CHAPTER VI

DISCUSSION

As we have come to the summing up of the thesiadakcapture the entire exercise of
the past two years and more. It was indeed a lab®renterprise to journey through the length
and breadth of Goalpara district with a keen irgete identify the major Rangdani Rabha
villages located in a radius of about 50 kilometaf course, this was done with a focused
motive to notify major Rangdani Rabha hamlets ef district. Yet, at the end of a month long
intensive search with the help of a couple of Iemlolars and friends it was made possible and
when the present scholar looks back it was a lab@wve to have found this enthusiastic tribal
community on the one hand in their pristine oritjitgeand simplicity, and on the other hand as
the research progressed it was not difficult tonthe them as a group of people who even
amidst their simplicity and straightforwardness emeent many hardships yet, cherished their
dreams for a brighter tomorrow. The present ingasbr is privileged to have undertaken a
prolonged period of empirical data collected thiougeticulous observation, interview schedule,
case studies and focused group interviews. It Eeded that cultural continuity is a tangible
phenomenon however the changes amalgamated byeti@epare decisively and particularly

mentionable too.



This micro study on the Rangdani Rabha society wjiecial attention to changing
cultural and religious contours of their societysweased on empirical data collected through
structured interviews from their ritual expertsteitigentsia, and common folk. During the
course of our enquiry we observed that a numbeglmfious elements in their day to day life are
carried on by the people with great devotional isien, yet some elements are modified over a
period of time. We have paused pertinent questionse.g.: has the influence of changing
environment, or social structure, or socio-politiead economic systems contributed to this?
Has the neighboring communities influenced theiy whlife with special reference to the arena
of religious perception, rituals and practices? Wdr@ the areas wherein we see tangible and
major changes taking place due to the inter comiyualigious interactions? What is the level
of religious transformation including syncretismgarically observed in the life of the Rangdani
Rabha in the context of Goalpara district in Assarh@se vital queries have formed the major
thrust, also our point of focus as we study theligious arena overarching against the cultural
continuity and change in the larger context of ust@deding the Rangdani Rabha approach to
reality as a whole. So, motiean one count the individuality of the group comeshe fore,vis-

a-vistheir specific identity which is a discernible rar of the community under study.

*

India is the second largest country after SouthicAfrhaving a large population of
Scheduled Tribes. Some of them are much forwardusecthey are educated and earning their
livelihood and more. But, a large number is siilifng in dense forests and they are quite aloof
from the main stream culture of the country. Thetesbf Assam in India has a total of 31, 169,
272 populations (Census of India 2011) and 12.4cpet of them are scheduled tribes. Their
cultural identity is one of the major bottleneckghe way of their social development. The state
has registered 15.1 per cent decadal growth ofd®Ulption during the period 1991-2001.

Most of these communities with special referencéht ones who are exposed to the
urban amenities are in a process of fast chanjesv, everyone will agree that utmost care has
to be taken during this process of change thatribal sentiments are not hurt. They have to be

free to make choices of their own which affect thesieryday life. In short, their choices should



be theirs which will affect their destiny at largéowever, the scholars and intelligentsia from
outside their society may reason it out the firel should be taken by the people who will live
by the considered decisions they have taken whittlgive them satisfaction even amidst daily
struggles of any sort. True, there are problembeing in debt, shifting cultivation draining
away the fertility of the fields, land alienatiomtaking place due to the presence of people other
than their own folk, market logic does not provebalways in favor of the tribal communities
who are often ordinary cultivators — yet the pedpid their way out if there is an overall sense

of economic security, self-sufficiency, socio-cuétiiand religious identity among them.

The concepts of tradition and change occupied apttogical and sociological thinking
for a long time. Initially anthropologists were meofascinated by the notion of discontinuity,
which they identified as creating something whishnew or terminating the old in cultures.
However, today the more favored approach is oneclwisieeks to understand the process
whereby society and cultures persist through timaintaining their unique identities, while at
the same time undergoing transformation. This cphievery much applicable to the field of
religion as well. The religion of any communityoibserved closely depict elements of continuity
in the context of a society by inviting the membefshat society to preserve time tested values
which are indispensable for the healthy forward ement of a coherent population. However,
we also notice a clarion call to move away from adlge old statutes to be relevant and forward
looking communities, to catch up with other simig@mmunities who have marched ahead on
various counts. So a clear link is seen in any rgigeciety between the traditional and the
contemporary. In the present study this is noticethe life, culture, society and religion of the

Rangdani Rabha of Goalpara district, Assam.

All human societies have some phenomenon that eaddscribed as religion. It is
difficult to understand why religion is so pervasim human culture. Some theories suggest that
religion is a byproduct of evolution. However, nther animal group has anything that even
remotely resembles the concept that has been thlasleeligion in anthropology. Humans are
adaptive at establishing and maintaining relataith agents beyond a physical presence. So, it
is not very difficult to imagine a god who is altigh invisible and intangible, yet somehow

involved with them and even directing the coursew#nts in life. This is all the more evident



from the experiences when people are faced withestges of life they become more loyal and

cling on to the spiritual being.

* %

Having taken an elaborate journey through the ltrilnaiverse of Rangdani Rabha
community of Assam it is time for us to make soneeyvpertinent and pointed observations
based on this study. However, the religious corstanfrtribal universe are a major realm to
which every student of anthropology is beckonedMoreover, as we come to the end of our
study it is mandatory for us to make an earnestrgit towards this goal of recapturing the awe
inspiring and often incomprehensible modalitiesriiifal life interwoven both in the cultural and
religious nuances both seemingly mundane and higpilytual side by side. This discussion is
even more relevant because, in the present studpeused on the theme ‘An Anthropological

Study of Religion among the Rangdani Rabha of As&sam

We have seen that every known human society han gia envious place to religion as
it interacts with other cultural institutions esfadly with family and society. It finds expression
in material culture, in human behavior, in valustsyns and in morals and ethics. It so elusively
enters into the formidable realms of medicine, gl@ation, science and technology too (Fuchs
1975:12). While religion is generally regarded aetion of human culture, it must be distinctly
perceived from other cultural elements by the fhat religion assumes the existence of powers
beyond human comprehension. Malefijt (1968: 12)nasf religion as a system of actions and
interactions based on culturally shared beliefs sacred supernatural powers. Naturally
sociologists and anthropologists are keenly intetes the study of religion, for it satiates an
eminent social function in human life. In the abareen chapters (chapters one to five) it has
been seen how religion has fared in the life andksvof the people of this country in general
and with reference to people of North East Indid among the Rangdani Rabha of Goalpara,

Assam in a very particular way.

The early anthropologists like Edward Burnett Tylderbert Spencer, and James George
Frazer traced the origin of religion to the ‘cogret mistake’ of the primitive man. Karl Marx

reduced it to the inverted consciousness of aleehabciety; Sigmund Freud diagnosed it as the



‘universal obsessive neurosis of mankind’, Emilekbeim suggested that it is nothing but the
‘worship of society’; and Bronislaw Kasper Malindwsattributed it to anxiety arising from
uncertainty. Implied in these early analyses afjieh is the belief that religion is a social fimti
that has outlived its utility. However, as the sen§the sacred is common to all religions it's all

pervasive presence is very much felt in India.

It is evident from the data presented and analyzezhapter I, Il, and Il that the local
settings, to a considerable extent, determine #tieqms of social relations and community life of
the Rangdani Rabha, and also tried to find out arswo some of the questions raised in chapter
I. In chapter IV it has been tried to understand traditional magico-religious beliefs and
practices among the community which reiterates ¢basistently interwoven elements of

religious tenets in the Rangdani Rabha society.

6.1 Tribal Rdigionsin North East India

The religious community of North East India maintpmprises Hinduism, Islam,
Christianity, Sikhism and Buddhism. Apart from thisarious indigenous groups also follow
Animism, Tantrism, Brahminism and Vaishnavism. D&spsuch vast differences in their
religious faiths and beliefs, all the people withire region live in perfect peace and harmony
with each other. The understanding of a religioamstegral part of every human community is

accepted in the region.

North East India is well known for its tribal culeas. Each and every ethnic community
has its own distinctive cultural and religious b&iwhich are often associated with their day to
day activities like festivals, rites of passagehwspecial reference to birth, initiation, marriage,
death, agricultural operations especigtym cultivation, sickness, natural disasters, spigtss
and goddesses, magic, sorcery, sin, taboo and.s&saimere are no written scriptures for tribal
religions they are passed on orally from one geimerdo the other. These expressions of human
experiences are found in villages, beginning frdme family, clan and lineage ultimately
culminating to the society. However, anyone whoeobss the practice of religion among the

tribals will not fail to understand that the tribebncept of God and Religion are very noble



though in the tribal world view, one cannot makelear cut distinction between the sacred and

the profane and an element of unity and contingityecessarily seen.

We have seen that according to Goode, religionspiaynifying role; it helps to avoid
social chaos. In North East India, religions may dagegorized as a) wholly or partially
influenced by great traditions of Hinduism, Chasiity and Buddhism; b) those communities
who retain pristine tribal faith; and c) a minordyoup of ethnic communities having affiliations
to other religions. Verrier Elwin in his acclaimédok A Philosophy for NEFA1964: 222)
observes that ‘the people of NEFA, and of all tfileat areas throughout India, are making rapid
progress in material prosperity, but this prosgerty be positively dangerous unless there is a
parallel spiritual and ethical revival’. Yet, anymwho critically studies the concept of God or
religions among the ethnic communities of NorthtHadia will certainly note that among the
tribes in general there is a profound sense ofstwed in spite of their pre-literate or semi-
literate condition of living. We see tribal religis of various kinds in each of the eight states of
North East India. It has also been observed thaetimes a grave mistake is made to enumerate
the tribal people as coming under the fold of Hisdu Yet, anthropological knowledge makes it
amply clear that they belong to indigenous trilgdigions each in its own right, individuality and
beauty (Kuzhikkattuthazhe 2012: 103).

Even though tribal religions have no specific sdcseripture(s) the religious ethos is
contained in the people’s hearts, oral history, &klore and is brought in to community
experience through various rituals and ceremotmethe context of Tripura it was found that in
the tribal religion of Tripura there is a closeer#ction of the people with the nature in relation
to rocks, forests, serpents or even the beliefhm transmigration of soul and spirit (Bera
2012). While when one dwells on Assam it is obsdrthat théBhakti Dharmaof Sankardeva is
seen in Assam as a religion of love that bindsttoeyeall the peoples irrespective of caste, creed
and color. His vision was to create a society wingpeople of all walk of life may be considered
equal, loved and appreciated (Kuruvacletal. 2007: 43).

When one comes to study the context of Arunachatl€sh, one can obseri®nyi-

poloismadhered to by all the tribes of Tani group. Literéhe wordsDonyi andPolo mean the



Sun and the Moon respectively which are symbolstangth, nourishment, justice and life
giving force. That is one of the many reasons wmumber of efforts are being made to evolve
a religion and name it d3onyi Poloreligion in Arunachal Pradesh (Kuzhikkattuthaz!@d 2
104). In Meghalaya the annudkng Kut Snerfestival is celebrated to commemorate 8eng
Khasi movement to preserve, protect and uphold indigen¢hasi religion and culture. This is
clear evidence that the Khasi are intensely raligipeople as they stress Kamaiiakahok,
which they can fulfill only by means of honest wptkuthfulness in thoughts and word, and
justness in all their transactions. Thus religiearnpeates the life of &hasi-Pnarin all its

aspects because he or she must work to live anesharork is worship.

It is noteworthy that religions in North East Indiave shown praiseworthy acceptance of
each other and mutual appreciation for one anofftas will necessarily promote diversity of
religion — a call for worshipping God in spirit atrdith. So, living in the present day calls for a
rediscovery of the essence of religions. ‘It wilivie to open its doors wide to welcome change,
for in any case, it is too late to shut them’ (Oy@1i 2009: 34). In our days if they rise up to the
expectations of people to provide the spiritual gbument vis-a-vis promote harmony and
mutual appreciation between peoples and cultureg thill thrive and flourish beyond any
doubt.

Religion has been found in all societies studied@imropologists. It is highly visible and
it represents a massive output of human entergRskgious beliefs are an enduring tribute to
humankind's nearly infinite resourcefulness andptatality in coping with the problems of daily
life. Among all the religious communities of Nof#ast India there are many similarities in their
rituals and worship patterns, yet, there are atswgible and substantial differences in their
religious faiths and beliefs. However, all peopledmd large live within the ambit of peace and

harmony with each other.

In the present study we came across the fact thrate ©f the Rangdani Rabha people
used to believe that the Garo are in some way iorfdo the Rabha. They also believe
Christianity is the religion of the Garo. So thaibf in some way has made them think that they

will be in one or the other way lowering their sttif they accept Christianity which is the



religion of the vast majority of the Garo. This hamde them not to take up following

Christianity for a long time.

Having discussed the broad lines of religious canté the country and taken a bird’s
eye view of religions in North East India now, wavk come to the context of Rangdani Rabha
of Goalpara District, Assam. As it was clearly spalit at the very outset that the present
endeavor by the scholar is not merely a study gfrahgion, but it is a study of religion at work
through various life cycle ceremonies, communityuais and festivals likeBaikho in the
Rangdani Rabha society and its various ramificatiom the all-encompassing life of the

community under study.

6.2 TheResearch Problem in Context

Having done these we have taken a look at the n&dsgaoblem in the context of the
community under study. We observed that religionthe contemporary society is a very
sensitive subject. It has been the root cause afhnstrife and has also been a part of many
hidden political agendas. In one way religion isked upon in its most common image of
worship. However, taking all this into account,rthés a general agreement that people would
not choose to study religion to get a better utdaing of the whole ‘worshipping’ issue. On
the other hand, one of the primary reasons foryatigdreligion is to make meaning out of social

and cultural interactions within a society and kedw societies of variant nature.

The present researcher from the very outset beligvat the most compelling reason for
studying religion today is to reach a better un@deding of contemporary society. Without the
study of religion, ignorance in this subject wouleate more global conflicts and prejudices.
There is still a great need for a detailed studpgdeep into religion as there is still a lot atk
of adequate understanding in the subject and iaytsdsociety, with the amount of different
religions/faiths; understanding is the key to atureld social well-being. Certainly religions in
the present form are faced with a number of chg#ento be relevant and thus they are
undergoing a number of changes. It is all the mwoe in the case of religions in the

primal/indigenous communities. In the course of study we also raised a pertinent question



asking ‘what are their ways and means for the mwwbgs Rangdani Rabha community to be

relevant today'?

Indigenous communities around the world have alwaysessed strong pull and push to
be relevant in the contemporary times. In thiscpss it is imperative to ask how they have
come up to the expectations of their own kith amd Khen, what about being meaningfully
interacting with other neighbouring communitiestire immediate vicinity? This was also a
challenge, yes, a major one at that to make changase sense, and yet to keep up the specific
identity of the group was also an equally invitioigallenge. Today when communities make
relevant changes within their own accepted pace ragthm they move ahead with great
enthusiasm and equanimity. However, we have alsntem out that when the neighboring
communities have their own priorities and concewisch are not in tune with the other
community, there arose tensions and unrest sitgtio

In sum, we have stated categorically that in Iredrmumber of animistic belief systems as
well as the great religious traditions of HinduisBuddhism, Jainism, Christianity, Islam, and
Sikhism have impacted and are still at work in likes of Indians. Certainly religions in the
present form are faced with a number of challengds relevant and thus they are undergoing a
number of changes. All the religions in the futwié have to survive in a multi-cultural, multi-
religious society. So our research focused on phablem of religion and its various

underpinnings in the comprehensive society of targdani Rabha world.

6.3 Literatures Reviewed

An elaborate review of literature though not an adtive one was made in the first
chapter. In this process we made a very tellingtpbiat all students of human culture admit that
religion is one of the most important factors irtare. In the following couple of paragraphs we
have taken a brief look at some of the represemtdétboks which throws light on various aspects

of religion of certain communities.

We have seen from several studies undertaken bgesmethnographers, sociologists,

anthropologists and others that there is a vemgngtrelationship between tribal religions and



Hinduism in India. This holistic picture can berain the framework offhe Sacred Complex

in Hindu Gaya(Vidyarthi 1961) of which their sacred beliefsp&g of spirits, sacred geography,
sacred specialists and sacred performance areiweecémponents. There were also some
concerted attempts to correlate the religious tseie@d practices and social life as has been seen
in the chapter 1 that there were some acclaimedlashwho studied the impact of religion and
its indispensable relation with the society fromi@as perspectives. Among other noteworthy
contributions, one can mention S. C. Roy, N.K. BdSeN. Majumdar, M.N. Srinivas, M.
Marriot, M. Singer, P.K. Bhowmick, L.P. VidyarthB.N. Saraswati, P.R.G. Mathur, Ralph
Nicholas, B.B. Goswami, S.G. Morab, M. Jha, P. Cabérty, L.K. Mahapatra, S.Narayan, B.N.
Sahay and others.

Having taken an overall scenario in to consideratie have focused on the state of
Assam where we find that the scientific study digien here is of very recent origin. A number
of scholars have done commendable studies on mdaire and socio-religious spectrum of
North East India. However, the noteworthy facthatta good number of tribes of North East
India are not yet studied systematically. The RathAssam is such a tribe, about whom only
sporadic information is available even though systiic reports on the entire Rabha community
were initiated by some of the British administratbke Edward Gait and B. C. Allen. There are
also a brief mention on the Rabha community as aleviby others as has been seen in

preceeding pages.

Important publications of recent times have enrictiee discipline to a great extent. To
name a fewReligions of the North EagNeog 2008) Christianity and Change in North East
India (Subbaet al. 2009),Tribes of North East India: Issues and Challen@ésdhi et al. 2009),
The Land of Fourteen God8era 2010)Ethnography of a Denotified Trib@Burman 2010),
Focus on the Rabhas: Language, literature and CQel{tiakacham 2010)Social Unrest and
Peace Initiatives: Perspectives from North Eastidn@eraet al. 2011),Religion and Society in
North East India(Nath 2011),Pedagogy for ReligiorfSengupta 2011)Concept of God and
Religion: Traditional Thought and Contemporary ®tgi(Kuzhikkattuthazhest al. 2012), etc.
are very valuable contributions dealing on the therhreligion and focus on various nuances of

religion in contemporary society. A recent puldiica by Bera titledReligion and Society in



Sovereign Tripura2012) highlights an important dimension of religgostudy in one of the
frontier states of northeast India wherein factofssocial mobility like Kshatriyaisation and
Sanskritization have been dealt upon in detailifigkt with the social and historical forces for
the formation of a sovereign state as well thegielis practices that have undergone mobility in
an upward direction. One of the latest books by Hkkattuthazhe J., (2013) titled
Understanding North East India: Contemporary CuituPerspectivesias some important facets
pertaining to religion and the sense of the sacdhkgdin, very recently Kuruvachira (2013) in his

bookReligion: A Mystery and a Paradabeals with some salient themes in religious stidie

Though the above given review of literature is bynmeans exhaustive, yet the books and
write-ups mentioned above deserve special considerand deeper analysis. An attempt has

also been made to review the existing literatua¢ fias been published very recently.

6.4 Importance of the Present Study

The relationship between religion and society hesnba chief concern of anthropology
from the beginning. The most influential work instHield is the study of Emile Durkheim
(1965) which attempts to demonstrate how religinoses from a community’s social experience
and constitutes the basis of its social organimatidhe essence of religion is the sense of the
sacred which is common to all religiom&nthropologistsstudy the origin, development, and
behavior of humans. They examine the ways of ldeguages, archaeological remains, and
physical characteristics of people in various paftéshe world. Though they often study the
customs, values, and social patterns of differemiuces, often through comparative analyses
some anthropologists study current human concesush as overpopulation, warfare, and

poverty, including the evolution of the human brain

In the tribal societies, supernatural powers playpaor role in every happening in the
community. Therefore, the rites and rituals perfedmo propitiate the spirits come under the
realm of religion which is a field calls for closexamination to understand the community in its
entirety. This becomes all the more important ie tontext of various other factors which

directly or indirectly influence the indigenousigebus ethos of the community under study. The



Rangdani Rabha who are one of the segments of Righhiha groups are principally distributed
in the district of Goalpara, Assam. The presentystdone in the rural context of the given
district is important especially in the context tobbal communities who are in a process of
constant change due to contact with other comnasiteducation, economic development,

progress of media and communication and other facto
6.5 Objectives
We have seen a large number of important aspedie taken into consideration for a

study of such intensity. However, taking the revi@iterature in to consideration, the gamut of

the study has been taken with the following objei

a. to acquire an overall knowledge about the pristeigion of the studied
population;
b. to examine the concept of religion and understdred \arious aspects of the

religious life of the Rangdani Rabha of the studiesh;
to study the role and status of the religious etsp@mong the Rangdani Rabha;

d. to evaluate the division of labor of the memberghefsociety in ritual
performances;
e. to examine the impinging factors percolated frone tutside world in the

religious universe of the Rangdani Rabha; and
f. to understand the transformation and change imdligious life of the Rangdani

Rabha and its impact on their society.

6.6 ThelLocale

While we considered the universe of our study wenidied the complete localities
wherein the Rangdani Rabha live mostly in thre¢gestaamely Assam, Meghalaya and North
Bengal. In Assam they are mainly concentrated @ dstrict of Goalpara, the area of our
study. However, after a preliminary perusal over available secondary data a short field work

was carried out for a period of time in the stdt®lorth Bengal and Meghalaya as well. In these



two states we found there is a greater measuressifndation with the geographical and
indigenous setting. So in one sense the Rabhaeséttwo states completely live as assimilated
communities. However, their sense of history wigesal reference to their customary laws

needs to be appreciated.

It has been mentioned earlier that the title of study is an anthropological study of
religion among the Rangdani Rabha of Assam. Far iicro study a complete and extensive
survey of 121 households were undertaken from tgjoiring villages, namely Majerburi and
Matia in Goalpara district. The chief aim of takitige above mentioned villages was that these
villages are medium sized and are homogeneoussipdpulation pattern, inhabited by the

Rangdani Rabha tribe only.

6.7 TheMethodological Application

For this study qualitative data was collected ushgy methods of observation, in-depth
interviews, key informant interviews, case studyvsy, etc. Quantitative data were collected
from both the villages by visiting each of the heluslds. Religious leaderBé¢uri) of the village
including the village head meGé&on Burah and Rangdani Rabha herbal expe@hé) were
interviewed to gather ample data on the religidfiadions of the people as a whole. As there
are very few published documents on Rangdani Rahhdstheir religion the interview guide
technigue was used to collect information as pésgknse of history and perception which have
been considered a great value for such a studynflacy data was collected from various
libraries with special reference to North East éndince the researcher stayed within the village
during the collection of empirical data a closepa with theDeuri, respectable leaders and

other villagers was established.

It is to be mentioned that the religious placeduding their common worship places
were visited and participant observation and ineanschedule were made use of for taking note
of the importance of their religious practices apthions on socio-religious life of the Rangdani
Rabha. Detailed field work for the present studyswi@ne intermittently from May 2012 to
January 2013, and the data were updated basecedielith studies during the month of April-



May and September 2013. An overall verificationtloé contemporary data was done in the
month of January 2014 as well. There were occasidren the present researcher took part in
the formal and informal gatherings of the peopspeeially in some of the festivals, and house
hold rituals which were watched closely and intgnsehis gave ample opportunity to perceive
their religious aspects of life and culture in arenmtimate way. To ensure a balanced research
perspective, botlemic andetic views were considered. As this is a micro studydepth and
longitudinal observations were given more imporéatitan mere presentation of meticulous
numerical data. The whole data collected from twWages with a total of 121 households were

analyzed to find the place of religion in the lifeRangdani Rabha.

6.8 Habitat and Inhabitants

This part of the study (Chapter Il) was done byghesent researcher after having taken a
look at the historical frame work of Assam as dest#/e have noticed that the process of social
formation in Assam has been marked by simultanesaunskritization and tribalizationof the

diverse tribes and ethnic groups that have satilddgsam at different points of time.

Then, as we approached the study area, house Unvlelysvas done in a meticulous way
to ascertain the total number of families livinger Thus it was found in both the villages
(Matia and Majerburi) together that there are 1&tifies in total and there are 539 numbers of
the total population. Being enquired about theioraf the names of Matia and Majerburi it was
found that the villages were set up in the year31%fter the outbreak dfala-Azaror cholera,
and in that epidemic large numbers of people wepedvout. Later on slowly and steadily these
villages were set up once again. During our ingasiton it was found that there are 16 families
of Majerburiwho are followers of traditional relan and 45 families are Christians, whereas in

Matia 40 families are traditional worshippers ald@milies are Christians.

6.9 The Rabha of Assam

It has been seen that the Rabha of Assam belotig tdibeto-Burman family within the

Sino-Tibetan family of languages. Linguisticallyethalso belong to the Bodo family. They are



the fourth numerically largest tribe among 31 trib@mmunities in Assam and constitute about
8.14 per cent of Assam’s total tribal populationtetestingly, the Rabha were earlier a
matrilineal society, making them more like the Kirasd the Garo in their lineage. However, at
the present day this trend has changed and nowateyjollowing the patrilineal system. The
Rabha are one of the oldest and distinct racialnconities of North East India. They are proud
of their origin and cultural heritage. They inhalbite areas of Kamrup, Nalbari, Darrang,
Goalpara, Bongaigaon, Dhubri, Kokrajhar, Nagaorhs&gar, Dibrugarh, Tinsukia, North
Lakhimpur in Assam; and Garo Hills in Meghalayasi8es, they also scattered in many places
like Coochbehar and Jalpaiguri districts of Weshdgd, Nagaland, Tripura, Arunachal Pradesh
and in the neighbouring country like BangladeshinBean indigenous tribe, the Rabha have
their distinct identity in respect of their rac@iligin, original abode, language, culture, customs
and way of living.

6.10 Rabha Endogamous Groups

At the very outset it was made clear that the Rabba comprises a number of linguistic
groups. Each group possesses its own socio-culelements with certain distinctive
characteristics. Thus, based on their linguistid aualtural differences, the Rabha are broadly
divided into eight endogamous sections (i) Koch/Kocha (Sunga), (i) Rongdani/Rangdani,
(iif) Maituri, (iv) Pati, (v) Totla, (vi) Dahori, \(ii) Bitolia and (viii) Hana. Hakacharat al. (2004:

37) observed that out of these sections the KoatliKpthe Rangdani and the Maituri are non-
sanskritized groups, while the rest are considaydz® sanskritized. Das (1960: 6) opinioned that
the Rangdani, the Maituri and the Pati enjoy a sapeocial status compared to other sub-

groups of the Rabha. Raha (1989: 10) seems tchaayati section is the most advanced section
of the tribe, for they have adopted the Hindu consto The scholars of the day say that Pati
Rabha have almost entirely merged with Assamesetgoand hence they cannot claim to be

superior within the larger Rabha conglomeration lsvladhering to Assamese life style and

culture, while Maituri Rabhas certainly cannot glab be superior because they are too few and
are found in a scattered manner across North Bdst. |



Some of the scholars say thRéngalso means ‘strong’. They say this because Ramgdan
Rabha is the only one group believed to have predathe language, customs, traditional dress
patterns, etc. more or less intact. So, they belibat it was possible because of their strong
adherence to their vital and traditional individtyalln this connection they call the other group
especiallyPati as ‘small’ because of their moving away from thkgér Rabha group abandoning
their language and customs and traditions. In nfags they cherish individual traits which
represent their identity even in postmodern confékey do have a composite behavior pattern,
individual language, social life, traditional drefsod habits, folk songs and dances, occasional

festivals too. Except for physical features, thgisrips have lost almost all the traces of a Rabha.

6.11 TheRitesof Passage

In this chapter (lll) it has been seen that hum@mmounities all over the world adhere to
a number of initiation rites which are fundamentalhuman growth and development. These
rites were originally established in order to littke individual to the community and the
community to the broader and more potent spirituatld. Many of the most important and
common rites of passage are connected with theodpeal crises of life - birth, maturity,
marriage, and death - all of which bring changesanial status and, therefore, in the social
relations of the people concerned. Rites of pasaegeniversal, and presumptive evidence from
archaeology in the form of burial findings stronglyggests that they go back to very early times.
The root of these rituals are the acceptance ofidbethat human beings are not in complete
control of their life and the intervention of healye or supernatural bodies contributes to the

smooth journey of people in this turbulent earghilgrimage.

Pregnancy and Child Birth

During the study it was observed that generallg, Rangdani and Maitari groups of the
Rabha impose some restrictions on the expectartienats regards to her food, movement and
activities. They make a sacrifice by offering a klr a goat to Bay-ma-ba deity for safe

delivery. One portion of the bedroom is used fdivéey where men are not permitted to enter



whereas some older and experienced women of te dre called upon to perform the job of a
dhai (midwife) (Raychaudhuri 2007: 49-50).

Empirical findings suggest that the cutting of tirabilical cord with a sharp bamboo,
giving bath in the tepid water and showing the c&hd the Sun light for a short while are the
major points to be noted. About three months &ferbirth of the child, compldipai of the
floor of the house is done with a mixture of cowmnduand mud as a part of the purifying
ceremony together with the name giving ceremonyfastifeeding Tasigynkay is conducted.
Among the post birth ceremoni@okthai Phakaka{1™ purification ceremony) and@lasigynkay
(name keeping ceremony and in some cases feagtiagiony) deserve special mention.

Marriage Rituals

Marriage creates new social relationships and recg rights between the spouses. In
the Rangdani Rabha society after the marriage a@r@® are over a person is believed to have
entered into circle of great duties and resporgdsl Though polygamy is permissible,
monogamy is the socially accepted norm practicedhieyn (Rabha 2000: 81). In this society
there are three important types of marriages caedusuch as (ilKrangsi Buri (ii) Buri Sinkay;
and (iii) Bonkau BakayHowever, the most common and the present dayipeds only the first
type wherein the boy’s party prepares a bamboodbaskh a pot ofchockq a container of
mustard oil and a piece of clottyphan) for the girl. Generally five people including bomen
and women go to the house of the girl's parentslkaap the bamboo basket and return to their
original house. This makes the girl's party respguositively and get ready witbhunni
(kambang, turban kodabang, etc. for the bride. It is observed that marriaggemony is
officiated by theDeuri who will call for a red colored cockq) to be sacrificed by twisting their

necks which symbolizes auspiciousness and good luck

Mortuary Rites

As most of the tribes believe in life after deathadso the Rangdani Rabha believe death

is not the end, they will be reborn again each wming to one’s deeds, good or bad. The



sacrifice of a hen by thBeuri, the spreading of the uncooked rice by the pa#ditip to divert
the attention of evil spirit, the killing of chiek by pressing it with the help of the dead person’
hand are part of the rituals. All invariably cam @n procession to the burial ground
(mangkhardamexcept the pregnant women who may easily belathbytycker/botakaywho

are witches.

Cremation - except in unnatural death by epidemiswcide - is the usual pattern of
disposal of the dead in the Rangdani Rabha so¢leiygh in the case of small children, burial is
the normal practice. A fowl is sacrificed knowntae Remdengkaii.e., opening of the passage
for the soul. The dead body is carried by the dankiding a village elder to the cremation
ground on the bank of the river. After the crematibe members attending the ceremony take

bath and assemble in the house of the deceasqubdiodn some preliminary death rites.

It is necessary for them to keep the bodyhenblamboo mat spread on the ground. They
keep some cottorh@mpg on the nostrils and both the toes will be tiedthe criss-crossed
manner. Normally the body will be covered with avnehite cloth. Women will sing narrating
all the good qualities of the dead one: ‘you capregbod but going back so early, if you come
back again do not be born again as a chickenbgcause they will kill you for any ritualistic
celebrations; do not be born again as a aoas{), the people will take the milk away from you
etc. ...". Villagers will pay respects with flowensncooked rice will be thrown all over the body
and nearby ground, and at times a few coins oresipéll be offered near the dead body as well.
Earlier until 25 years ago invariably the custonswa bury the dead, now due to the influence
of other societies cremation is also done. As aenaf fact it is very difficult to find traditiora

burial taking place in all the Rabha communitiessassult of Hinduization.

In death ceremony, all the offerings to the deaddame by the left hand. Beuri/priest
chants incantations, which have to be in the Ramglabha language, imploring the spirits to
clear the passage for the dead person. One ofostefymeral rites is calle@anthi-Thupai(i.e.

tying of cloth as a symbol of the departed soubjol is a part oFarkanthi SradhaHowever,



such rites are not strictly found among the orgashiand sanskritized sub-groups (Hakacham
2010: 156).

6.12 Magic and Religion: Beliefsand Practices

In this chapter (V) a study on the magico-religideeliefs among the Rangdani Rabha
was made. Like many other cultures in the worldRlaegdani Rabha believe that by performing
certain magical acts they can influence the supearalapowers and in turn it contribute to a
sense of order in what might otherwise be seen @watic and meaningless existence. When
one travels through the tribal religious worldstrioticed that they are commonly endowed with
belief in spirits and their veneration and worstgm be invoked, propitiated and even forced to
help or harm human beings by various magical astspactices. They believe that the whole
world including the individual life and works arargely governed by superhuman powers yet,
magico-religious rites have the power to take adrdver those powers that can cause disease,
misfortune or even death (Fuchs 1992: 67-72).

While discussing the magico-religious rites of RRangdani Rabhas, it is observed that
they do not worship natural forces, such as thymadér or the Sun, though some of their deities
are named after hills and streams. When a memb#radfparticular clan suffers from certain
ailments the clan-God is to be propitiated. Onlihsis of these and other materials, Majumdar
comes to the conclusion that Rangdani Rabha bditigreamains away from the orbit of
traditional Hinduism. They also call some of thersd placesiham.However, the importance
given toDodan Mandirat Baida in Goalpara arghikho Mandirin Nadiapara, Goalpara deserve
particular mention which are permanent places afhip for the members of the tribe and even
for others. One can find three images of Kdagan captainMarukhetrialong with saintRishi
and eleven goddesses, i.e., attendant€lwdri, consort ofDarmang are placed respectively
(Hakacham 2010: 157-58).

In the Rangdani Rabha society thgeuri (priest) is neither hereditary nor the

performance of the ritual is taught by anybody. lde@r, any senior Rangdani Rabha who has



learnt the art in dream revelation with a proverord of good temperament is regarded as their
Deuri (priest) and is highly esteemed by the whole d$pcide does not do this service for a
price, but often an honorarium is readily givenhiom by the one who requests his magico-
religious service at any time of the day or evemight. On some occasions before the major
puja the Deuri is expected to fast even abstaining from drinkiveger. There are also female
Deuri who assist the mal®euri in preparation of the main festivals likgaikha It was
identified that there were eighteen male and nerealeDeuri during theBaikho celebrations.
During one of the interviews it was found that thegho aspire to beconi2euri were selected
for a period of apprenticeship and that period iofetis used to assist the heBauri in
preparation for varioupuja and training is also received in uttering vari@ssentiainantras
Magico-religious ceremonies accompanied by behaliastrictions binding upon community
and/ or individual performed during the year. Irdi&idn to these rites, during the study the
present researcher has identified a number of ueeful herbs which are administered by
magico-religious practitioners for the various as in the Rangdani Rabha community even

today.

During the course of field study it was noticedttamong the Rangdani Rabha there was
strong belief that from mid MarcRl€th to mid August $ravar) are considered to be good for
sowing rice Bichiphukay especially of thdoromaivariety. Vegetables lik&ika, bitter guard,
pumpkin, long beans, chilly, etc. also are dondgh®m in these months. There are times when
agricultural operations are completely suspendeduse of the significance of the belief system
attached to it as well. It is also observed thdbigethe beginning of the agricultural operations
some people believed that invoking the name ofesuprGod Rish) or Mama Shibu Darmang
and his wife Chari, god of one’s gardenrdkshj), Garodevta (konchg, Nangol puja
(Vishwakarm@ Bura Lakor-Chota Lakofgod of cows), etc. brings in abundant crop. Tirst
phase of ploughing is known &araykay This is an overall ploughing as soon as theygyeec
indications of good season. Secondly, they plohghfield comparatively deeper. This is known
asChas rakhukayThe third and last phase of ploughing is knowrHapchi-rakhukaythereby
land is made leveled and completely fit for thenfilag of seedlings. Towards the beginning of
the harvesting Mai-khankay season they propitiatBhan Kuber, Bakra Bai, Bai-ma-b@n

some cases his wifdhanketroalso),Hungry Bai(also known adlakat) and in the time of pests



in the garden propitiation d€usuri deity is also done by the members of Matia andekbajri

villages.

In case of house construction, for example, bugdai cowshed, pig house, granary,
poultry farm, etc. is said to be determined aceaydo their traditional beliefs. The courtyard is
generally made at the southern part of the houbey Tig a well on a plot where fire flies
frequently fly in groups. The cowshed is supposetid on the other part of the courtyard. The
Namgharor the temple is generally located in the easpam of the household. On the eve of
construction of a dwelling house, some raw ricpuson the ground, if the next day if any of the
rice grain is lost the ground is considered to befit for the construction. They throw some
uncooked rice, make a boundary with a thread ahds&t the place where the offering has
taken place. They observe about 24 hours if thexe hast anything from the@uja ground, if
nothing is lost the ground is feasible for condinrc All these rituals are undertaken by the

house owner and the officiatif@guri.

They believe that if they experience a howling gbohan owl in the dream within the
vicinity of their house it is really a bad omen &wise, when one person dreams that he or she is
about to undertake a journey and at the very outsgimeone seems to ask ‘where are you
going’ then it is believed to be a bad omen. Howewdile in a dream if a person sees a funeral
procession it is considered to be a good omenjsspia a dream someone observes a chirping
bird building a nest it is considered to be a probamto the impending good luck. Anyone who
has learnt the art in dream among the Rangdani &ksbiegarded as their priefguri) and is
highly esteemed by the whole society. But the miediman Qjha) learns the art from someone

else. Among the Rangdani Rabha there is lots effegarding the interpretation of their dreams.

In a traditional Rangdani Rabha society religiobsesvations are done especially if they
encounter sickness and other difficult situatiofisere are a number of spirits to be propitiated
as the case may Ik@ber, Bakra Bai, Pisuli Bai, Huduma Bai, Bai-ma;lb4ungry Bai, Tycker
Bai, Panba Bai(the biggest spirit) are the major ones to be itiedpd in various situations of

sorrow and sickness. If in one case chicken isifgzed, in another case it may be a goat; but



invariably in most of the cases a sacrifice, liggtiof the lamp, sprinkling of the blood and

chanting of somenantraare essential ingredients.

6.13 Religious Continuity, Transition and Change

In the next chapter (Chapter V) we studied on temte of ‘Continuity, Transition and
Change in Religion’. The concepts of tradition acttnge occupied anthropological and
sociological thinking for a long time. Initially #mropologists were more fascinated by the notion
of discontinuity, which they identified as creatisgmething which is new or terminating the old
in cultures. However, today the more favored apgioa one which seeks to understand the
process whereby society and cultures persist thrdimge, maintaining their unique identities,
while at the same time undergoing transformatidmis Toncept is very much applicable to the
field of religion as well. The religion of any coramity if we observe closely depict elements of
continuity in the context of a society by invititige members of that society to preserve time
tested values which are indispensable for the Hmealorward movement of a coherent
population. However, we also notice a clarion talmove away from the age old statutes to be
relevant and forward looking communities, to caiphwith other similar communities who have
marched ahead on various counts. So a clear lirdeén in any given society between the
traditional and the contemporary, in our case ithisoticed in the life of the Rangdani Rabha of

Goalpara district, Assam.

From time immemorial religion has influenced theubht patterns and behavior of
human beings. This is all the more perceived ireth&cal and metaphysical values handed down
from generation to generation. Religion seems tonldarge in the lives of most of the peoples
described in classic anthropological studies. Tioeeg we can say religion pervades in every
realm of human existence. We also find there ananrerable definitions of religion concerned

with feeling, instinct, reason, cult and ritualygegption, belief and faith and so on.

Religion permeates all aspects of life in North tBaslia. It is basically a community
religion. To be truly human is to belong to the ¥éhoommunity, including the ancestors and

creation. To do so involves the active participatio the beliefs, ceremonies, rituals and



festivals of the community. Another distinctive cheteristic of religion of the tribal people is

that it doesn’'t have sacred scripture or script@®@other religions do. The religious ethos is
contained in the people’s hearts, minds, oral hysamd rituals. Since they did not have any
written code of rubrics in all its specificitiesaBha groups have lost some of their original
worship patterns side by side with their originalit language structure, with special reference
to Pati Rabhas. However, the acculturation hasritonéd to the development of Assamese
society in its multi-dimensionality. The major pbito be noted is that during the process of
assimilation the Rangdani Rabha community succegdeztaining some of the distinct identity

markers in spite of the push and pull of developnpenspectives. This is also a shining example
of toleration from dominant culture and persistgmbsitive and successful efforts from the

Rangdani Rabha community under consideration.

The Rangdani Rabha people traditionally practideva animistic rituals. They prepare
offerings of fruits, betel nuk(i), tamul pan(pang, tulsi, sugarcane, mango leaves, lardpg(),
etc. in the name of their deceased ancestors. Haweday they more often follow a faith,
which is a blend of some Hindu and a few animistigals. We often encounter today the
worship of Hindu gods in their traditionally revdrsacred grounddban) in ritual practices
among forest dwelling Rangdani Rabhas who stik i the forest villages and the Rangdani
Rabha who live in the villages as cultivators. Theest dwelling Rangdani Rabhas follow
traditional animistic practices tinged with someuals of mainstream Hinduism. On the other
hand village dwelling Rangdani Rabhas have showmesaffiliation with local Hindus as far as
their religious practices are concerned. The RanigdRabha people's religious world is
pervaded with various spirits and natural objettse main deity of the Rangdani Rabha is called
Rishi,who is a male deity. Rangdani Rabhas worship hiralliimportant social and religious

ceremonies.

In addition, there are the deitieaingtukandBasek represented by two earthen pots of
rice placed on the northern side of the store. &l deities are considered as the daughters of
Rishi or Mahakal Rungtukand Basekare household deities and considered as the dlafie
wealth like the Hindu Goddess Lakshmi. TRengtukandbasekare inherited by the heiress of

the family. Their traditional priedDeuri deosicounts the auspicious day for the foundation of



these deities. The deities do not have any idolsed colored earthen pitcher filled with rice
represents the deifgungtuk An egg is kept on the neck of the pitcher. Idieadays they made
elaborate sacrifices with killing fattened pigsatg chickens, etc. in large numbers. Today, they
choose to sacrifice very small and weak animals l@rds. In some cases it is also found that

they bring a small quantity of meat or fruits, fagréins and cash for offering to the deities.

Though present day beliefs externally seem to bwlsi it is really complex when we
learn in its totality. The systems of beliefs ie #piritual qualities of nature and at the same tim
the conception of a Supreme Being are the two feigmit traits which characterizes the
traditional religion of the Rangdani Rabha. They aware that the spiritual realm of the people
is always dominated by a number of spirits eithemdvolent or malevolent. These spirits have
such great powers that they may exert influenceemple in their earthly life and after life too.
The benevolent spirits are givemja by the tribal priestGurphangDeuri) and the malevolent
spirits are propitiated by medicine medjt§a). This means the worship aspect of the religion is
taken care of byeuri by offering prayers through asking pardon for sigts, And by uttering
magic chantingrfantrg the Ojha (also calledHuji in some areas) takes care of the healing
aspect or bodily wellbeing of the persons who amnénted by any sort of ill health, and
calamity. They are able to do this by tracing b#ek dreams, omens and predictions based on
the forecasting power of the medicine men. Howeaknost every Rangdani Rabha believes in
a Supreme GodR(shi Ba), who is just, benevolent and very concerned ahouman welfare
and welfare of all created beings. The Bodo, G&toch-Rajbongshi, Yougi (Nath), Goal
(Ghose), Hira, Bengali and Assamese people whahar@eighbors of Rangdani Rabhas are in
many ways influencing their religious and other iggonomic and religio-political

engagements.

At the present day though tBeuri is belonging to the Rangdani Rabha tribe elemeints
Hindu worship is amalgamated by them step by sStéyey have taken up the use of animal
sacrifices like killing of chicken, goats, etc.|llfaving the animal sacrifices of neighbouring
Bengali population. Earlier days the usesoidur, trishul (trident), prayer flags, bells, etc....
were completely absent. As times passed they Hasgparchased many calendars and photos of

popular gods and goddesses of Hinduism, Chrisyiaanid even others who are heroes and



models of honor and valor. Through the study it wassible to observe their affiliation with
Christianity as they put up general shops whicpldisphotos pertaining to the religion. Now, in
the following paragraphs the intercommunity religgoperceptions and linkages with special

reference to Rangdani Rabha of Matia and Majenalizgiges have been assessed.

During earlier days, the Rangdani Rabha staundiiiei@d to yearly sacrifice of pig and
major feast was arranged for the entire village momity during the time ofBaikho
celebrations. It was also observed tiasi puja an elaborate ritualistic sacrifice of pig
slaughter was undertaken for the fertility of tredds and welfare of human fraternity. This was
done to ward off every sickness and bring in goedith. The Rangdani Rabha took great pride
in making the five large stone erected in the wigrgtace @han). They were representations of
Mama Shibu DarmangShivg, Ayi Jashram(Parbati), Achu Tura(Grandfather of the place),
Ranga Dara(consort ofAchu Turd andAchu Koncho (worshipped by Garos and Rabhas), in

whose presence things sometimes get lost, howswapiable of prosperity in cultivation.

Today, one can see a number of changes taking facause of the contact with
Christianity and Hinduism as well. The church isypding education, medical care and to some
extent orientation for the youth. However, it has emerged as a motivating force which gives
greater leadership in orienting people to beconseap minded and take up challenges faced by
the people as a whole. There is a need to be nem@tive and take up more socially relevant
programmes reading the signs of the present dagtgih. However, in the case of Hinduism it
also has not taken up socially oriented programexegept that they invite the tribal fraternity to
take part in their fairs and festivals which hagégious significance at regular intervals. In the
changing context of Rangdani Rabha community tieeeeneed to negotiate between emerging
challenges faced by the Rangdani Rabha commuisitg-visthe larger concerns of the various

communities living side by side.

It is noticed that tribal religions in India werertned as animism in various census
reports and books wherein animism was applied &t basic form of religion in which magic is
the predominant element. It conceives of man asipgshrough a life surrounded by the

company of powers and elements mostly impersonehamacter. Some of these are regarded as



presiding forces over the various segments of éi&h force having its sphere of specific
influence. Thus there may be a spirit presidingroxagious diseases, spirits dwelling in rocks
and mountains, trees or associated with river aatésalls and so on. These are propitiated at

regular intervals to ward off the dangers assodiati¢h their negative influence.

In this context, we can only understand the elakofanctioning of the society if we
comprehend the basic beliefs of the people in thenaompassing spirit world. This is
important for understanding the overarching inngragic of religion in that particular society
as well. It is all the more true in the case oftual sphere wherein religious tenets are so
intrinsically interwoven. Therefore, we can undanst its cultural nuances when we understand
the religious beliefs which are amalgamated bynleenbers of the given society over a period of
time. Throughout the history of human evolutionalhages and stages of society, religion has
been a mighty and central unifying force in cultuféus, in our study among the Rangdani
Rabha it was established without any doubt thagicel has been the guardian of traditions,
meticulous preserver of the ethical codes, andhtyaof collective wisdom of ancestors who

may have otherwise never been schooled in presgrediicational institutions.

We also came to realize that some scholars belgrngirRangdani Rabha believed that
Rabhas have no particular religion of their owntsnstrict sense, though they call Bishi Bai
who is considered to be the supreme God. Yet, tiedigve in some magico-religious rites and
beliefs which relate more or less to their owngielis concepts (Hakacham 2010:144). Earlier
the Baikhowhich was celebrated in memory of four Rangdar@aheroines Famai, Nakkati,
Susariand Daduri was for duration of seven days yet, now it hambg®rtened to two days
only. It is also noticed that the great sacrifideadattened pig in honour of the supreme god
Rishi baiis avoided to make room for all the people of masi religions to take part. It is also
noticed that earlier days on the bed of a sickgreessickle, a branch efju plant, a broom, etc.
was kept to ward off evil spirits; now it is abanéd. However, the field observation and
extended interviews with the intelligentsia of tliemmunity amply make it clear that the
Rangdani Rabha has a clear indigenous religioniwikiof course, more vibrant in some parts of
the district while in some areas it has shown asiion with other organized religions as well.



Final Discussion

While discussing the major salient feature of toenmunity it is seen from the study that
the Rabha, including all its sub-groups as a megonmunity, in terms of their numbers have a
major role to play in the making of Assam a vibrstatte. Their ingenuity to cross the barriers of
economic, political, social and religious underpngs will pave way for a forward looking
journey for the next decade and more. Howeverhe rheantime they have to keep up the
enthusiasm in harnessing the inner strength of amunity taking other communities
especially the ones with whom they are in constantact with, other competing communities
and the state at large will be great and decisiaekers. While taking up cash crops they are
showing signs of success in economic front, yés, ¢hould not remain in individual concerns of
forward movement, but taking community to respondhte emerging needs of their fraternity
should become a salient feature of their enthusias agility. Will they rise up to
communitarian concerns, and will they see the awnakeof the inner genius as vital as their

every day care and concern?

In the recent years the Rangdani Rabha communggiigg through definite movements
towards economic betterment. This is perceivedha économic activities undertaken by the
people in planting cash crops for e.g.: rubber witkat focus. They also see there is possibility
of economic advancement of planting rubber saplimgghe nursery, which is sold for a
handsome market price and they are transportedrious parts of the district and even outside
the district. This recently added economic per@radhas made them move away from

community engagements with special reference tgioels rituals up to a certain extent.

In the field of educational advancement is alsdearcmarker in this community as a
number of students are pursuing higher educatidverdl are doctors, professors, engineers,
M.B.A, M.A, doctoral scholars, etc. ... who show dréaent in terms of their perseverance.
This also is a pointer that this community is pdise achieve greater things in society. The one

major concern would be to march ahead in the combeany society without sacrificing time



tested values and morals handed down to them begltegly members who have lesser social

control on the growing younger population, morevéth regard to religious observances.

Another important marker is the religious toleranbserved in the community. The well
known Deuris of the villages accept that there are elementStoistianity, Hinduism and other
religious affiliations amidst the Rangdani Rabhatlren. And unlike in some other parts of
North East India or elsewhere there are no elimetes who vociferously work against the
organized religions which are making their presdetten a phased manner.

In some instances Rangdani Rabha marriages arembegomore and more inter-
community based. This is also due to the inter-camty relationship built between the
communities for the past two decades and more.dst of the instances marriages are taking
place between Bodo and Rangdani Rabha commuritegver, Rabha-Rajbongshi and Rabha-
Garo marriages too are observed.

The health consciousness in the Rangdani Rabha woitynproclaims that herbal
heritage is very much protected by them and theyiuwithout much fanfare. There are also
incidences where in patients are taken to modemhicakestablishments even though there are

practitioners of magico-religious rites are readiailable in the nearby vicinity of the village.

This present thesis is a modest attempt to poaragccount of the traditional religion of
the Rangdani Rabha as a sub-group of the whole Ritite. However, as we have considered
only the people of Matia and Majerburi villagesthim the time and resources available to this
scholar, he has given a full and final account,farsas practicably possible, taking into
account the beliefs, practices and function ofdglani religion as discerned by them based on
the empirical data from the field situations. Ithelieved that this study has been valuable
because today in the changing context of the soeaietarge, the tribal communities of India,
most specifically of the studied villages have shayeat endurance to their traditional religion;

however, adapting to the changing needs of the aamtynat large. This study has also brought



to light the efforts of the community to preseryeit identity in the larger context of other

neighboring communities as well.

Many young people are growing up without a compnshe knowledge of the old
religious rituals. They were found to be much lassre of the arena of religion compared to the
economic and political spheres. Certainly, it hesagimplications, because while though they
adhere to a number of religious tenets which areléa down from generations they are not able
to articulate the reasons for their belief. Thisngportant precisely because their belief system
has a lot to do with their commitment to other arelife including individual, communitarian
and inter-community ethics which they practice gmdpagate. My young translator also has
reported that he has learnt a great deal from tbeept study. The communication with Brake
Rabha who was 112 years old in the year 2013 abhdlisved to be the senior most among the
Rangdani Rabha deserves special mention since ofugis traditional acumen has helped the
present researcher to land at the present statenaf while elucidating the final chapter of the

thesis.

In this study both empirical and non-empirical Bsstave been incorporated. The village
environment is important as a source of sustenandealso as the abode of spirit beings which
have power over the economic resources. Peopléeotvillages, especially the elderly have
nostalgic memories of their ancestors who livedrthée with zest and great joy. This they
express while they speak of an endearing sociatioalship with the recent and the remote past.

Consequently, people seek to remember them initifermal sharing and social gatherings.

They sometimes blame sickness, misfortune and deatised by evil spirits, and
propitiates them, though not with elaborate ritualbich might otherwise disrupt the society
serving as an integrating mechanism where ritugeds express and reaffirm community
attitudes. Rangdani Rabha religion not only reioésrthe social structure but also contributes to
social cohesion and community building based onualutrust and benevolent give and take.

This also instills in them an element of confidencéheir day to day transactions.



It is generally observed that a group of familiesne together in a predetermined house
for a chit chat and to share a bit diocko(rice beer). Certainly, this enhances community
building and building up of a mutual appreciatidihough many a time these meetings are
informal, these gatherings are important to eadeetaments of anxiety and build up social
cohesion. For the Rangdani Rabha these and simd#trerings are not mere community
gatherings, but a means to promote well-being mega which is also a feeling of being at home
with the ancestral spirits. ThBeuri give us an element of community cohesion by riual
undertaken during the annual celebrations with ispeeference to their locgluja. This is also
an intermingling of traditional Rangdani Rabha ifiad with an assimilated intermixture of

rituals from neighboring communities.

The present study of religion among a particuléiniet group is a challenging exercise
especially because religion mostly comes underrg¢aém of intangible culture. However, the
heartening element is that religion intertwinesuery aspect of the life of a given community.
In the case of Rangdani Rabha it has been fourtd¢hgion is operating in a subtle way and

influences the every sphere of their life in vagauays.

Thus, the Rangdani Rabha community deserves oupaymtic understanding most
especially they were a community which lived witmmum development interventions of the
government. In the recent years, Rangdani Rabhas ¢ained education through missionaries
but have probably moved away from their indigencwiture and beliefs. But in some pockets of
Goalpara, Rangdani Rabhas are still trying to pueséheir traditional ways of life. It is a
struggle to maintain the age-old practices of thefefathers without turning away from the
fruits of modernity. Only time can reveal the largeenario of their all-encompassing life
wherein the outcome of this social metamorphositaking place in the tribal heartland of
Goalpara, bringing in more joy and peace ushemndevelopment in tune with the tribal ethos
of the community under study. In any case, RangBafiha, as a community, is going through
ferment, a phase of change, reasserting theiritgeat the one hand, holding fast to their time
tested values on the other. In all these endeatmg are valiant, determined and forward

looking. Their traditional religious tenets are heng, and will certainly change again. It is the



community that will adhere to a particular religiopattern which could provide them meaning,

motivation, security, peace and over all well beimiga long time to come.

Despite efforts to group all the sub-communitiesRabha under one fold of Rabha,
especially in census records or otherwise, the BamgRabha maintain a distinct identity to
safeguard their ethnic position as a distinct comitgun terms of their ethnicity where religion
plays a major role for cohesiveness and corporagenéthe community. This is evident from
their social customs, organization, rituals anceottultural markers that have been transcended
from generation to generation. In the studied gél it has been found that there is a
simultaneous presence of traditional Rangdani Rabdlgion, Hinduism, and Christianity along
with the syncretic form of religious behaviour talslize the ethnic identity as well as social
position of the community in the larger canvasridfal North East India in general and Assam in
particular.
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