CHAPTER III

THE RITES OF PASSAGE

3.1 Introduction

Human communities all over the world adhere to mlper of initiation rites which are
fundamental to human growth and development. Thesewere originally established in order
to link the individual to the community and the coomity to the broader and more potent
spiritual world. Initiation rites are a natural andcessary part of a community, as are arms and
legs natural and necessary extension of the hurody. @hese rites are critical to individual and
community development, and it should not to berdke granted that people automatically grow
and develop into responsible, socially minded encwnity oriented adults.



The process of initiation concerns undergoing adamental set of rites to start a
new phase or beginning in life. It marks the pagdhom one phase in life to the next more
mature phase. Initiation fundamentally has to dthwiansformation, and has been a central
component of traditional cultures since time immeialo The details of the rites vary among
the different societies, but these rites are néedess basic components of the society as
they help guide the person from one stage in Iifto ithe next stage of one’s life and
development, that is, from birth to death and belyon

(www.manuampim.com/AfricaninitiationRites.htm).

After having made these introductory remarks to ritkes of passage we shall look at
some detail into three major ceremonies of intiatnamely pregnancy/conception/child birth,
marriage, and mortuary rites which we addressdiégpter as rites of passage.

3.2 Ritesde Passage

A famous French anthropologist and folklorist, AichYan Gennep was the first person
to distinguish rites of passage as a distinct categf ritual in his boolk_es Rites de Passage
(1909). He pointed out that many of the ritualsamiged in a community on a number of
occasions demarcate a ‘passage’ in location ame,tand he showed conclusively that the rituals
could be broken into three phases: ‘Pre-liminalage in which the persons or groups who were
the subjects of the ritual were separated fronT fr@@vious social condition; secondly, a ‘liminal’
phase in which they were in a marginal situatiord ainally a third ‘post-liminal’ phase in which
they were re-aggregated to their previous sociatlitmn or aggregated to a new social condition.

In short, he spoke about separation, transitioniaewrporation.

Life cycle ceremonies orites de passageare ceremonial events, existing in all
historically known societies that mark the passfage one social or religious status to another.
Many of the most important and common rites of pgesare connected with the biological crises
of life - birth, maturity/reproduction, and deatlalt of which bring changes in social status and,

therefore, in the social relations of the peoplecesned. Other rites of passage celebrate changes



that are wholly cultural, such as initiation intacgeties composed of people with special interests
- for example, fraternities. Rites of passage amevewsal, and presumptive evidence from

archaeology in the form of burial findings stronglyggests that they go back to very early times.

Life-cycle ceremonies and crisis rites are usuaimonymous terms referring to rites
connected with the biological crises of life, batree modern scholars have included among crisis
rites ritual observances aimed at curing seridoeskes. Ceremonies of social transformation and
of religious transformation overlap crisis riteseligious transformations, such as baptism and
rites of ordination, always involve social transf@tions; social transformations such as at
coming-of-age and induction into office may alsanfrnew religious statuses, and life-cycle

ceremonies similarly may or may not involve chanige®ligious statuses.

Life-cycle ceremonies are found in all societidd)augh their relative importance varies.
The ritual counterparts of the biological crisestlod life cycle include numerous kinds of rites
celebrating childbirth, ranging from pregnancy site® rites observed at the actual time of
childbirth and, a ceremony of thanksgiving for mesthsoon after childbirth. In all societies some
ritual observances surround childbirth, marriagel death, although the degree of elaboration of

the rites varies greatly even among societies ofparable levels of cultural development.

People all over the world adhere to one or theratbe of ceremonies and observances
to signify important moments of life in the life ah individual. These rituals and ceremonies
have evolved over the years and have helped thesopge with various challenges of life. The
root of these rituals are the acceptance of thietfat human beings are not in complete control
of their life and certain customary practices whiokokes the intervention of heavenly or
supernatural bodies contributes to the smooth @uraf people in this turbulent earthly

pilgrimage (Kanijirathinkal 2007: 24).

Perhaps the most influential study of the rituabgess was provided by Arnold Van
Gennep inLes Rites de Passagd909), where he argues for the significance tdsriof
transition, which he categorized as an immutabpattite sequence: separation, liminality, and

re-aggregation. Victor TurnerBhe Ritual Proces$1969) advanced Van Gennep's concept of



‘liminality’ by advocating its applicability for t study of ritual in both tribal and modern
European societies. Roy A. Rappapokrigs for the Ancestor§1968) skillfully demonstrated
how rituals regulate environmental relations. R@opts is the best known study linking

religious ritual and ecology (Reynolds and Tanr#5).

Traditionally shamans are the equivalent of priéstiibal communities. As such they
officiate over the various ceremonies in their grifrom births to death. As a trained shaman,
one is available to the community to perform fiexamonies, birth ceremonies, weddings and
mortuary rites. All the ceremonies are about maylartransition. The priest or officiator of the
ceremony can design with the one who approachesahieremony to suit whatever your wants
or dreams are. There are many periods in our ife=re transition takes place from one phase to
another. Many cultures observe a rite of passagelasy becomes a man and a girl becomes a
woman. They also observe the rite of the middledaggult into an elder or wisdom keeper.
These rites are performed within a person’s comtyuoi welcome them to the next stage of

their development.

Rites of passage are special rituals societies@ntpl assist their members at key times
of biographical change. These life transitionsdaila recognizable pattern of behavior in many
cultures; for example, babies are given a namesacthl identity, youths enter adulthood or
marry, others retire, gain particular qualificasossuch as degrees or enter particular professions,
or pass from the world of the living to the worlfitbe dead. Changes of status can be related to
changes in identity because the tedantity embraces social and psychological aspects of life.
The termstatustends to refer to sociological values without refere to the personal feelings
and self-evaluation of individuals. In this enttlye termstatusemphasizes the social dimension

and identity of the psychological aspects of anviddal's life.

In this chapter some of the major life cycle ceraias observed by the Rangdani Rabha
will be studied and in each of the individual libgcle one can find an amalgamation of
folkloristic elements as well. For example at the patal stage, when a Rabha woman realizes
that she is pregnant she observes many taboosddtaher health, health of the child, welfare of

her husband, her relatives and so on. In a matriagenot only the bride and groom that pass



from being single to being married but their paseatso become parents-in-law. Parents,
siblings, and friends may all enter in to new telahips. Thus, definitely, new patterns of
behavior with appropriate layers of duties and eespbilities are knit together in every society.
This is equally true in the case of the funeratyat, a rite of passage observed in a great
majority of human societies. Numerous changes ehtity are associated with funeral rites,

affecting the statuses of the dead, surviving iretat and members of the broader community.

At the very outset the themes of pregnancy andddhiiith, the first stages of rites of

passage in Rabha society will be discussed at ssmgéh.

3.2.1 Pregnancy and Child Birth (Jytyk Changkai)

The two great imperatives in the ancient world werget married and to have children.
There were two reasons why having a family was idensd so necessary. With no medicare,
old age home, or pension plan, people throughauatitient world relied on their adult children
to look after them in old age. However; pregnaratyldbirth, and infancy were the three most
important times in ancient life. With very littlenderstanding of the biological processes and
none of the modern tools for dealing with birthumgs and infection, it was natural that in early
days people would turn to magic and religion fosistance. The gods could be beseeched,
assimilated or controlled. This is the same apgrahat is common in many religions today,

when a believer prays to God for assistance.

Pregnancy is a turning point in a couple’s life. &onumber of observations are
undertaken to carry forward a baby with wellbeingevery way. A rite or celebration of this
landmark event was a part of most of the cultuféss is true of tribal societies that exist today.
A pregnant woman (so also the husband) has toWatkertain restrictions in this decisive period
of time. While she is advised to take nutritiousdcand enough rest, she is forbidden to carry
heavy objects, keep away from spicy food, and aabidnding mortuary rites. In the case of
husband he too has to follow certain restrictioks hot attending funeral rites, abstaining from

killing animals and birds etc.



Observances during PregnancyKan Khysamkai)

Knowledge of pregnancy and delivery complicatiomsl actions to be taken by the
health institutions need to be known. Especiallywlthe complications women may experience
during pregnancy for early identification and timekferral. Regarding complications during
pregnancy, a number of them mentioned swelling asfds and feet, vomiting, paleness, and
excessive bleeding. Some of them mentioned aboovutsions, while one-third mentioned
about abdomen or body pain, and high fever. Leas five per cent mentioned about weak
movement or abnormal position of fetus. The knogkdegarding complications during

pregnancy and delivery was low.

The Rabha believe that it is due to the sexual rurbetween two opposite sexes
pregnancy take place. Moreover, they strongly teat without God’s mercy, no woman can
become pregnant or no man can impregnate a wonaanitthey had sexual contact. As such, a
couple without child often visits a prayer placeacgiemple and worships the deity for offspring.
When a Rabha girl notices a prolonged stoppaggaé of menstruation and physical change in
her body, she understands that she is pregnardods as she notices this fact she first informs
her husband and then husband’s elder married .s\Meen the husband comes to know this he

observes a couple of taboos related to sex lifef@od

Generally, the Rabha do not perform any particaaemony on account of the first or
successive pregnancies. It is found that the Rangaad Maitari groups of the Rabha offer a
sacrifice by offering a duck or a goatBay-ma-ba(a benevolent deity who presides over birth)
for safe delivery. It is found that among all thelRa groups thejha (village medicine man)
gives akas (a kind of sanctified thread) which the pregnantmaa ties on her waist for the

protection of herself and the child in her womb.

During pregnancy some restrictions were imposetherexpectant mother as regards her
food, movement and activities. She is not allowe@dd¢company any funeral procession and is
not given any heavy work. No separate room wastoaeted for parturition. One portion of the

bedroom was used for delivery where men are nanipled to enter whereas some older and



experienced women of the tribe were called uporpeédorm the job of a midwifedpai)
(Raychaudhuri 2007: 49-50).

After the birth of a child the umbilical cord wastavith a sharp bamboo strip. Normally
about two inches length was kept from the bodyefahild, and after the cutting it was tied with
thread. Breast feeding is done immediately by tle¢her. Then the placenta and other items
were kept in an earthen pot and buried on the s#ageat the back of the room just under the
roof (chhanchhg by the father of the new born child. In caseabtence of the father any
woman could do it. But in case of repeated deatbhdfl, the placenta was to be buried at the
crossing of four roads. Special care was takdsuty the placenta lest it was eaten by any wild

animal or taken by witches thereby causing harthéanew born baby.

The birth of a child is the most important thingtire woman's life after marriage. Her
health and the health of the child are carefulbkkxd after by elderly women. The child is given
bath in the tepid water. After the bath child iediso be kept in a winnowing fakula) and for a
short while shown to the Sun light. This was dogehe mid-wife (lhai). Every member of the
family tries to keep her in good spirits and soedl@ women try to surround her with an
atmosphere of piety: religious books are reads ritEpungsavarare observed and she is given
panchamrita For a month from the birth of a child, the motteeheld impure. She is not allowed
to touch anything in the house. A fire is kept ¢anfly burning with paddy husks or dried cow

dung near her to drive off evil spirits.

After the first month is over, theuddhj ceremony is held when mother and child are
purified and allowed to mix with others. The balysr is shaved off. The Lalungs have another
wonderful custom; the mother brings the baby wasiteah, out of the house in the morning and
let him face the east, a women-priest brings aiagjpeenade bow and arrows to be touched by
the baby and shoots four arrows in the four corrfergning that the baby itself is shooting and
praying toNarayana, Ananta, Mahadewnd Yamato protect it from calamity. If it is a girl, she
is touched with a piece of cotton and a sicklegadtof with bow and arrows and: ‘your struggle

is outside the house’, is whispered to the boy‘godr struggle is inside the house’, to the girl.



In the Rangdani Rabha society as soon as the wallxiord dries up, i.e., about 3 months
after the birth of the child, complelipai of the floor of the house is done with a mixtufeow
dung and mud. This is a part of the purifying cevaynrelated to the child birth in a house. After
three months a ritual for name giving ceremony fnsdl feeding Tasigynkay is conducted. For
this there is a need to prepare 3 potshaicko(2 pots will be larger ones with about 6-7 each
kilos, and one small pot with about 3-4 kilos). @ms name giving day relatives and
neighbouring families are invited. In the past &saa custom to give any famous name which
comes to their mind. As for instance a child bomtlee days when a famous film lil&holay
was running in the theatre, it was normal to naha thild asSholay Now-a-days names are
selected from the various suggestions from thagdlelders. Some of the invitees also bring a
small amount of money as a gift for the new boriidctAbout 30 to 40 years ago a couple of
drops ofchockowere also given to the child as a part of thehbigremonies. The naming of a

child after any popular or famous thing is a mateimpact from the outside world.

Some Buddhists of Assam observe a kind of puribcatites for both mother and child.
The Dowaniyasdo it with the help ofFungi (priest) who perform religious functions. The
BuddhistFakials bring the baby outside to the elevated verandathefhouses built on poles
only after seven days and they bring down the lialifre ground only after a month, when old
women tie black thread to its hands and legs td vtigvell in life. Some Hinduised Rabhas also
tie a black thread around the baby's waist to warfl effects of evil eyes

(www.webindia.123.com/assam/people/customs3.htm).

If a child is seen sickly, due to the ill effectistbe influence of witchegtitker) bai-ma-
ba ceremony is conducted with the helpD¥uri. In this ceremony a female duck (in its absence
a chicken is also used) is sacrificed by Ereuri uttering a couple ahantras Some however, do
not call for the assistance Bfeuri. In this case some of the elderly persons of #mail{ or
village can also undertake this officiating roléwid ceremony also introduces the new born child
to the society at large (in most of the placesguractical sense the village community is given
the news that a new member is arrived amidst thAmpng the post birth ceremoniBskthai
Phakakai (1** purification ceremony) an@asiGunkai (name keeping ceremony and in some

cases feasting ceremony) deserve special mentield (Rpril 2013).



3.2.2 Marriage Rituals (Jorisni Rynchay)

Marriage is one of the most important social insitins covering the life cycle and a
number of customs and rites are built around ifatit, most of these customs and rituals have an
important significance both in anthropological andtural points of view. As it is one the most
universal social institutions and a good numbearghropological experts have tried to define it;
for example according to Zonabend (1996: 350) rageiis ‘the union of man and woman such
that the children born from the woman are recoghiae legitimate’. Whereas Oppong (1989:

488) says marriage is,

‘... a culturally approved relationship of one mamdaone woman
(monogamy); or of one man and two or more womety@gymy/polygamy), in
which sexual intercourse is usually endorsed beatviee opposite sex partners,
and there is generally an expectation that chilavéinoe born of the union and

enjoy the full birth status rights of their society

Marriage is a cultural universal phenomenon ang idefined by different scholars in

different ways. According to Gough (1959),

‘... marriage is a socially recognized and normativetescribed relationship
between at least two persons that defines econandcsexual rights and other
duties, each owes the other or others and provtdgeprimary mechanism in a
society by which offspring are recognized as legitie and accorded full birth-

status rights common to normal members of theirespor social stratum’.

But in recent years the institution of marriagemslergoing tremendous transition. There
are studies around the world which highlight trensformative process of marriage in today’s

scenario (Fincharat al. 2007; Srinivasan and Lee 2004; Hortaesal.2001; Malhotra and Tsui



1996; Santow and Bracher 1994) and also show i@riatf marriage system with regard to

different religion and location of the same popolatgroup (Rongmei and Kapoor 2005).

However, such definitions will hardly be sufficiesince several types of marriages, as
practiced now-a-days, remain beyond their scopeh s1$ lesbian or gay marriages in several
Western countries, or little known ghost marria@ejs contracted by the widow ofNauer man
without heir or by a sister on behalf of her deeeabrother if he has no progeny (Pritchard
guoted in Zonabend 1996: 31).

In the preliminary negotiation conducted by go-testw ahtak aisa careful observation
of the omensrfangala chawpis made. Certain signs like birth in the famagquisition of new
property, it is considered to be auspicious. Qndther hand if there is death or theft in the
family it will be inauspicious. After this period time if everything seems to be alright a priest
is consulted. After obtaining priests consent a iddixed for both the parties to meet, settle the

bride-price and also to agree on the date and teraf the marriageséja biya or tola biya

Marriage is an important institution from the socidtural point of view. It creates new
social relationships and reciprocal rights betwdle® spouses and their families. Through
marriage a man and woman are legitimately givewtganto bring forth offspring to the larger
society. Marriage creates new social relationslaipd reciprocal rights between the spouses,
between each and the kin of the other, and estasligshat will be the rights and status of the
children when they are born. Every society has gezed procedures for creating such

relationships and rights (Brahma 1992: 75).

Like every other society in the world, marriageoise of the most important social
institutions of the Rabha. After marriage a persoters into a circle of great responsibility. With
the marriage ceremony the Rabha give the newlyiethoouple a new lesson on life which is
full of duties and responsibilities. As a rule §yming people of the Rabha society especially in
the villages, lead chaste lives before marriage-fbertal marriages are not common among
the Rabha. The marriageable age is after attainofgmiberty and adulthood. Monogamy is the

10



socially accepted norm practiced by the Rabha.ydaohy is permissible, but it is not favored
(Rabha 2000: 81).

As someone has rightly defined marriage as a ub&ween a man and a woman and
such that children born to the woman are recogniegttimate offspring of both parents.
Marriage creates new social relationships and recg rights between the spouses, between
each and every kin of the other, and established whl be the rights and status of the children
when they are born. Every society has recognizedgalures for creating such relationships and

rights, and for making it known that they have besrated (Brahma 1992: 75).

An important aspect of a marriage is that it regmipassing through several preliminary
stages before the actual marriage rites are peedriwhen the boy attains the marriageable age
the parents have consultations with trusted redatand friends and start preparations. The most
important part of the pre-marriage preparationelecion of the bride. The Rabha parents are
very particular about making the right choice. ekfitnaking preliminary inquiries about the
prospective bride a party consisting of a few didaromen of the village including the boy’s
mother sets out to the house of the girl with titention of conveying the choice of the girl. This
visit is locally referred to a®an-Tamul Kata This is an important pre-marriage ceremony

according to the traditional customs of the Rabha.

Then on an appointed day the groom’s party coméls avibag ofchira (pounded rice)
and if this is accepted by the bride’s party a weEmey known assota-Tamul Khuoyavhich is
the most significant part of the entire procedweairanged. Here the groom party is to offer
betel-nuts and leaves with utmost care and acogrtbhnthe norms observable in such an

important assembly. This is also a proof of theeptance of the village elders (Rabha 2000: 86).

Among the tribal endogamous cases clan exogamyidtlysfollowed. Adherence to the
clan exogamy is due to the fact that the peopleregiard the members of the same claaréi)
and sub clan as their own brothers and sistershaydalso believe that marriage within the same
clan and sub-clan is a sin. On the other hand éoplp think that tribal exogamy has occurred

mainly due to the open-minded nature relating raggiin today’s scenario.
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The actual marriage takes place on an auspicioysasieertained on the verdict of the
village priest or as per dictum of the Assameseradr. The usual practice on this day is to
fetch the bride to the groom’s house for holding tharriage rites. A mirthful situation is created
by the female singers who take out a processiontlaadirummers that accompany them. On
arrival at the brides house after having adornex lihde with the bridal clothes the return
journey begins with members of the bride’s side eremappropriately known adok-Swamis
This journey is on foot if the distance is shortl dny conveyance if the distance is too much.

After the arrival at the entrance of the groom’si$®the first ritual is known &@halani-
bati Sarakoyais performed with great jubilation. She is thed te the main houseéb¢rghar)
with the female members while the male membersaacemmodated in the temporgygndal
(structure) erected for this purpose where a ctagpl is kept lighted with mustard oil. This
follows the ceremonies such as customary bath ideband groom, adorning with wedding
dresses, both of them tied in a knlaigha-ganth), combing the hair of groom and brid#h(p-
chaul-chatioy3, presentation givingusargg, blessing given by entire assembhafiddhani—
loud expression of good wishes), reverence to ttlere of the houseghor-gosan), big feast
with rice, vegetables, pork or chicken, fish, pleot rice beer, etc... This celebration may go
for two days. Of late, some changes have takereptarst specifically some Hindu customs are
incorporated, Brahmin priest is called to officiatestom ofHom-Yajnabefore sacred fire also

is observed in some places.

In the Rangdani Rabha society there are three iapotypes of marriages namely, (i)
Krangsi Buri (ii) Buri Sinkay and (iii) Bonkau Bakayln the first type of marriage the groom’s
party prepares a bamboo basket and arranges & pbbckg a container of mustard oil and a
piece of cloth yphan for the lady. Generally five people both men amimen go to the house
of the girl’s parents and keep the bamboo baskeitarcontents in that house and come back to
their original house. If the bride’s party does tike this proposal they will bring back the
basket to the boy’s house on the following day.wieeer, in most cases the basket is taken back
to the girl's house once again by the boy’s partyis makes the girl’s party recognize that they

are serious about this matter and the marriagesnedoe settled by any means.
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Having made up their mind they get ready wattunni (kambang, turban kodabang,
etc., for the bride. It is observed that marriageemony is officiated bipeuri who will call for a
red coloured cocktd). Sometimes two cocks are used for this ceremBayg coloured cock
symbolizes auspicious occasion and good luck femgwly marrying couple. They are killed by
twisting their necks simultaneously and it is damehe name ofSirgini Risi (Supreme God).
Often he is assisted by 2 two 3 other persons. Heqy theDeuri to cut the chickentd thakay
and sprinkles the some blood n the banana leawvesadmpn the courtyard. Sonmhockois
poured from the kettlecbiujuk on the ground anBeuri prepares the chicken after having mixed
it in soda and then distribute among the partidipalt is done in the name #&ishiwho is the
provider of good fortune for the newly marrying pter One of the importamhantrarecited by
the Deuri is choto matia, boro matigorayer for the village Matia!); ThBeuri also utterdaba
nangi kolai bomai, baling baling tonga lagiye in the name ofswar both of these newly
married couples live in peace and may they expegidiessings oRishi On the ground two
banana posts are erected with some decorationth&éwgeith some flowers. Bamboo is cut and
filled with kerosene oil which is lighted. Locake beer ¢hockg, about 12 grains of uncooked
rice (mai), incense qupi), betel nut and tamul leavdsu{ pang, cutting of the cock in the name
of the boy and girl, praying for their long and pggife etc., are constituent parts of the ritual.
All the Deuris are offereahockoin earthen pot or kettleljujuk).All the members gathered will
be also provided witithockq vegetables, pork, arshmchakali(rice powdered curry). For them
dog, fox and cow are taboo. The newly married coupliches the feet of the parents and then
elders of the village as a mark of respect. Thetuin give their blessings to the boy and girl
(Field, April 2013).

3.2.3 Mortuary Rites
Mortuary practices are one of the most visibly wadt features observed by
archaeologists. English anthropologist, Edward Burmylor developed the argument that

animism has had its origin in the dream and deaftergence. The body-soul division was

perceived by ancient people in dream that persutdded to believe that the ghost-soul survives
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the destruction of the body. James G. Frazer exquhtiis idea and argued that all mortuary

rituals were motivated by fear of the ghost-soulhaf deceased.

Anthropological evidences on tribal death custoths\aer the world show that they are
more or less similar. As Pohil says, human apprdacteath and funeral rites is universal.
Viewing death as a separation of the soul fromhbey is universal and it runs through all the
mainstream religions. Some of the features of degahreligion, observes American author
Daniel Dennett in his booBreaking the Spellwill turn out to be vestigial traces of the folk

religions from which they are descended.

In a recent study conducted by Bera (2010) amoeadriang of Tripura, one can find the
existence of both normative patterns of beliefthi society as well as the actual performances
practised as mortuary rites. Despite deviationscimamunity at large has not forgotten the age
old practices. On the contrary they succumb tolabks conditions making it a community

practice.

The death and disposal of dead is always assocmthcelaborate performance of ritual
in all human societies. The basic function of maryupreparation is to free the living from the
defilement of death and to ensure a safe and ssfatgmssage into the here after. Indeed, the
proper performance of funerary rites is neededn@bke the dead to depart to the place and
condition to which they properly belong. Failureeigpedite their departure can have dangerous
consequences. Mortuary customs impose on the susvivot only certain modes of behaviour
but also the simulation of certain emotions whicélymr may not be felt. Thus the statements of
Wallis and Malinowski may describe the emotiondis$action derived on occasion from a

funeral but they do not advance a sociological wstdading of all mortuary customs and beliefs.

Death forcefully separates the deceased from teedship and company of their living
parent, spouse, or coworker. The period of prepattve dead for burial or cremation moves
them into a transitional phase when they are neiilimat they have been nor yet what they will
become. Such moments of transition often involveeuainty and potential danger, and

therefore grief. The ritual impurity of the corpderives from its inability to respond to others, is
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greatly felt. Accordingly, people pay their resgetd the dead, marking their former identity
with them, express sorrow for the bereaved and,sbydoing, reaffirm their continuing
relationship with them. Stories recounting the aebiment or character of the dead and
supernatural powers may be invoked to forgive anlytee deceased may have perpetrated and
to guide them into the afterlife. Gifts and goodsyrbe provided to assist the individual to depart

from this world to the next (http://www. deathredace.com/Py-Se/Rites-of-Passage).

The burying of the dead appears to have been a conmustom amongst all the non
Aryan people of Assam. The Ahom, before embraciingdiism, used to bury their dead. The
Mikir and the Deori also cremate their dead. But among the Bodo alltkinee customs are
prevalent. Some of them cremate their dead; some them, a third section simply takes the
dead to the burial ground and leaves them there DBori will not cremate a man who has died
of an epidemic but first bury him and then exhuimre gkeleton. The Khasi and the Rabha follow
both the custom of burying and cremating as a w&acdf secondary burial system. In the case of

newly born children they often bury them.

Most of the tribes believe in life after death. Soof them also believe in the rebirth of
the spirit in another form. Rangadani Rabhas beli@gath is not the end; in turn one will be
reborn again each according to one’s deeds, gobdarTheDeuri offers a hen or a cock near
the head of the dead person. All those who conagtémd the funeral ceremony will bring along
uncooked rice which will be thrown all over the ddsody and on the ground nearby. This is to
make any possible evil spirit to divert their atten. Some bring along cash as well. This is a
mark of their solidarity with the kith and kiDeuri will make the dead person’s hand open and a
chicken will be killed by pressing with the helplmfth Deuri and the dead person’s hands. This
symbolizes the participation of the dead also epinja offered in his/her favour. All invariably
can go in procession to the burial grounthfigkhardamexcept the pregnant women who may
need to take great care to be protected from ttleetibotakay who are witches watching out to
harm such people at any given chance (Field, 213).

In other tribal societies in North East India wesdéaimilar experiences too. If a Lalung

baby cries too much, they suppose that some deatbareof the family must have been reborn.
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When a Mikir baby is named after its grandfathers supposed that the dead old man is reborn
as his grandson. To the Nyishi the colourful bdiiess are the spirits of the dead. When an
unmarried Bodo young man dies, a banana tree rgguanear his grave so that his life after
death becomes more fruitful. When a Bodo woman, @digspal branch is planted near her grave
in the hope that in her rebirth she will be bless@t a luxuriant growth of hair. Before burial or
cremation, water is poured and red threads plaetsden the lips of the dead, that will make in

rebirth, the lips thin and red, a sign of beauty.

In this chapter we shall study the perception digi@n among the Rangdani Rabha.
However, to make tangible observation of the religive need to closely understand some of the
major life cycle ceremonies observed by Rangdarih@a and in each of the individual life
cycle we find an amalgamation of religious elemeintertwined to it. For example when
pregnancy is observed among any Rangdani Rabha nya@hea observes many taboos related to
her health, health of the child, welfare of herlyargd, her relatives and so on. These aspects are
observed through their ceremonies in which theg songs, undertake rituals to the deities. Here
below we shall study some of these life cycle evavith an element of religious motifs attached
to it.

Every human society has rules and regulation fer tleatment of their dead — the
ceremonies and rituals that must accompany the, ddaether to bury or cremate the dead. The
Rangdani Rabha observe a yearly festival for theddans of the clan, which is known as
Farkanthi This is apparently not a ceremony of mourningrejaicing. They glorify the death
with a requiem accompanied with dance and merryimgakl he Pati, Totla, Dahori and other
sanskritized groups have largely adopted the Assanindu ways of performing rites and
rituals connected with death (Rabha 2000: 92).

Cremation is the usual pattern of disposal of thaddn Rangdani Rabha society, though
in the case of small children, burial is the normectice. In a normal death, the dead body is
washed witrsanti jal (sanctified water) and after that the body is siedswith new garments and
kept in an outer house for a night for enabling dstant relatives to arrive for the last rites.

While in the case of Rangdani and Maituri Rabhashibdy of the deceased is bathed and kept in
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the outer room of the house with the head poimtioghwards. The corpse is then covered with a
piece of red cloth. A community pried€d€uri) utters incantations imploring the spirits to claa
passage for the dead person’s soul. A fowl isifszen and kept under the mat on which the
dead body is laid. This ceremony is known asrdmdengkaii.e., opening of the passage for
the soul. The dead body is generally kept overnightenable close relatives who live at a
distance, to attend the cremation. It is custonfiaryhe villagers not to take the normal food till
the cremation is over. Usually powered rice mixathwoiled pulse and salt are eaten during
this period.

The dead body is carried to the cremation grounthbysons including a village elder.
Generally cremation is done on the bank of therritd an unnatural death caused either by
epidemic or suicide, the dead body is, howeverlighuand not cremated. After the cremation the
members attending the ceremony return to the élagd assemble in the house of the deceased.
On their way they are required to take bath inrtbarest river or in the pond and receive some
amount of smoke produced by burning cotton andddeaves of jute, which is kept ready by
other members not attending the cremation cerenibimyg.is done to drive away the evil spirits
that might accompany them while returning from ¢hemation ground. Then the party arrives at

the house of the dead and performs some prelimuoieah rites.

A period of pollution is observed till the complati of the final death rites. The period of
uncleanliness ends on the dayS#ifraddhawhich is normally conducted 10 days after the death
Both Maituri and Rangdani Rabha prefer priests fthear own community. The Pati, Totla and
other sections have largely adopted Assamese Hiteduand rituals, so far as death and disposal
of the dead body are concerned. In comparison t@&ani and Maituri funeral ceremonies of

the Pati, Totla and Dahori are less expensive.

As has been observed earlier, life cycle ceremooiestes of passage are ceremonial
events, existing in all historically known socistithat mark the passage from one social or
religious status to another. Many of the most ingoadr and common rites of passage are

connected with the biological crises of life — bjrmaturity, reproduction, and death — all of
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which bring changes in social status and, thergfarethe social relations of the people

concerned.

Understanding the role of religion is important &mswers to questions related to religion
form their view of life, death and meaning. Manypke do not know their position on religion
until disaster strikes, and then their religioughfaand beliefs are formed. Some religions give
individuals more power over life than others. Samlgyions give spirits more power over life
than the living. All have defined ways of dealinghwdeath.

In the above explanation we see that as in allsttweties of humankind death is not
conceived to be on the natural order. Death mytpsess both the desire for life everlasting and
the recognition of death is as a penalty for eeiéds. Death is unnatural as the mythical causes
of it show for it is introduced to man as the résdilnegligence or evil, and usually the cause is
very minute, for example, a chameleon's pausingatoberries, the eating of an apple, a bird's
singing. It is always an upsetting of previouslyisirg conditions in which dying had no
meaning for man (Wedgwood). (www.afrikaworld.nagdfyluckman.html).

On the day of death thH2euri comes and helps others to bring the dead bodetadntre
of the house. It is necessary for them to keeptuy on the bamboo mat spread on the ground.
They keep some cottorhdmpg on the nostrils and both the toes are tied indhgs cross
manner. Normally body is covered with a new whitetlc Women are invited who are
professional mourners with the help of the cymbaksde of gold. The main chanter sings
narrating all the good and positive qualities ad tlead one: ‘you came for good but going back
so early, if you come back again do not be bornnegs a chickentq) because they will kill you
for any ritualistic celebrations; do not be bormiagas a cow, the people will take the milk away
from you’, etc. Villagers pay respects with floweusicooked rice are thrown all over the corpse
and nearby ground. Earlier until 25 years ago iiady the custom was to bury the dead, now
due to the influence of Hindu neighbouring commiesitcremation is also done often. As a
matter of fact it is very difficult to find tradanal burial taking place in the Rangdani Rabha
community as a result of Hinduisation (Field, M&4.3).
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In death ceremony, a number of religious practaresfollowed by the Rangdani Rabha.
After the death of the person, the dead body isdzhin water and dressed up with new clothes
and offered his/her favourite food for the lastdinAll the offerings to the dead are done by the
left hand. TheDeuri chants incantations which have to be in Rangdaaibh@ language,
imploring the spirits to clear the passage for diead person’s soul along with the soul of the
killed hen. One of the post funeral rites is calahthi-Thupai(i.e. tying of cloth as a symbol of
the departed soul), which is a part ledrkanthi SraddhhaAll the Rangdani Rabha people
believe that those who do evil will not be givepermission to be reborn again in the place of
eternal peace Antapuri They also propitiate TickeBotakayBainemchakaor Joy jorakaiwho
are always on the lookout for people who live motonformity with the traditional lore of the
Rangdani Rabha forefathers. However, such rites@irstrictly found among the organized and
Sanskritized sub-groups (Hakacham, 2010: 156 ahd, fiMay 2013).

3.3 Perception of Religion and Practices

Anthropologists across the world bear witness &fétt that human cultures universally
acknowledge the existence of religion (Lowie 193d)e Rangdani Rabha are no exception to
this as they partake in a number of religious olm@ns as part of their belief in the
supernatural power. Religions fulfill psychologicededs as they help relieve fears and anxieties
about the unknown. Supernatural powers and beimag be appealed to or manipulated by
people in times of crisis, as for example in prgyit®o win a battle or survive a fierce
storm. Religions help ease the stress during patdide crises such as birth, marriage, serious
illness, and death. It is not a coincidence timamiost societies the rites of passage that are
performed to help people adjust to these often Ihighmotional transitions are strongly

religious.

Though, earlier religion was thought as a bundlé@rational beliefs, the contemporary
world has shown that religion continues to be tlastimportant aspect of human life (Channa
2000: iv). Therefore, it is not surprising that mani the leading minds of the nineteenth century
would turn their attention to religion. It has neveeen difficult to make a case for the

significance of religion in human life. Religion sideen found in all societies studied by
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anthropologists. It is highly visible and, in thends of Firth (1995: 214), represents ‘a massive
output of human enterprise’. Religious beliefs apihctices are an enduring tribute to
humankind's nearly infinite resourcefulness andptatality in coping with the problems of daily
life.

Studies have long noted that religions are hightgagic, and the role of religion in
fostering social change has been extensively ex@loAn interest in religious change is
discernable in the evolutionary theories of TylodaFrazer as well as the twentieth-century
diffussionist studies of Spier and Kroeber. AnthényC. Wallace (1966) identified a five-stage
progression to account for attitudinal and orgaiomal changes that occur within religious
movements: prophetic, utopian, messianic, milldpoiamillenarian. Wallace is best known for
his conception of ‘revitalization movements’ and laipplication of this concept to the Plains

Indian Ghost Dance and cargo cults in Melanesia.

It is easier to say what religion is not than tanfie a positive definition of it. We have
seen that Tylor's ‘minimum definition’ as the bélia spirits comprehended only a segment of
religious beliefs and practices. Moreover, to defialigion in terms of any particular system of
belief or dogma restricts our view, since in susimis religion can only exist by definition. Some
have sought to find the basis of religion in feathers have stressed ethical content as its

essential element.

Some definitions have focused too narrowly on dely aspects of religion, and have
tended to exclude those religions that do not &tlw their scheme. In this context Kile Jones

has very aptly wrote in hiSssay on Defining Religion:

‘...Is apparent that religion can be seen as a tiggzdf philosophical,
anthropological, sociological, and psychologicakpbmenon of human kind.
To limit religion to only one of these categoriesto miss its multifaceted

definition’. (www.hirr.hartsem.edu/ency/Anthropologtm).
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Among most peoples, non-literate or literate, etiesupernatural forces of the universe
does undoubtedly comprise the core of religiousebelYet if we approach the phenomena of
religion from the point of view of their essentiamotional character, we recognize that many

reactions that have no basis in supernaturalisnt beuthought of as religious.

While in perfect agreement with Kile Jones, we ndagm it pertinent here to refer to
some of the definitions of ‘religion’ furnished Ispcial scientists in general, and anthropologists
in particular. To begin with, Immanuel Kant in h@ritique of Practical Reasor(1898)
suggested that in essence, religion is ‘the re¢ognof all our duties as divine commands’.
Edward Burnett Tylor in his monumental bo&kimitive Culture (1871) defined religion as

‘belief in supernatural being'.

In a broader term, religion may best be definedealgef in, and identification with a
greater force or power. A belief may so pervadieudi and action as rarely to enter the stream
of conscious thought, except in moments of crigienvit is called upon to steady a world that
seems to be falling about one’s head. Above dligion implies the emotional response to the

power that rules the universe, however it may beeived.

3.3.1 Perception of Religion and Practices amorige Rabha

Rabha religion includes a number of traditionaldfsland practices. It is observed in the
traditional religion of the Rabha, idolatry is abkeyet the influence of Hinduism has made them
observe the worship with the help of Brahman prasst reading of theastrasalso have come
to effect. According to the traditional ways thebRa worshipped benevolent spirits and this was
done by tribal priestOeuri), however the malevolent spirit was propitiated rbgdicine man
(OjhalHuji). However, in the final analysis there is a veefimite point to be made that there is a
very little stratification in the Rabha society Wween secular and religious realms, in fact both

merge into one.
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Tribal religions are on the decline but most tribesbine the magico-religious practices
with their traditional customs and beliefs. Buddmi<hristianity and Hinduism, the religions to
which they have been converted in recent decada® bheen influenced by tribal beliefs and
have, in their turn, influenced them (FernandesBaudbora 2002: 186-189).

3.3.2 Perception of Religion and Practices amorige Rangdani Rabha

All religions consist of a mental attitude regaglithe supernatural power. It is the
expression of manner, and type of adjustment eftetty a people with their concept of the
supernatural. The religion of the Rangdani Ralshddased on animism and naturalism. In
animism, the supernatural forces make it possibteifanimate objects to become entities,
motivated by good or ill will among many peoplearhumanly controllable essence. The need
to ascertain and interpret the will of gods andegate the factors of time and distance is felt by
many people. Various techniques like divination thesconsidered as a way in which control of
the supernatural is attained. People use occuihtqaes, not only to shape the future by prying

into it, but restore divination from early timesggesent days.

In all systems of religion, individuals are requir® perform certain activities by means
of which supernatural beings are propitiated arftl@mced. In many societies, the individual
and community prayers and other similar activifiesn the bulk of religious acts. However,
there are few or no societies in which such behavie not supplemented and guided by the
religious practitioners. Some persons are alwaysmdoin societies who by virtue of special
training, inherent qualities, or by both, are relgar as more skilled than others in influencing
supernatural beings. The ways to invoke the powérthe supernatural beings may be by
recitation of elaborate formulae, sometimes chgntihmantrasat regular intervals; or may be

without uttering a single word; sometimes songdasce may form part of the exercise too.

Religious beliefs and practices of the RangdanilRa#ire dominated by a number of
spirits and deities, both benevolent and malevolEney believe malevolent spirits seek out for
opportunities to bring ill health and misfortunettee people. Therefore, propitiation of these

deities is done by a number of priesBeq(ri) in Rangdani Rabha society. The village

22



priestDeuri officiate the religious ceremonies as he is a igfist in the traditional priestly
functions. The office is not hereditary. Often theest has got an assistant who makes the
immediate preparations for the religious ceremoimigke particular prayer/worship place called

dham

The Rangdani Rabha society seeks to address th&imgegroblems of life. For example
disease, misery, calamity, misfortune and death,tleé people realized that they have no power
over them rather the invisible spirits were veryvpdul to harm them if they choose to. So the
people began to worship those spirits and impldhean to protect them. They conceived of
many protecting deities near the village or in tills. All the Rangdani Rabha ritualistic
functions with regard to the appeasement of spaties community engagements and thus it is
often difficult to distinguish between religiousdasocial functions.

In some incidences we see people undertake desgmories with special reference to

ceremonies one month after dedtarkanthi even without the assistancel@éuri.

3.4 Conclusion

The preceding paragraphs speak of thes de passagewith special reference to
conception/pregnancy/child birth, marriage and oemy rites. In each of these events an
element of religion is observed either very tanginl in a subtle form. One has to understand the
larger context of belief related to the variousials undertaken in the life cycle ceremonies.
Rangdani Rabhas belonging to Matia and Majerbuliages perform a number of ceremonies
which are handed down to them by their ancestaosvaéver, many of the rituals have become an
adapted version of the neighbouring communities wibhom they have come in contact with for

the last number of years.

It has also been noticed from the field study tblaborate rites and ceremonies are
undertaken by the people who are comparativelyeridHowever, in our study we have observed
the role ofDeuri is minimal and it is only necessary with regardhte propitiation of spirits who

may do havoc in their life cycle events of life.eTRangdani Rabha religion is an amalgamation
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of a number of traditional beliefs and customs prattices. They still believe in a number of
malevolent and benevolent deities and spirits. Mainhe Rangdani Rabha ritualistic functions
with regard to the appeasement of spirits which rae¢evolent and propitiation of them are
invariably community engagements and thus it igrofdifficult to ascertain between religious

and social functions.

However, it is apparent from the above discussiorthe entire rites of passage of the
Rangdani Rabha that they have been maintaining dlge-old practices concerning their rituals
in a very traditional way. While performing suchagtices they adhere to their traditional mode
of religion inculcating the continuity of knowledg®f late, though there have been impact of
other religions especially of Hinduism and Chrisiiig as forces of change, yet the domain of
rites of passage is still guided by traditionalmsrunder their indigenous religious practices.
This has helped them to maintain cohesiveness ambi@ateness in their society particularly in
the domain of religious adherence to the rituafgrarances. In the next chapter (IV) we shall

discuss magico-religious beliefs and practices antba Rangdani Rabha of the study area.
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