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ABSTRACT

describes a collective identity and is based on the assu

ancestry, heritage, religion, culture, nationality, lang

Assam have their special customs and traditions in

spring time festival of Assam and is celebrated wi . festival is termed by
i ebrate Bihu with the same

vigour and vitality and in the process

traits from various ethnic communities

foothills of the Himalayas that connects with the state of West
neck connection with the rest of India.

The total land of Assam is 78, 438 sg. km (assam.gov.in). Geographically, Assam has 34
districts (assam.g and can be divided into three categories i.e. Brahmaputra Valley, Barak
valley and the twa/shill districts. The population of the state is 31169272 (assam.gov.in) and is
heterogeneous in nature. It has been the home of several ethnic groups- Austro-Asiatic,
Dravidians, Mongoloids and Aryans belonging to different religions like Hindu, Islam, Christian,
Buddhism, Sikhism and many other minor Gods and Goddesses. As a matter of fact, different
branches of races, language and religion come up into the region since time immemorial as a
result of which a racial fusion with their predecessors flourished in the region.
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Assam with its composite culture, developed as a result of incorporation of different ethno-
cultural elements from various social groups has led to make it a melting pot of different ethnic,
religious and linguistic communities through a process of constant interaction over the ages in
history. This composite and comprehensive culture known as ‘Assamese Culture’ embodies in its
structure elements of different cultures, of which exact roots are difficult to trace.
Anthropologists based on physiognomy and material culture tend to beligve that this state has
seen the intermixing of three racial elements, the Australoids, t ongoloids and the
Caucasoids represented through, apart from physical features the languag d, agriculture and
such other traditional belief, practices and performances pertaini

al spread
over the agricultural cycle around the year, the i Bi i cycle spread
over the month of Bohag (Sanskrit VVaisak/ April- [

thnic communities of Assam.
lar festival of Assam and the role of

and exist temporary sog€lety as social forces.

“Ethnicity is ural concept centered on the sharing of norms, values, beliefs, cultural
symbols and pract (Barker, 2008)

“Ethnicity has always been experienced as a kinship phenomenon, continuity within the self and
within those who share an intergenerational links to common ancestors. Ethnicity is partly
experienced as being ‘bone of their bone flesh of their flesh and blood of their blood’...we
recognize ethnicity as a tangible living reality that makes every human a link in an eternal bond
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from generation to generation-from past ancestors to those in the future. Ethnicity is experienced
as a guarantor of eternity” (Fishman, 1996).

Ethnicity is a social group, as commentators agree as a cultural legacy refers to “social
elaboration of collective identities whereby individuals see themselves as one among like
themselves. Collectively, people whose boundaries may be loosely or tightly defined —
distinguish themselves from the other people. Thus ethnicity is about! social classifications
emerging within relationships” (Fenton, 1999). Along with issues of language and other
features ancestry also plays a role in mobilizing social transactions in a co ity characterized
as ethnicity.

coming from the ethnic communities like Bodos,
etc. These ethnic groups often called politically a
migration belonging to respective communities.

drawn from the Aryan religion, lang
parts of India.

Rongali Bihu is associateg

les find expression through the series of these
e celebration as well as the dates of ritual commencement

eng them. The Bihu festival across the communities is also
itiation of Mother Nature and is rooted to the agriculture and

the crop fields ing fertility and a good harvest. The festival also celebrates youthful vigour,
love, union, separ and eroticism. A spirit of joy and cherishment of community well being
lie embedded in thg'celebrations. Therefore, the youth across the communities sing and dance in
gay abandon with spontaneity in all their expressions and it is unrestrained by any written rule
without however harboring on frivolity, permissiveness and breach of social norm. Thus, the
Bihu like any other folk tradition brings to fore the representation inherent in customs and such
other practices and above all the creative mind of the communities.
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During the period under review a series of fieldworks were taken up in Dhemaji and North
Lakhimpur district of northern Assam among Mising and Non-Mising communities and in
Jagiroad and Morigaon district among Tiwa’s, to take a view of the prevailing customs, rituals
and performative nature of the dance and music associated with the Rongali Bihu as practiced by
both tribal and non tribal communities inhabiting in the area.

In a semi structured interview of conducted by the researcher one of thedhformant said that “In
Assam the word festival has become synonymous with Bihu, Bihu is estival but festival
is Bihu.” The statement implies two meaning, first the growing popularit ihu and second

communities of Assam. The informant also commented on
linkage with South East Asian countries culture.

So, the researcher has tried to study the various ri
time by two ethnic communities of Assam Misin
their celebrations. The reason behind studying the
Tiwa community is their continual link

festival and also the cultural exchange

CELEBRATION OF THE L ' 8Y THE FOLLOWING
ETHNIC GROUPS

MISING

Mising, the secondlarge

/ are concentrated in the Upper Assam dlstrlcts of
Slbsagar Golaghat, Tlnsukla and Sonltpur The Mlsmg S

seeds’. The ritual of the festival is that in the morning of the first

ar is made of Cotton (xiupak/kopah ) and Mendala paat (pi:roh)

and“offered to God for a good harvest. The researcher in the field work

found that Misi before 1964-65, used to celebrate Ali-A:ye Li:gang within their own

families, but later they started doing it in more elaborate way. The whole village gathers

together and from then it took the shape of a festival. During the festival, at night only girls used

to dance inside the house near the meram (fire place) moving in circular rounds. They usually
used to take five rounds near the meram. While dancing the girls sing a song
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Lo lole da:boi lole
Sisuk chukbo chukbo bodiya,
regam gambo gambo bodiya...

Boys were not allowed to enter the kitchen of the Sang ghar to witness the dance. Only the boys
who play the instruments are allowed to be present there. The instruments used to play the music
are dhol (drum), lupi (cymbals), lailong (big cymbals). The dhol use t duce a sound called

money and traditional foods and drink apong (rice beer).

From that Wednesday to Friday they don’t do any agri

Saturday they get back to their regular activities. T

to seek the blessings of Do:nyi-Po:lo, Sedi-Mel@, Gumin Soyin and

successful harvesting season. However various rred

celebration of this festival. Now-a-days evety villa it in one single place
and a Mirong Ukum is built for the pur, . pective field for Liggod
(first sowing) the villagers as a whol

taking place. A small area is symboli

Than the day is followed by publi

(traditional group dance), Ka apnam (tragic songs),

s Rongali Bihu. There is restriction in use of instruments. Mising
ipe), Bahi (Flute) and Gogona. Mising’s also organize Rongali

Bihu dance and h Inging tradition. Ali-A:ye Li:gang is touched by commercialization too as
all other folk festivals. But it is believed that Mising Bihu has not changed its essence and
exuberance.
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TIWA

The Tiwa’s, another prominent ethnic tribes in Assam is a culturally rich tribal community
inhabiting in the states of Assam and Meghalaya of North East India. The Tiwa’s originally
resided in the Khasi and Jaintia hills of Meghalaya and migrated to plains of Assam. After that
Tiwa’s are divided into two sub groups Hill Tiwa’s and Plain Tiwa’s displaying contrasting
cultural features. Tiwa is an agricultural based community. So 90% of théir festivals are related
to agrarian work.

ng, Bhagawati, Kalika,
he fruit bearing trees are

which is kept in Barghar. This ceremony
agricultural year. During the day time of that
5 are_observed. Homage is being paid to the ancestors and

ed with rice cakes and adorned with new ropes. The agricultural
ns are placed in the east corner of the courtyard and worshipped.
t for good harvest. Along with that Goddess Lakshmi (maisisa) is
. vening, the young boys carrying agricultural tools and implements go
for Husori singing. JFhey visit all the households in the village singing ballads in Tiwa language.

Sogra Mishwa is one of most important dance performance of the Tiwa’s during the spring time.
The dance is related to spring season. Sogra means Basanta and Mishawa means dance. The
samad (bachelor’s dormitory) form the nucleus for this dance. This dance is performed mainly
by the boys. They wear some special traditional attire and headgears called Khumkhati, pura and
moss. These headgears symbolize flower, pura and buffalo respectively.
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It is quite evident that though the nomenclature or the procedure of celebration is different but
the essence is same and quite strong. Bihu is being celebrated by both the communities following
ethnic traditions and customs. Upliftment of agriculture activities and production is the root of its
celebrations. The Mising community celebrates Ali-A:ye Li:gang in the first Wednesday of
Phagun but yet again they organize Bihu Mela separately. For the plain Tiwa’s they celebrate
Bihu directly inspite of having their own traditional spring time festivals. Tiwas’s celebrate Bihu
in a similar manner as Rongali Bihu is celebrated. Societal influence is@wident here as the hills

reveals that ethnicity is drawn from Kkinship as well as is
gives an individual a sense of belonging and identity thr

Mising’s and Tiwa’s have their own ways and tr
but it is seen that their dance gestures, songs, tun
Bihu performances. It has intermingled so

during the spring time has brought i
communities. Ethnic identity can be

aCcepted and attained a high stratum. With its innovative and
u dance has been going out on international tour and won several
the “world-class™ artistry of the Assamese to the outside world.

Assam, from whic ense of Assamese identity is drawn. When the researcher tried to find the
reasons behind the£€scalating popularity of Bihu dance, the following responses are recorded:

Several well known practitioners of Bihu dance and music and scholarly thinkers were
approached by the researcher to know about the gaining popularity of Bihu today. One informant
stated that Bihu trace its origin from the various ethnic communities of Assam and said that
“There is no other festival in the world as popular as Bihu”. The reasons as stated are:
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No religion is celebrated in the Bihu festival. Everybody can participate equally.

It appeals to the greater brotherhood and universal humanity.

Love is celebrated in the Bihu songs and dances in such a descent way like never
before.

All other community, state, region can imitate the Bihu dance and song. There is not
much complexity in the dance postures. It is full of life and/vigour. Eman Pran
Prasurjya thoka nritya aan kotu nai (There is no other dance so much of life and
artistry). If we look at the instrument then it is never distuned: ry instrument is
lively. It pleases everyone irrespective of class, caste, crgéd, sex etc

According to another informant:

Even if the other communities have their o
platform to showcase it. They were o nic performances during
invited. And the Bihu

litics behind this. It is only from the
to flourish and grow culturally. The

section of people also considered Bihu as the
ermed as the national festival of Assam during the reign of

to see the capital city and could ask and claim for their own rights.
ssures suppressed the tribal communities for long. The informant also

culture of the tribal communities to the fore. During the tenure of AGP govt. in 1985 at
Kalashetra during the spring season under the guidance of Ananda Mohan Bhagawati Bihu
competition was held. In 1984 at Rabindra Bhawan in Guwahati, Assam under the
leadership of Nani Gopal Mahanta, a choreographer named Narendra Sarma from Delhi
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was invited to choreograph Bihu. From then choreography was introduced to Bihu dance
and Bihu dance flourished more and more.

According to another informant:

Assamese girls are more attractive and smarter than girls of other cafmunities. Therefore
audience loved to watch the performance of various ethnic d being performed by
Assamese girls.

According to one informant

Assamese is a bigger community and followed
like Mising is followed only by the Mising
followed by Mising or vice versa. Theref

Bihu dance.

From the comments of the informants it | are involved behind the
gaining popularity of Bihu Dance in t . Fi i istinction of Bihu dance
form and its practice are so contem
appeal to the larger society and its de
re not provided a proper platform for
ccepted dance forms.

tinction is between those groups which have or have not power in
society. Often th t of ethnicity is confused with that of minority and all ethnic groups are
seen as minorities. By this, the majority groups become ethnicityless and it becomes difficult to
understand what culture of the "general” society is all about, or if it is there at all, and
consequently the meaning of interethnic relations becomes confusing. Majority ethnic groups are
those who determine the character of the society's basic institutions, especially the main political,
economic, and cultural institutions. The culture of majority becomes the culture of the total
society into which the minority ethnic groups assimilate. That is evidently seen in assimilation of
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the Bihu festival in different ethnic communities of Assam. The minority groups may preserve
their institutions and culture like the Ali-A:ye Li:gang and Sogra Mishwa in larger or smaller
degree or they may influence the character of the dominant institutions in larger or smaller
degrees, but usually, the framework for intergroup processes is provided by the institutions
deriving from the culture of the majority groups. The majority groups, because of their position
of power, usually are at the top of the ethnic stratification system, and thestatus of other ethnic
groups is assessed in relation to them. This has become like folk an tional community as
drawn by lhor Zielyk (1975). National community are culturally highly are. Members of
nationality community are differentiated in social status from theffolk com . Bihu festival
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