deori tribe namely, the Dibangia, Borgonya and
Tengapaniya. The Dibangia has 14 Jakus (clans) and Borgonya has 6. The tengapniya
has no sub divisions or clans.

With regard to marriage exogamy is strictly followed. Deori marriage (Sajuba) is of
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four types. They are: 1) Bar biya, this marriage is generally an arranged marriage which
is celebrated for three days. 2) MajuBiya is also arranged by the parents, but this is
celebrated for two days. For these two types of marriage the groom is given dowry. 3)
DharamBiya, is celebrated for only one day, and  4) TamolkataBiya, is solemnized
before a girl attains puberty. Widow remarriage is recognized.

‘Sariya Mata’ is a unique institution among the Deori community. Through this the
members of a village help any member of the village for any kind of work. The women
also have the institution called the ‘MaikiSariya Mata’ by which the women also extend
their helping hand to the needy person of a village. Rice Beer is commonly served to the
members of the ‘Sariya’.

‘Morungghar’ is the centre for the training cum recreation for the unmarried youth. It
also serves as the place of assembly for the youth responsible to guard and protect the
village from external threats.

All the elders of the Deori villages are the members of the traditional village pancahyat
called the ‘Mel’. The village headman presides over the meetings of the Mel. The local
issues of the village are generally decided by the Mel.

The Lalung (Tiwa) Tribe

The Lalungs, also known as the Tiwas are one of the major tribes of Assam. They are
found in the districts of Nogaon, Morigaon, and in some parts of Kamrup, Lakhimpur,
Jorhat, Dhemaji and KarbiAnglong of Assam.

This tribe has twelve exogamous clans, called the ‘Kul’, which is again sub divided into
a number of sub-clans (Dhan- Bangah). Each clan is identified by the surnames used.
The marriage within the same clan is prohibited.

The major festivals of the Tiwas are Mal puja, Bison Kunwari Puja, Thal Puja, Sani
Puja, and Jankang Puja. The house where they do the religious rituals is called
Barghar. A priest who is known as ‘Giyati’ presides over the religious ceremonies.
The ‘Zolo’ who is an expert in religious matters and folklore, assists the ‘Giyati’.

The decision of the Gaonburain matters of anything concerning the village is considered
as final, while Giyati’s words are taken as absolute in matters of religion.

The Lalungs from the plains and those from the hills differ in their dressing pattern. A
Lalung man from the plains puts on a Dhoti, a Ganji or a shirt while a Hill Lalung uses
a Lengti which is a narrow strip that just covers nakedness. ‘Langri’ (turban) is worn
by the elderly persons. The women put on Mekhela extending upto the knees and a
Chadar to cover the upper parts. The other special festive garments of the Lalung tribe
are Singkhap, Riha,Sondia, Thenus, Seleng, Farke, Mankaporand Borkapor.

The   practice of the youth dormitories which they called ‘Deka Chang’ has practically
been done away with in the present days.

Check Your Progress IV

Note: Use the space provided for your answer.

1) In which district of Assam are the Deori tribe found?

......................................................................................................................
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2.4 LET US SUM UP
The tribal communities living in Assam have been able to preserve their unique identity
along with the observance of the traditions and practices. But one cannot deny that the
influence of the present day’s way of thinking and acting, media and fashion is having
adverse impact on the younger generation. The question of preserving the tribal identity
with all its beauty is a major concern.

Though there are a number of developmental schemes and programmes introduced by
the government the level of development among the tribal communities has not happened
as expected. People are still unaware of the available resources for their
development.Taking advantage of the gullibility and simplicityof the tribal people, the
practice of corruption is common. The problem also lies with implementation and
monitoring of these schemes by the authorities responsible for the implementation of
these development schemes.

But Assam has also witnessed a number of communal disturbances based on the ethnic
differences and accessibility to resources. The government and the civil society
organizations have been engaged in re-establishing peace and harmony among the tribes
engaged in conflict by peace building measures. The organizations have formed peace
teams, are engaged in confidence building measures, conflict resolution trainings, peace
building efforts and developmental activities.  These initiatives have had some success
in ending bloodshed, preventing conflicts and helping communities rebuild their life and
relationships.

Development, however limited, has also brought in its share of problems to the tribal
people. With the disappearance of some of the traditional practices, values and ways of
relating within the community, the question of identity is serious one for the younger
generation. School and college education has not helped them root themselves in their
cultural and historical milieu. Physical and mental health issues are cropping up in the
wake of the rapid changes that are taking place in life style and food habits of the
people.

Assam is home to a number of ethnic groups. One can say that the beauty of Assam lies
not only in its flora and fauna but primarily in the peaceful co-existence of the various
ethnic groups in the state with all their colourful dresses, festivals, customs and practices.
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