CHAPTER YV

CONTINUITY, TRANSITION AND CHANGE IN RELIGION

51 Conceptsof Continuity, Transition and Change

The concepts of continuity, tradition and changecupeed 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 societies and cultures persistighrime, maintaining their unique identities,
while at the same time undergoing transformatidms Toncept is very much applicable to the
field of religion as well. The religion of any corumity, if observed closely, depicts elements of
continuity in the context of a society by invititlge members of that society to preserve time
tested values which are indispensable for the lmealorward 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 catphwith 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 ighisoticed in the life, culture and religion of the
Rangdani Rabha of Goalpara district, Assam.



When we dwell on the various elements of changecamtinuity in any society we can
observe a thread of elements which unite traditisneiety with the evolutionary changes taking
place in the same society due to communicationmoeks, educational initiatives, health care
systems, development paradigms, political aspmationarket logic, globalization and other
markers. Various communities across the globe Hazmen meticulously adhering to some
elements of their culture on the one hand and ngakaculated changes most specifically
emulating the cultural traits of other numericallypolitically/economically dominant or vibrant
groups who have acted as reference models on liee. diowever, some changes are certainly

not entirely within the purview of the society whits swayed by many powerful agents too.

Any observer of a society for a prolonged periodiwmfe will find out that over a long
enough period of time, changes have taken pladbah society (Herskovits 1955: 359). We
recognize the universality of change when we stildy change as a process in any evolving
community and we find that no two groups have dyabe same bodies of custom, rituals and
mores. As continuity is observable change too snaversal cultural phenomenon, and the
process of change over a period of time constitititesdynamics of culture. However, students
of culture have devoted far more time and energgtiioly change than to analyze stability or
continuity for various reasons. There are two ppakreasons for this. One derives from the
notion about non-literate people or primal socetieat they are extremely conservative, and
therefore, they are much unwilling to make any gjeaim their life style as a whole. The second
is that it is seen from our every day experiene ithis much easier, methodologically, to study

change than to study stability or continuity.

It is imperative to define social and cultural dooity and change. The term 'social
change' is a term used within sociology and apgbemodifications in social relationships or
culture, while the term 'cultural change' is themeised within anthropology. Since society and
culture are interdependent, 'socio-cultural chargga' more accepted term. The study of socio-
cultural change is the systematic study of vamaiio social and cultural 'systems'. There are
inherent methodological problems of identificatemd measurement of change. All societies are

involved in a process of social change, howevels tihange may be so intertwined with
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everyday events of the life that the members ofsthiety are hardly aware of it, or they find it

very difficult to compartmentalize the changespedfic geographical and time zones.

In Social Change in Modern Indi&rinivas (1996) gives a social anthropological
perspective of change in Indian society. He elalesran how social change is brought about by
sanskritization westernization, and secularization and their rintennectedness. Srinivas
discusses on the theme s#Enskritizationas the process by which a group of people, orilgina
members of a Hindu caste or tribe changes thetomss ritual and ideologies and way of life in
the direction of a high and frequently twice-bdwija) caste. This results in an upward
mobility in their status.

As the present scholar has undertaken a micro studyRangdani Rabha society of
Goalpara, Assam with special attention to theiigieh it is imperative that he takes a look at
changing contours of their religion based on thepieoal data. This study contains much
descriptive material based on their religious obmeces learned in structured interviews from
their ritual experts, intelligentsia, and commotkfdt is observed that a number of religious
elements in their day to day life are carried orthmy people with great devotional precision, yet
some elements are modified over a period of tinmes the influence of changing environment,
or social structure, or socio-political and econonsiystems contributed to this? Has the
neighbouring communities influenced their way d&é lwith special reference to the arena of
religious perception, rituals and practices? Wihattlae areas wherein we see tangible and major
changes taking place due to the inter communitigicels interactions? What is the level of
religious transformation including syncretism enygally observed in the life of Rangdani Rabha
in the context of Goalpara district in Assam? Thatad queries will be our point of focus in this
chapter as we study at some length on the rolgiealiwhich plays out in economic and socio-
cultural life and its importance for understandithg Rangdani Rabha approach to reality as a

whole.



5.2 Changing Religious Beliefs and Practices

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. Timy be a major reason why religion has always
been a central field of inquiry in anthropology.eavif, as Pritchard (1962) has pointed out,
social scientists have themselves often been evéifit or hostile to religion. Therefore, we can
say religion pervades in every realm of human erist. We also find there are innumerable
definitions of religion concerned with feeling, fimet, reason, cult and ritual, perception, belief
and faith and so on. Here below we shall look icit@nging contours of religious beliefs and
practices which is deeply rooted in the ethos oh& mind. Definitely the ethnological studies
of anthropology have provided with ideas and valwbgh guide the mind of people towards

contemporary adaptations to make religious bedifvant to everyday life.

Everything in this world changes so also ‘all ctd&iare in constant state of change’
(Linton 1960: 468). This process of change is maide in human society and culture
everywhere. In the nineteenth century this ideoldgynd wide acceptance following the
revolutionary theories prescribed by Darwin whicbkrevlater on strongly supported by many
personalities like Huxley, Haeckel and others. India studies of this kind started only in the
second quarter of the twentieth century when stgkrefinements and innovations in the
anthropological approach to the study of cultureedlaon a combination of the historical and
functional methods, which has resulted in a renegraghasis on a field of anthropology known
as Culture, Dynamics and Acculturation in particullourished in Europe and America
(Majumdar 1956: 5).

In any society we can observe a thread of elemg&hish unite traditional society with
the evolutionary changes taking place in the samegety due to communication net-works and
other markers. Various communities across the ghehwe been meticulously adhering to some
elements of their culture on the one hand and ngakalculated changes most specifically

emulating the cultural traits of other numericadlypolitically dominant groups who have acted



as reference models on the other. Mann (1979: &iptains that social change and culture
change are two interwoven cultural values, whiaimfadirectly or indirectly, the basis of social
system. While for Malinowski the transformationrframne type into another social, spiritual or
material civilization is culture change. But Maalveould consider the similar changes in

technology, cultural complex and biological aspestsocial change.

In the anthropological study of religion in Indithe major emphasis has been on
descriptive account of religious customs and tlisociation with ethnic groups, including
tribes and their modernization process. Milton $mgvho along with Robert Redfield and
Surajit Chandra Sinha, studied the ‘anthropologyinofian civilization’, states that the Great
Tradition of Indian civilization may be identifiaglith what Srinivas calls ‘Sanskritic Hinduism’
which has an all-India ‘spread’. Singer also usedi¥s's concepts of ‘All-India Hinduism’,

‘Peninsular Hinduism’, ‘Regional Hinduism’ and ‘LalcHinduism’ in his various studies.

Srinivas’s ‘sanskritization’ model through whichwler castes and tribal groups are
brought into the Hindu fold with elements from t8anskritic tradition of Hinduism (Srinivas
1952), is clubbed together by Singer with modelHbhdu method of tribal absorption’ (Bose
1941). Singer uses the term ‘popular Hinduism',irtolude within it numerous beliefs and
religious practices observed among tribal peopieluding the worship of numerous godlings,
animal sacrifice, witchcraft and magic (Singer 19745). Singer as per his own admission is
indeed not sure about the basis and persistenceoafer Level’ popular Hinduism. Singer
guotes Surajit Chandra Sinha (1959) who says thatculture of tribal India represents a ‘folk’
dimension of the ‘Little Tradition’ of Hinduism, vile the culture of Hindu peasantry represents
‘a mixture of folk elements with elements from eater and Sanskritic tradition of Hinduism’
(Singer 1972: 46). With new data that are with ow it is felt that this whole perspective indeed

calls for a reappraisal.

Religion of tribals is observed as a combinatiora@imism, animatism, nature-worship,
shamanism, fetishism, anthropomorphism and ancestghip. Their practices of religion are to
ensure personal security and welfare of both idgiali and community. Often life-crisis rites,

cyclic community festivals, taboos all merge inttepso it is not at all easy to distinguish one



ceremony from other. These communities have vaaaty complexity in the belief systems as
well as religious practices. Even these religioraveh historical antecedents which are
documented in their oral epics and songs. Tribatroanities too have their legends about the
birth and meaning of the universe. According to sauholars, tribal people believe that the
ultimate purpose of life is the creation of a meaful order through imitation of the celestial

model transmitted by myths and celebrated in rtual

Singh (2003) discards the views of the Orientalestd anthropologists, who described
‘tribal religion’ in terms of a set of ‘primitive alues’ surviving in Hindu religion, and the
sureness of tribal religion being swallowed up bgjon religions, a claim equally made by
colonial scholars and Indian anthropologists alikehis view nothing has happened. It was
indeed J. H. Hutton, an administrator-anthropolipgiho was the first to have reconstructed
tribal religion as an integrated whole. He is credlirightly with having liberated tribal religion
from ‘animism’, identified the parameters of itst@aomy and the range of its linkages with
Hinduism. But like most census officials he too wasne to describe tribal religion as the

‘surplus material not yet built into the templeHihduism’ (Hutton 1931: 399).

Indeed W. G. Archer had blamed the enumeratordefioning tribals as Hindus, and
pointed out that the census questionnaire was etailed and specific. Singh, however, adds a
corollary: Was this because the census enumenatres only recording a process? Singh opines
that many elements of tribal religion are as aledgn vibrant as ever. As studies have recently
shown tribal religion has not lost its distinct mti¢y in spite of its long years of interaction
mainly with Hinduism and Christianity. It has maiimted its system of beliefs and practices
including propitiation of spirits, magic and witehd, its priesthood and its calendar of fairs and
festivals, which reinforce the tribals' sense @niity. Recent trends even suggest the revival of
many of pristine elements of tribal religion by slkowho have gone out of its fold (Troisi 1979,
Singh 1985, Das 1989 and 2003). In fact brandingoualy pre-existing religions of tribal
communities, as ‘essential ingredients of Hinduismill be a serious negation of empirical

findings.



Religion permeates all aspects of life in North tBaslia. It is basically a community
religion. To be truly human is to belong to the ¥¢hoommunity, 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 tribal religion is that it doesn’t
have sacred scripture or scriptures as other oglggdo. The religious ethos is contained in the
people’s hearts, minds, oral history and ritualsic& they did not have any written code of
rubrics in all its specificities, most Rabha groumpsve lost some of their original worship
patterns side by side with their originality in ¢arage structure, with special reference to the Pati
Rabha. However, the process of acculturation hagribated to the development of Assamese
society in its multi-dimensionality. The major pbito be noted is that during the process of
assimilation the Rabha community succeeded innieigisome of the distinct identity markers
in spite of the push and pull of development pearBpes. This is also a shining example of
toleration from dominant culture and persistentsifpee and successful efforts from the

community of the Rangdani Rabha under considerdkaid, May 2013).

As we observe various changes among the entireaR@ifie as a whole, it appears that
the matrilineal Rabhas while coming in contact vitie patrilineal Hindu castes many of their
traits were adapted by many of the Rabha sub-grokps example, in the life cycle ceremonies
there was no employment of a Hindu priest in they veeginning but around 1346 B.S. (= 1939
A.D.) a revolutionary change in Rabha culture ifaeal in their acceptance of Hindu officiator
of life cycle ceremonies. Due to the adoption afiddiism many of the deities and festivals of the
Hindu religious tradition have been accepted byyrafrthe Rabha sub-groups. Here we can not
but mention that all these changes did not wipeyaseae of the finer tribal elements and values
with regard to their religion. In fact, some of itheriginal beliefs and customs which are not

directly opposed to the new religion have beernimeth(Raychaudhuri 2007: 84).

It has been pointed out earlier tliRaintukandBasekare the two important family deities
of the Rangdani Rabha, though the latter is no nmoexistence and has lost its importance to
the Hinduised Rabhas. Other indigenous tribes siscRajbanshis also do possess a bamboo
piece, known abahstuor dhamsiriplanted with some other articles in the floorloéit northern

apartment and is propitiated as their family defpw, the Runtukconcept of the Rangdani



Rabha has been syncretised with bladstuof the Rajbanshi. Again, the traditional concept
the Rangdani Rabha is that, the soul of the dedass=l to cross the river Sundi holding the tail
of the sacrificed pig to the other world. This cept is being reinterpreted as crossing the river
Baitarini holding the tail of a cow to the other meb But as the sacrifice of pig is contradictory

to the Sanskritic norms, this ritual is not perfedrany more by the Hinduised Rabhas.

The Rangdani Rabha people traditionally practidewa animistic rituals. They prepare
offerings of fruits, betel nutk(i), tamulpan pang, tulsi, sugarcane, mango leaves, lardpg(),
etc. in the name of their diseased ancestors. Mewéoday 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 with special reference tov&hin their traditionally revered sacred
ground ¢(lham) and in some cases in their courtyandndir. The forest dwelling Rangdani
Rabhas follow traditional animistic practices tidg&ith some rituals of mainstream Hinduism.
On the other hand village dwelling Rangdani Rabihage shown some affiliation with local
Hindus as far as their religious practices are eomexl. The Rangdani Rabha people's religious
world is pervaded with various spirits and natwigjects. The main deity of the Rangdani Rabha
is calledRishi TheRishi for the Rangdani Rabha, is a male deity. Somterh say that he is
also known adVahakal Rangdani Rabhas worship him in all important aloand religious

ceremonies.

In addition, there are the deitiBangtukandBasek represented by two earthen pots of
rice placed on the northern side of the store holikese two deities are considered as the
daughters oRishi or Mahakal Rungtukand Basekare household deities and considered as the
deities of wealth like the Hindu Goddess Lakshniie RungtukandBasek are inherited by the
heiress of the family. Their traditional prieBeuri deosj counts the auspicious day for the
foundation of these deities. The room where theykapt is occupied by the head of the family.
The deities do not have any idols. A red colouradhen pitcher filled with rice represents the
deity Rungtuk An egg is kept on the neck of the pitcher. Likeriost tribal communities, dances
and music play an important part in the lives of RRangdani Rabha. After every ritual they
perform various dances to please their deities.tidbthe Rangdani Rabha women can both sing

and dance. Like most tribal dances, those of thegBani Rabha are connected to some daily



agrarian activity. They have a unique dance forrme@Nakchung Renio celebrate fishing in

the forest rivulets. Rangdani Rabha women of adksagke part in this dance whole-heartedly.

In earlier days they made elaborate sacrifices witing fattened pigs, goats, chickens,
etc. in large numbers. Today, they choose to seenfery small and weak animals and birds. In
some cases it is also found among the Pati Rabb#hex sub-group of the Rabha tribe, that they
bring a small quantity of meat or fruits, food graiand cash for offering to the deities. It is also
observed that in the earlier years during the difele ceremonies elders used to sing songs of
praise and worship to Sankardeva and other hohtssdut today these songs are sung by young

people.

Though present day beliefs are externally seene teirbple 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 fetgmit traits which characterize the
traditional religion of Rangdani Rabha. They areammhat the spiritual realm of the people is
always dominated by a number of spirits either kelent or malevolent. Most of the time, they
are aware of the fact that various diseases, rasand misfortunes are caused by the malevolent
spirits. These spirits have such great powers tthey may exert influence on people in their
earthly life and after life too. The benevolent répi are givenpuja by the tribal priest
(GurphangdDeuri) and the malevolent spirits are propitiated by itied men ¢jha). This means
the worship aspect of the religion is taken caréybDeuri by offering prayers through asking
pardon for sins, etc. And by uttering magic chajp{imantrg the ojha (also callechuji in some
areas) takes care of the healing aspect or bodilipaing of the persons who are tormented by
any sort of ill health, and calamity. They are afolelo this by tracing back the dreams, omens
and predictions based on the forecasting powehefmedicine men. However, almost every
Rangdani Rabha believes in a Supreme (®dhi Ba), who is just, benevolent and very
concerned about human welfare and welfare of ahted beings. The Bodo, Garo, Koch-
Rajbongshi, Yougi (Nath), Goal (Ghose), Hira, MosliBengali and Assamese people who are
the neighbors of Rangdani Rabhas are in many wdlygencing their religious and other socio-

economic and religio-political engagements.



At the present day though tBeeuri is belonging to the Rangdani Rabha tribe elemeits
Hindu worship is amalgamated by them step by sStéyey have taken up the use of animal
sacrifices like killing of chicken, goats, etc.lléaving the animal sacrifices of neighbouring
Bengali population. Earlier days the usesofdur (vermillion), trishul (trident), prayer flags,
bells, etc. were completely absent. As times pa#s®dhave also purchased many calendars and
photos of popular gods and goddesses of Hinduidmstianity and even others who are heroes
and models of honour and valour. We also are abtebserve their affiliation with Christianity
as they put up general shops which display phatosining to the religion. Now, here below in
the following paragraphs we shall take a look &t ititercommunity religious perceptions and

linkages with special reference to Rangdani Raliiatia and Majerburi villages.

5.3 Intercommunity Religious Perception and Linkages

Earlier days, the Rangdani Rabha staunchly adhergdarly sacrifice of pignjas) and
major feast was arranged for the entire village mamity. It was also observed thHdasi puja,
an elaborate ritualistic sacrifice of pig slaughters undertaken for the fertility of the fields and
welfare of human fraternity. This was done to waffdevery sickness and usher in good health.
The Rangdani Rabha community took great pride ikimgathe five large stone erected in the
worship placedhan). They were representationsMama Shibu DarmaiShiva),Ayi Jashram
(Parbati),Achu Tura(Grandfather of the placelRanga Dara(consort ofAchu Turgd andAchu
Koncho (worshipped by Garos and Rabhas), in whose prestiiegs sometimes get lost, who

are, however, also positively capable of bringimgiosperity in cultivation.

Today, one can see a number of changes taking facause of the contact with
Christianity, Islam and Hinduism as well. The chiut@as provided education, medical care and
to some extent orientation for the youth. Howevehas not emerged as a motivating force
which gives greater leadership in orienting pedglebecome socially minded and take up
challenges faced by the people as a whole. Thexeaéd to be more sensitive and take up more
socially relevant programmes reading the signdefgresent day situation. Islam as a religion
has not in a major way impacted the life of theigedous people, though their presence is

becoming substantially evident n the last one decadd more. However, in the case of

10



Hinduism it also has not taken up socially orienpealgrammes except that they invite the tribal
fraternity to take part in their fairs and festsakhich have religious significance at regular

intervals.

As Rangdani Rabhas live amidst the Garo, Bodo, Aesa, Muslim population from
Bengal and others they are attuned to taking upyneteaments of religious worship following
their examples. The larger markets are generalyrotbed by the communities other than that of
Rangdani Rabhas, though some of the smaller ecanengagements are done by them. This
also may be as well a pointer to the economic st@hdf the Rangdani Rabha as a whole. While
in the festivities it is pertinent to note that Bvié many other things like elaborate cleaning
around the ritual place, putting ppndalsfor markets, food preparation psasadfor the guests,
public utilities for the devotees, some of the wrdt shows, etc. are done by one or the other
number of neighbouring communities, the worshipcelaGanctum sanctorumis only
approachable to theeuri who are invariably Rangdani Rabha men sometimgstad by other

Deuri men as well.

When we speak about the inter community linkageshaxe to often keep in the mind
major contributions of the neighbouring communitiest only in relation to religion but in
relation to over all socio-cultural, political aretonomic development of Rangdani Rabha
community as a whole. Here we take special natidbe fact that it was certainly learned from
the neighbouring communities like Bodos and Gahnas tubber can be cultivated in the territory
of the Rangdani Rabha in a much more organized \Wwagarlier days the Rangdani Rabha
community only observed that in Kamrup districtrthevas about 15 per cent of the people have
at least a small rubber garden, now we see in @aalp has picked up so well and about 60 per
cent of the population are engaged in organizeteuplantations and this give them adequate

income for their daily sustenance and more.

Now, the concern of this district with special refece to the entire Rabha community is
that they be given the status of"VBchedule to make more development possible. Theg h
aspirations to make more law enforcement bodieslicakfacilities, higher education, cultural

and Mahila Samitis and many more centres which will create bett@spects in life. In the
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context of recent day developments of strife aralevice too we have reasons to believe that
they have many concerns about themselves andlhainers and sisters of the community as
well. On the one hand they believe people of varioeligious affiliations and people of

neighboring indigenous communities should live $geside; on the other hand they are deeply
concerned about their own identity, land and otteural resource which seem to be depleted

and alienated day by day due to greater presernttprahferation of outside communities.

The influx of newcomers often makes new twists amds to tribal ways of living and
has a massive impact on social relations and thekéf systems. In the Rabha tribal community
set up the immigrants have brought on nothing lg&s the total disintegration of the
communities they entered. Even where outsiders@atreesidents in villages, traditional forms of
social control and authority are less effectiveause tribal people are patently dependent on
politico-economic forces beyond their control. lengral, traditional headmen no longer have
official backing for their role in village affairglthough many continue to exercise considerable
influence. Some village headmen have tacitly apgdoof leasing village land to outsiders, thus
enriching themselves at the expense of the resheftribes. Conflict over land rights has
introduced a point of cleavage into village sodialations; increased factional conflict has
seriously eroded the ability of tribes to ward thié intrusion of outsiders. In some villages, triba
school teachers have emerged as a new politicak,faa counterbalance to the traditional

headman.

Tribal beliefs and rituals have altered in the fatencreased contact with other religious
affiliations. In our field of observation Muslim oanunities are seen making greater impact with
special reference to land, political affiliationgb opportunities and market logic. Certainly, the
tribal intelligentsia sees this trend as an impishenent with special reference to their age old
cultural and religious practices which eventuaffget their economic and political landscape in
a large measure as well. Recent years have witthegseradic violence and even killing of
‘suspect’ members of the communities and even tedgeeople who are seen potential
‘enemies’ of the local aspirations. State governmenoften blamed for these and similar
problems encountered by the people of various comities affected by law and order and other

socio-economic and political problems. What are wass to make people live in peace and

12



prosperity on the one hand, and live accordingh&rtown traditional moorings on the other?
Here below we shall look into some aspects of i@lig transformation and syncretism (Field,
May 2013).

5.4 Réigious Transformation and Syncretism

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 impersonahamacter. Some of these are regarded as
presiding forces over the various segments of éiéeh 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 amaderalls, spirits or deities with special
reference to life cycle ceremonies and so on. Thes@ropitiated at regular intervals to ward off

the dangers associated with their negative inflaenc

In this context, we can only understand the elakofanctioning of the society if we
comprehend the basic beliefs of the people in lilrenaompassing spirit world. This is important
for understanding the overarching inner dynamicetifjion in that particular society as well. It
is all the more true in the case of cultural sph&herein religious tenets are so intrinsically
interwoven. Therefore, we can understand its calltotmances when we understand the religious
beliefs which are amalgamated by the members ofyiveen society over a period of time. It
even calls for a longitudinal study with speciaference to their religious adherence and
transformation. Throughout the history of humanletton, in all ages and stages of society,
religion has been a mighty and central unifyingéoin culture. Thus, it has been the guardian of
traditions, meticulous preserver of the ethical exdand teacher of collective wisdom of

ancestors who may have otherwise never been eduogbeesent day educational institutions.

The Rangdani Rabha are uniguaetheir specific mythologies and rituals, howeibiey
do not term their religious belief as animism thouthey have a strong leaning towards

propitiating a number of spirits in their day toydspiritual realm. In fact the tribal animistic
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perspective is so fundamental, mundane, everyddytaken-for-granted that most animistic
indigenous people do not even have a word in thaguages that corresponds to ‘animism’, the
term is a purely anthropological construct ratienone designated by tribal people themselves.
Largely due to such ethno-linguistic and culturesiccepancies, opinion has differed ever since
Sir Edward Burnett Tylor's f9century popularization of the term on whethaimismrefers to

merely a broadly religious belief or to a full-figed religion in its own right.

Today religious transformation is taking place arigus tribal communities. One major
reason the adherents of religions propose is ttledaa written code of conduct in the form of
scriptures. This has been thrown open the varioaistaditions handed down through religious
experts and other practitioners of religion. Famidlan and society as a whole nurture the
religious beliefs in a subtle way through varioakk$ongs, dances, stories, dramas as well. This
is also handed down in a subtle way while perfogriiouse hold rituals, village level festivals
and other social interactions. So definitely agielis transformation is taking place while people

also nurture and cherish a sense of the sacréiinegvery day existence.

In the broader Rangdani Rabha concept religionigays an equanimity creating
exercise by undertaking various ritualistic actianisereby one keep appeasing the punishing
god. However, a large number of Rangdani Rabhaagte that interceding for the people of
the family, village and clan is done through adhgrto religious tenets. They also say the
prosperity of human beings and other living beirgsling from ailments of all sorts, getting rid
of the fear haunting human life is all done by takrecourse to religion in everyday life. As a
practice they do this now-a-days taking in to cdesation the presence of the neighbouring
communities. This has made them to adhere to bsetterdards of education, taking some
elements of religion with special reference to Yaevism, Christianity, Shaivism, and so on.
They have also made some changes in their mardelgbrations, for eg; if they used cock
sacrifices earlier, now in some instances they hase got used to garlanding the bride and
bride groom. Earlier there was no invitation captsited and distributed to the relatives and

friends, now it is seen in some instances of mgeriais done.
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Deuri who is assigned for a period of three years taiate the sacrifice and lead the
ceremonies are getting more and more convincedwha¢ Rangdani Rabha people adhere to
the core elements of worship including their kibgdanthey will do well in accepting the larger
community affiliations of the organized religion dindu neighbours. ThBeuri of Matia and
Majerburi claim that there is no change with regardhe rituals performed in the sacred place
(dham) of the Rangdani Rabha year after year; the ptéiagorship is exactly the same — only
clearing of the large shrubs which has grown over months will be done by a group of
volunteers. The officiatin@euri is separately appointed once in three years.

Hasong Puja This is apujafor the fertility of land. All the gods and goddeare invited.
They are represented by different stones erectethenworship place. Whilélama Shibu
Darmang (Shiva) is given a prominent place while placihg stones and the Rangdani Rabha
bhashais invariably used during the chantingrofintras They also place gods and goddesses
with special connotation to Rangdani Rabha tradittm the one hand, yet the adaptation of

Hindu deities also deserves our attention.

Holi Puja: It is very revealing to observe the celebratidrHoli among the Rangdani
Rabha fraternity. Here we see some elements oksaration especially when the celebration
gets a clear view amidst the traditionally dresBediri and the magnificent flood of Rangdani
Rabha population with traditionafphang and especially traditionally attired womenfolEach
of themantraand ritualistic performance is meticulously handeevn to youngebeuri by the
elderly ones. It is strongly believed that if cindd are taught theantraand other rituals there is
every possibility of untoward incidences occurringamily and in village community. So the
traditional prayer rituals are only handed downirttiated Deuri who are made the official

keeper of the larger Rangdani Rabha religious gense.

Syncretism, as defined by tAenerican Heritage Dictionar{2000), is ‘the reconciliation
or fusion of differing systems of belief’. This rost evident in the areas of philosophy and
religion, and usually results in a new teachingoelief system. Syncretism as a concept was
introduced into anthropology by Melville J. Hersksvas a study of acculturation, contact

between different cultures. It is evident in theecaf the Rangdani Rabha who are over a period

15



of time getting Hinduised. There are many Rangtabhas who claim to be Hindus belonging
to various sects of Hinduism. However, when dedatjaeries were made so as to find out how
they perceive religion it is often found that thlegve remained traditional Rangdani Rabhas
while adhering to the life cycle ceremonies thowsgime worshipping patterns like offering a
chicken, goat, etc. is done by them in the annulidge puja. Traditionally they practiced
animism. Each Rabha sub-group has its own faithretijion and surrounded by some
benevolent and malevolent deities. But in the a@oifsime, a large number of Rabhas had been

Hinduised due to the great influence of the neigimgocommunities.

Culture, Religion, and Philosophy: Critical studiga Syncretism and Inter-faith
Harmony(Das 2003) portrays the phenomenon of syncretsnuynexplored and rarely studied
aspect of culture, which has escaped the noti@@m¥entional social science. Syncretism exists
not only as a vibrant tradition but also as a cehecultural reality in different parts of Indid. |
is, therefore, rewarding to undertake empiricatligs on traditional modes of cultural synthesis
and religious syncretism, which are fundamentakesi of social tolerance in an increasingly
globalizing world. In the case of Rangdani Rabhasolserve that syncretic elements find more

and more acceptable arena.

Religious syncretism exhibits blending of two ormmeeligious belief systems into a new
system, or the incorporation into a religious triadi of beliefs from unrelated traditions. There
are a number of reasons for these phenomena. ©ft@ppens quite commonly in areas where
multiple religious traditions exist in proximity drfunction actively in the culture, or when a
culture is conquered, and the conquerors bring tfetigious beliefs with them, but do not
succeed in entirely eradicating the old beliefs/andspecially practices. In this way syncretism
helps create possible cultural borrowing and anmadgeon. It contributes for an opportunity to
establish beliefs, values, and customs in a plaitk different cultural traditions. This also
allowed expansive traditions to win popular suppeer a period of time in largely alien land. In
a sense syncretism also is often seen as a prodiube large-scale imposition of one alien

culture, religion, or body of practices over anottimat is already present.
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During the colonial period when many tribes of MoEast India embraced Christianity
the Rabha of Assam partly adopted Hinduism and thay of life became partly sanskritized.
The Pati and the Totla were very much concernedutabieir social status in the broader
Assamese society. Hence, with a view to uplift teelves to the Hindu caste they accepted
various sects of Hinduism including Saktism andviSan. Besides, Assamese Vaishnavism too
has made inroads into the Rabha society as a wholes, we see in some localities of Assam in
all practical purposes the Rabha are just likeHilus. The 1971 Census recorded 98.19 per
cent of the Rabha of Assam as followers of Hindui€dh course, this is a very farfetched
observation by any yardstick. We know often timegssus fraternity ask lead questions which
ultimately make all the people Hindus, those whandbfollow Christianity or Islam. However,
the sanskritized groups of Rabhas including Téktj and Dahori have been more influenced by
Hinduism than the non-sanskritized and has begurwaeoship different Hindu gods and
goddesses like Kali, Lakshmi, Durga, Saraswaty&wtrayanaRRishi Biswakarma, Ganesh, and
others (Rabha 2000: 63).

It is also seen that today the Rabha follow Hingluand in some places Christianity as
well to a great extent while abandoning their oviloal religion. Today all the sub-groups of the
tribe irrespective of their religious order aresirg to retain their socio-cultural and religious
identity for survival of the race. It is a struggile maintain the age-old practices of their
forefathers without turning away from the fruits mbdernity. This is clearly evident from the
present empirical study conducted on the RangdabhR Only time can reveal that how much
of the traditional elements of their faith and audt will be maintained by them amidst the fast

changing scenario of modernity, globalization amdedopment.

Though it was much less than a central theorynthrapology, ‘syncretism’ has recently
re-emerged as a valuable tool for understanding ¢benplex dynamics of ethnicity,
interconnectedness and post-modernism in any farwexving indigenous societies. Today with
an increasing cultural exchange, and condensasigngretism is a prevailing context. The
sociologists and social anthropologists have thrawch light on the variety of religious forms
through their studies of belief systems, rituaklegbrations, symbols and meaning all over the

world but they have not paid adequate attentiothéophenomenon of syncretism, though we
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find a few exceptions (Firth 1996: 87). In anthrimgical literature the Cargo cult has been
described as a form of syncretism. Cargo cults essentially syncretistic, blending the
‘Christian doctrine’ with ‘aboriginal beliefs’ (Watey 1990).

Syncretism has always been part of the negotiatibmdentities and hegemonies in
situations such as conquest, trade, migrationgicels dissemination and intermarriage. The
growth of a western-dominated world economic systbowever, was accompanied by the
growth of a Western-dominated world cultural syst@dannerz 1987 and 1992), in which
processes of capitalism and cultural hegemony fivamed not only relations of power and
production but also experiences of personhoodhefltody, gender, time, space and religion.
Some scholars argue that there are debates overeigm in societies in which identities are
defined through religion. Since India combines éhbg being a secular state in which religious
affiliation partially defines cultural identity, inakes sense that syncretism and multiculturalism

are often equated in Hindu political discourse.

Many scholars have observed that in complex sesiepeople have come to live with
apparently conflicting worldviews increasingly.thre Rangdani Rabha society it is observed that
a sick person simultaneously consults a divinewvah as a doctor, or visit a medicine man
(Ojha) and a temple almost side by side to receive naédlielp and recovery through medical
cum spiritual favour. We also have this emphasired number of religious movements and
plethora of religious ideas, in varied historicélapes, motivated the people and brought them
closer towards numerous religious cults, sectgrmefmovements and diverse belief systems
(Das 2003). These observations are perpetuatedetygreople obtain solace and assurance
while they are struck by illness and other untowiagidences. We also have incidences in the
Rangdani Rabha society where they have blendedipeomaspects of their religion with the
religious affiliations and religious dogmas of theighboring communities with special reference
to Christianity and Hinduism.

Religion and ritual had long attracted the interedt anthropologists, who had
documented it in a wide range of empirical formshid/we observe the present day religious

practices in the village communities invariably m@ice a process of sanskritization among the
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Rangdani Rabha through a number of rituals caroedin different time span of the year.
Religion among them has continually evolved becafsthe numerous factors affecting their
life. The various phases of religion throw light the fact that religion has been moulded and
modified with the advancement of human society @nodight. Some of thpuja undertaken by
the Rangdani Rabha shows a clear element of sysmarethere the tribaDeuri adapts to the
Hindu symbols such dsishul, sindur, metal bells, incensedltupi representations of Shiva and
other gods. Their neighbouring communities ceryambéke an impact on their worship patterns,
though there is no change in thaja location ¢lhan), traditionalmantrain Rangdani Rabha

dialect and other elements usedgaja by traditionalDeuri for several years.

Some scholars belonging to Rangdani Rabha sayRéiaitas have no particular religion
of their own in its strict sense, though they caRishi Baiwho is considered to be the supreme
God. Yet, they believe in some magico-religioussiand beliefs which relate more or less to
their own religious concepts (Hakacham 2010: 1Ed&)lier theBaikhowhich was celebrated in
memory of four Rangdani Rabha heroineéBamai, Nakkati, SusaandDaduri was for duration
of seven days yet, now it has been shortened todays only. It is also noticed that the great
sacrifice of a fattened pig in honour of the supgegndRishi Baiis avoided to make room for all
the people of various religions to take part.slaiso noticed that earlier days on the bed ofla si
person a sickle, a branch sifu plant, a broom etc. was kept to ward off evil ggirow it is
abandoned. However, the field observation and ebaginterviews with the intelligentsia of this
community amply make it clear that the RangdanitRates a clear indigenous religion which is
of course, more vibrant in some parts of the distiile in some areas it has shown assimilation

with other organized religions as well.

5.5 Rdligion of the Rangdani Rabha: A Descriptive Analyss

Bera (2012: 39) states that the intermingling dfedént ideas taking place in varying
proportions under local conditions in differentasef India formed a composite type with more
or less common characteristics. Many indigenous noonities, like the present case of the
Rangdani Rabha, retained their purer forms owingeitber safeguard their identity or for

lateness of contacts. It is understood that simoe immemorial various forces of cultural
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immigration took place in India. After an initiahpse of hostile contact in some cases these
cultural forms settled down in a peaceful manndhwain attempt for fusion of ideas, thoughts,

beliefs, practices and so on.

Murdock’s (1945: 124) list of universal aspectscafture reports that all societies have
the custom of propitiating supernatural beings laae religious rituals. These universals apply
to cultures rathethan to individuals. Nineteenth century writers who ter@about ‘primitive
religion’ hoped to figure out how religious beligfsiginated that became characteristics of the
earliest primordial religion. Tylor's two-volume woon Primitive Religion(1877) is devoted to
religion finding out a minimum definition of relign that applies to all religions in different parts
of the world and different stages of developmemmediogians considered this aspect stemming
from revelation, a view Tylor rejected. Tylor dempéd the concept of monotheism from
animism in the evolutionary scale and elevatedcthecept of one God dominating over others.
Emile Durkheim, who emphasized the social, collecthature of religion in his bookihe
Elementary Forms of Religious Lié&imed that religion is a collective enterprisattimvolves a
church or community or fellow believers. MalinowgkbB54) referred to that religion is an end in
itself and religious belief is more complex, inviolg pantheons of supernatural beings. To him,
religion gives humans the confidence to carry art,dn a more long-range basis, establishing

positive attributes and values.

While dealing with ecclesiastical institutions, eocomes across two forms, namely
Olympian, which recognizes a pantheon of Gods;madotheistic, in which there is worship of
one Supreme Being. As examples of monotheistic auie finds references of Hindu-Buddhist,
Judeo-Christian, Islamic, and Chinese monotheisot. tBe characterization of Hinduism as
monotheistic is questionable; in so far as tradalovillage practices are concerned it is better
characterized as Olympian. An evolutionary sequa&fderms of religion has been proposed by
Bellah (1964) who sees five stages: Primitive Refig Archaic Religion, Historic Religion,
Early Modern Religion, and Modern Religion. The ssification of Bellah merits little
explanation. HisPrimitive Religionhas two main features: (i) the high degree to wtituh
mythical world is related to features of the actwakld, and (ii) the fluidity of organization. In

Archaic Religionthere is a more definite distinction between humand Gods and more
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distances between them. Thistoric Religionis relatively recent and found in more or less
literate societies. It stresses the theme of wiejdction; it is dualistic and transcendental and
has a pessimistic view of the human condition bpbeentially better (or worse) conception of
the afterlife. Salvation is regarded as the mairppse of life, and religious elite, priesthood, is
committed to helping people attain it. Tl&arly Modern Religionis the state of Protestant
Reformation, when salvation no longer needs to bdiated but is potentially open to anyone.
There is stress on faith rath#ran on ritual behaviour, and there is more individsiali In
Modern Religionthe tendencies set in motion during the precediagesare carried further.
There is a collapse of orthodoxy, and there isrsidre individualism. Indeed, freedom increases
at each of these five stages. However, psychoasalye Sigmund Freud, Abram Kardiner,
Cora Du Bois and others have developed the notfo@aal as a part of pantheism based on

different religious beliefs.

All these put an anthropologist, who specializeshia study of preliterate societies, to
face the difficult problem of defining what kind phenomena can be called religious. This has
led social scientists to try a whole range of dabins, usually settling with little conviction on
formulae such as: religion involves the belief upearnatural forces (Goody 1961). But the
problem lies in the line of demarcation to underdta what is ‘natural’ in contrast to
‘supernatural’ knowledge. Durkheim, on the contramferred to religion as all beliefs and
practices which are believed to be right of thenel not merely right because these were the
best way of doing something according to practicééria. The first type of beliefs and practices
are ‘sacred’ and the second ‘profane’. Howeveprarctice it is impossible to distinguish on the
basis of this criterion, as it separates what isseparated in ordinary life. On this issue Weber
(1905) stresses how particular religions are catesas with particular ways of acting, particular

ways of life; as a result the ‘sacred’ and ‘profaare ultimately inseparable.

This, however, does not help in defining what fieligis, and the only solution seems to
be to abandon the notion of religion as an analytiategory and to look at social reality in
terms less closely tied to a particular culturaldition. This is implicit in the work of Marx
where religion is subsumed under the wider labatleblogy, which also includes such ideas as

the ‘rightness’ of competition in capitalist syse(arx and Engels 1845-46).
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Through the famous theory of ideasTine RepublicPlato argues that all one apprehends
through his senses is in fact a necessarily comigezmand misleading shadow of a clearer,
simpler and eternal reality which he may not seé Wwhich governs what he sees. The
intellectual speculation about metaphysical questis well illustrated by Claude Levi-Strauss
in An Introduction to the Science of Mytholgd®70-81) through his work on the mythology of
South and North American Indians.

In the world of religions there are also profesaiotieologians trying to organize and
systematize beliefs, where their ideas seem cuyiodistant from the everyday religion of
people (Tambiah 1969; Geertz 1960). Accordinglynsoanthropologists have distinguished
between two types of religion, a folk religion aad official theological religion (Srinivas 1952).

It is partly as a result of these problems thahtimologists and sociologists have found it almost
impossible to agree about the notion of ‘beliefeéich 1966). What seems to matter above all in
religion is the declaration of the limitationsniét outright pointless, of conscious human action.
Hence, religion in the Indian cultural setting itemhally permeates virtually all aspects of life,
not through mechanical diffusion, but in an intégda holistic perspective (Radhakrishnan
1927).

With the passage of time these theistic traditstasted fusing with Sanskritic as well as
folk religious traditions. It is apparent that tiheligious traditions as is prevalent in India
manifest pluralistic tendencies emanating from ausi sources and inspirations. At the same
time there had been a binary tendency of bothdissind fusion at various levels of thought
(Bera 2012: 47). It is rather an agglomeration iwersified ritualism, idolatry, magic, miracles
of faith under the stranglehold of Brahminic traahts. There is also a tendency to Sanskritize,
secularize and universalize some of the local tiat, and also parochialize elements of greater
Sanskritic canopy (Bera 2012: 51). Hence, whilekiog into the present data on the Rangdani
Rabha, it is apparent that it has a strong baseldaning itself as a folk religion though with the
passage of time many of its elements have beerkrdiresd under the greater canopy of
Hinduism practiced at the local level. In fact gedus diversity and pluralism operates at two
levels in India. One is at the inter-religious lewad the other at intra-religious level at which

sectarian and quasi-sectarian movements operatéheFuof late, it is trying to assimilate
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different tribal religions into its fold in respamngo the challenges posed by proselytisive
religions. But this has long back been attestedhkyeminent Gandhian anthropologist, Nirmal
Kumar Bose, as the ‘Hindu method of tribal absargt(Bose 1941).

Every religion imagines a special kind of relatioetween God and the World as well as
God and the Man. On this basis, religious and sodeas and morality are well systemized.
Religion is meant to foster peace, harmony and conmytbuilding. Called by any name and
worshipped in any form, the ideas of God must leag to promote Life for all peoples
everywhere. If religionists can come together agpond to the larger problems of life based on
their experiences of God, and only later, as a rekcstep, articulate their theologies and
conceptions of God, one might have a more harmarsogiety, and religion would have played
a pivotal role in fostering peace. The RangdaniHaadre an ideal example of this thought as is
evident from the present empirical research camiegr a long period of time as a longitudinal

study.

5.6 Conclusion

Earlier in our study on rites of passage we haweecacross data which speak about the
various elements which continue for a long periédime on the one hand and some of the
elements which have undergone sporadic changdwiRéangdani Rabha society. In the larger
context of the people of India these changes amdirzoty have greater significance. As
someone aptly remarked ‘change is the only constang in the world,” may it be political,
economic, environmental, socio-cultural or whatevAdt over the world changes are making
people wonder what will be the new thing tomorrdMhat shall we expect that will change for
the good of people, more humane, more becomingeat® ... we are in fact frightened to
change, because of the uncertainly it holds. Tawgleaor not to change is the million dollar
guestion. So undoubtedly there is a challenge amgé (Purie 2009).

In this perspective we need to be reasonably athatehese changes are not water tight
compartments. We are also in the web of contimaiti®r better or worse we are encountering

change in the context of continuities. The preseuméstigator is aware these above written
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paragraphs are not exclusive. Yet, they are panierchange in the larger context of world
civilizations. We cannot certainly think of a changutside the purview of continuity. That tells
us the whole story of our belongingness to eackrotive are not an island in itself, we belong
to one another. So our change in one part of thédvebould be seen in the light of continuity in
other areas and vice versa. This is also pertimetihe Rangdani Rabha community who are
making changes in various spheres of life with gdeeference to religion. And this makes their

life meaningful and keeps them relevant in the gmégay context of the society.

It is also true that the societies in various paft$ndia have evolved through dialogue
and interactions at many levels. The multi-cultunadulti-ethnic, multi-lingual and multi-
religious society like India could survive becausalialogue and exchange of ideas. Scholars
agree that the great heritage of Indian civilizatspanning over 5000 years is sustained broadly
through its pre-dominant agricultural and rural relcéer of its population. Yet, any major
adaptation or change in religious sphere of a conityibhas also affected other spheres like
social, cultural, economic and political. Howevdre prominent marker of this change is an
overall wellbeing of the community keeping the solilh community or people, in our case it is
the Rangdani Rabha culture, intact while pursuilegnents of other religious affiliations most
specially the Hindu religion and at times Chrisitianvhich are constantly in contact with these

tribal conglomeration.

Tribal society, in our case, the Rangdani Rabhasuadergoing a number of changes
most especially because they are in constant dowitit other ethnic groups having distinctive
socio-cultural and economic and religious dynamidsis cultural contact is one of the most
sensitive factor by which the social changes inRhagdani Rabha society takes place in present
day context. This is also experienced in the fieldites and rituals performed by Rangdani
Rabhas in the study area. Food habits, dress psttagricultural up-gradation, cash crop
planting with special reference to rubber cultivafi modernized house constructions,
educational and communication net-work patterns lege impacted by the proximity of other
communities like Assamese, Muslims, Garos, Boda@ghdéhgshis and others. However, on the
other hand there is also a growing tendency toradaed safeguard the cultural heritage of the
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given community due to the fear of the loss of tdgrand individuality — these efforts are

carried forward by various socio-cultural and stud&ganizations too.

It is also observed that during the last one decad® the number of outside population
coming into Goalpara district is increasing dayday. The strategy used by the Rangdani Rabha
student leaders and other politically oriented peop to make the major Rabha habitat to be
included in the V' schedule of the Indian constitution. They beligvat if this is achieved no
other community othethanthe people living within the territory of Rabhadéag able to buy or
sell property. This will only take place if the foation ofRabha Hasonghutonomous Council
takes places before theanchayatelections, if not there will be a large number ebécted
candidates belonging to the outside population witlanake decisions which are not helpful for
the indigenous Rabha population (Field, May 2013).

As the Rangdani Rabha community takes note of #neeldpments related to other
communities they are also deeply aware that if nadigtic attitude of people get mixed up with
political issues there are many possibilities ajvwgng in violence towards each other and one
another, however if various communities’ aspiragioare taken into consideration with
understanding and sympathy and find amicable swigfithen there is a possibility of working
and living together in the larger context of Assamd of North East India (Field, Matia,
Majerburi, Sarapara and Borjhuli villages in Goagpdistrict — May 2013).
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