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Preface

Glimpses of Research as the title suggests is designed to make
a concentrated focus on some specimen of research in the emerging
field of humanities conducted by individual researchers. Bilingual in
form and content it was originally intended to introduce the basic concept,
subject and scope of research works already completed or being pursued
till date by our teaching fraternity of Dr. B. K. B. College, puranigudam,
Nagaon as a part of the institution's golden jubilee celebration in 2017.
But finally we decided to include some more selected works by other
faculties of our acquaintance on the basis of their doctoral theses.
Readers will find in the dissertations only a core area of the research,
an organized critical investigation into different aspects of our society,
culture, history and literature in both theoretical and empirical
approaches. The book that synchronizes the institution's fifty years of
academic journey in a purely rural ambience nevertheless presents a
very humble effort at understanding academic deliberations dedicated
to expansion of knowledge and interpretation of facts that a typical
research work is understood to have undertaken.

It is generally believed that research programmes on rigorous
empirical setup dealing with technology, biochemistry, industry, trade
and commerce, rare medicinal remedies and many others have direct
impact on growth - a policy advocacy. They provide some innovative
and cost-effective ways which amply meet the needs of business
and industry in the post-materialist era. Apart from commercialization
of technology, market oriented control over the products, rampant
consumerism and sheer waste of earth's scarce resources further



deteriorating the ailing planet most of such research projects have
little to boost humanitarian values and enduring progress. In other
words, there has been a tendency for immediate corporate
appropriation of research findings capable of ensuring huge business
prospect but cannot protect values underpinning welfare, environment
and mobility. So far basic academic research is concerned, its policy
relevance and social-impact analysis is hard to assess. Ideological
polarization and a valorized bias in accepting facts contrary to
prevailing notions make honest research unreachable. Thus, it is
pertinent to note in this context that genuine research expertise
separating myth from facts and overcoming ideological bias and
business motif can contribute to social and mental growth in a unique
way if it is made accessible to the readers. But very often than not
we allow many of such research documentations to lie idle in the
bookshelves once the degree is obtained.

Besides commemorating an institutional event, the present
volume on specific research problems will invite our readers to
acquaint themselves with some academic engagements exploring the
light and sheds of human achievements, pedagogical tools of exploring
and understanding identity, myth of nation, authority, gender
discrimination, apartheid and also some restatements recovering minor
histories out of the grand narratives of history. This anthology covers
roughly a period of more than two decades from 1994 when one of
the selected research projects by Bhupen Saikia was accepted for
conferring the degree to 2017, the time of acknowledging the latest
research works by Arani Saikia and Jatin Sharma included in this
volume - making a diverse field of studies accessible to the upcoming
young batch of researchers.

Glimpses of Research contains essays on a fairly diversified
themes arranged in four different categories e.g. Literature, Society
and Politics of Representation (part 1), Historical contour, Life
writings and heritage studies (part I), Culture, Folk life and Values
(part III), and Empirical Studies: Plantation Labour, Economy,
and Rural Empowerment (part IV). Most of the essays being based
on their respective theses reveal a long term academic engagement
and investigative insight amounting to a conclusive proposition while



some others in the process of completion are speculative in nature
and quite tentative about their thematic concerns. However, the essays
though randomly selected without conforming to any principal thematic
design deal with issues traversing a vast space of time. Its focus lays
on a corpus of assorted materials and shifts from literature and society
of medieval Assam to realignment of innovative ideas and complex
modes of narrative representation in the twentieth century. The
thematic forage touches upon subjects like metafictions that predicate
a host of social and psychic issues, values that surface in retelling
folktales, Tantra literature articulating indigenous worldview, socio-
historical dynamics of sankarite tradition, prophecy of a nation and
rise of a middleclass, life writings recreating fundamentals of social
history, anthropological perspective of the rich heritage of Assam
and some current issues concerning market valuation of the one horned
rhino, micro analysis of labour in tea plantation industry, woman
empowerment and rural development.

We must admit that each of the critical essays though primarily
based on the thesis or subjects already finalized has got quite a small
space to deal with its original research problem. Hence a difficult job
to synthesize all the relevant issues under question. Secondly, the
opinions expressed in the respective essays are all owned by the
authors; we have not interfered here in any form except a few editorial
corrections where it deserves. Glimpses of Research is planned
more as a reader than a critique on the themes and issues so identified.
We also regret our inability to use a uniform research format of critical
references. Finally we are thankful to the Golden Jubilee Steering
Committee and the Principal, Dr. Bhupen Saikia for the task entrusted
to us for bringing out this commemorative volume. All our colleagues,
contributors and members of the Publication committee deserve our
sincere thanks for their support and cooperation. Mr. Kailash
Rajkhowa and his dedicated team made us rest assured that the book

will see the light of the day as per our plan. Thanks to all of them.

Dr.BK.B. College Kamal Ch. Saikia
Puranigudam, Nagaon

October/ 2017
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Politics of representation, Literature and Society.




The Politics of Representation in
Cotemporary Metafiction

(With Specific Reference to Selected Novels of Salman Rushdie Boman
Desai, Vikram Chandra, and Amitav Ghosh)

Dr. Mridul Bordoloi

Introduction

The research work completed in 2008 examines the range and
scope of representation and revision in "contemporary metafiction"
with reference to select novels of Salman Rushdie, Amitav Ghosh,
Boman Desai and Vikram Chandra. The primary texts chosen are
Midnight's Children (1981), Shame (1983), Memory of Elephants
(1988), Red Earth and Pouring Rain (1995), and The Glass Palace
(2000). Apart from these, other novels written by these authors that
adhere to the category of contemporary postcolonial metafiction, have
also been used. However, the primary texts have been examined and
analyzed more rigorously to arrive at some important conclusions
and latencies. These texts problematize the documentation of "facts"
related to such charged fields as nation, race and ethnicity, cultural
memory and so forth. _

This work aims to examine the possibility of working at two
terms that may look oxymoronic and tautological: "postmodernist
postcolonialism" and "postcolonial postmodernism." Leaving aside this
semantic problem, one could, perhaps, identify areas of convergence
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between postcolonialism and postmodernism. This is insofar as
postmodemism, with its preoccupations with questions of epistemology
and solipsism, appears to be non-political in content. This is not to
deny the intervention of critics like Jonathan Arac who relate
postmodernism into politics and insist on "the political condition of
postmodernism." Having said that, the link between postmodernism
and politics has remained an area led by doubt and contradictory
impulses. Here again, the role played by Linda Hutcheon's The Politics
of Postmodernism (1989) must be noted, for Hutcheon extends the
project of postmodernist "poetics” to postmodernist "politics."

It is natural that what is at stake is the mediation of historical
understanding by cognitive, interpretative and ideological registers. It
is contended here that the efforts made by metafictionist to re-vise
the frames of representation arises from and results in a politics of
representation, which, in turn, is predicated on attempts to frame the
"unframable" referent. The act of framing being the condition and
consequence of the politics of representation, it is further contended
that metafiction by framing the referent, firstly, critiques the very
process of representation, and secondly, refers back simultaneously
to its own revisionary status.

The objective of the fictional world thus framed would be to
subvert ordinary perceptions of reality and its representation in
everyday life. Linda Hutcheon, discussing those postmodernist
fictions that attempts at representing history by indicating its own
self-reflexive status, terms them as "historiographic metafiction". It
is, thus, a type of narrative that gives ample scope for its practitioners
to represent history in its multipolar aspects. Hayden White has
suggested that "[h]istoriography is an especially good ground on
which to consider the nature of narration and narrativity because it
is here that our desire for the imaginary, the possible, must contest
with the imperatives of the real, the actual ..." (White 1973: 4).
Postmodenn fiction, especially historiographic metafiction, celebrates
this duality in order to pose certain pertinent questions relating to
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the representation of the "actual” vis-a-vis the "imaginary." Since
self-reflexivity and parodic reprisal of the past happen to be the
trademark of this particular genre, contemporary political criticism
tends to undermine its socio-political engagements. In fact, the
"narcisistic and ironic appropriation of existing images and stories”
(Hutcheon 1988: 3), seen in such metafictional texts is seen as the
reason for its poor reputation. But such a view seems to be politically
naive, and as Hutcheon says: "Postmodern art cannot but be political,
at least in the sense that its representations - its images and stories
- are anything but neutral, however 'aestheticized' they may appear
to be in their parodic self-reflexivity. While the postmodern has no
effective theory of agency that enables a move into political action,
it does work to turn its inevitable ideological grounding into a site of
de-naturalizing critique." (Hutcheon 1989: 3)

As already stated earlier, this thesis aims at framing the referents
from a postcolonial position. Hence, notions of "identity", "authority",
ualterity" etc., would be of particular interest to this dissertation. It is
not a matter of mere co-incidence that all the narrators in the novels
taken up for discussion constitute part of what Homi Bhabha calls
njocational hybridity", or what Julia Kristeva calls "subject-in-process."
The identities of the narrators go through a process of continuous
deferral, making the act of saying who they are problematic. These
figures, while unraveling the history of their nation or their race, self-
reflexively articulate as well as question their own existential
predicament, which may be summed up in Bhabha's rhetorical
assumption: "How do strategies of representation or empowerment
come to be formulated in the competing claims of communities where,
despite shared histories of deprivation and discrimination, the exchange
of values, meanings and priorities may not always be collaborative
and dialogical, but may be profoundly antagonistic, conflictual and
even incommensurable?" (Bhabha 1994: 2). Given the fact that the
demography of the contemporary world is grounded in the history of
postcolonial migration, that is, in the narratives of diasporic culture
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and politics, the boundary becomes the place from which, according
to Bhabha, "something begins its presencing...” (Bhabha 1994: 5).
Edward Said sees this in terms of the politics and poctics of exile that
continually opens up issues of home and hyphenation, and thereby
enables articulations of homelessness and heroism at the same time.

This notion of the "nation” when articulated in the wake of
diasporas' migration or exile becomes a metaphor of loss, which can
perhaps best be expressed through writing in the form of what Frederic
Jameson terms as "national allegory" where "the telling of the individual
story and the individual experience cannot but ultimately involve the
whole laborious telling of the collectivity itself" (see Jameson 1986:
65-88). Jameson, while making this observation in this essay (later
attacked by Aijaz Ahmed because of falling into the trap of
essentializing by using terms like "Third World Literature") perhaps
had Rushdie's Midnight's Children in mind. This "myth" of the nation
has been taken up for discussion in this thesis while dealing with the
task of framing the unframable referents.

The Poetics and Politics of Framing: Representation and
Revision

Given the ambivalent trails of the history and reception of
"representation," it is not surprising that the term has emerged as a
hugely charged area in postmodernist theory and practice. In
contemporary parlance, it has been treated at par with mimesis in its
range of meanings and associations. Given further that mimesis is
traditionally associated with the "innocent" presentation of events,
postmodernist fiction often returns to the politics of representation
either by way of self-reflexive denials or of metafictional excesses.
It is possible that postmodernism's disaffection with representation
per se may arise out of this mimetic notion of representation.

In each of the texts taken up for discussion, there is an authorial
persona, who intervenes in and interrupts the narrative process from
time to time. The texts also problematize the already suspect grand
narrative(s) of history by bringing in minor histories, foregrounding a
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certain othemess about historical representation. These little narratives
are pitted against the arboreal centre. It ensures that the narrativization
of "others" decenter the historical grand narratives, resulting in
narrative dispersal. If history is metaphorically imagined as a tree,
the trunk would represent the authority of the grand narrative. The
endless branching-off into rhizomatic formations would then be the
little narratives. The countless branches moving in different
trajectories, would have their own vantage (or disadvantageous) points/
position to look at the arbor. The view would always tend to be partial,
different from the other branches and not a panoptic one (see Arac
8-19; Deleuze and Guattari, 92-120; Docherty 140-48).

In the same way, it can be said that representation involves
interpretation. But the act of interpretation here gets colored due toa
number of factors. These factors relate to the "politics" at play in the
task of documenting events. These factors may be related to identity,
nation, race, class, and gender. They play determining roles in
constructing the version that becomes their representation. The politics
of representation also involves other over-deterministic criteria. For
instance, it involves "selection" of referents. It goes a long way in
demonstrating how such particularity of focus affect a holistic view
of things. Iser says:

The act of selection which is integral to fictionality is a form of
doubling. Each text makes inroads into extratextual fields of reference
and by disrupting them creates an eventful disorder, in consequence
of which both structure and semantics of these fields are subject to
certain deformations and their respective constituents are differently
weighed according to the various deletions and supplementations.
Thus each one is being reshuffled in the text, and takes on a new
form - a form which nevertheless includes, and indeed depends on,
the function of that field in our interpreted world. (Iser 218)

Thus, representation may be considered a performative, Janus-
headed field in which parallel and contradictory discourses enact a
dialogic which, in turn, enables the production of newer meanings/
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interpretations. In other words, the inter-and intratextual binary
oppositions that obtain both in language as well as in meaning seems
to create an "intentional” interplay which results in radical instability.
This, paradoxically, has the potential to open up range of significations.
Iser's analysis of this ambivalence is instructive.

In contemporary epistemic inquiry of the "real" (i.e., events
pertaining to the past and/or the present), representation seems to be
the dominant mode adopted by both historians and fictional writers. It
would be instructive to examine the analysis of historical inquiry offered
by the historian F.R. Ankersmit, who says that in contemporary terms
representation seems to have replaced two other modes of evaluation
of truth: "explanation” and "interpretation" (Ankersmit 205). Given
that this dissertation is about the politics of representation in
contemporary postcolonial metafiction, it would be necessary here to
look at the disciplinary dialogues initiated by the subject of
representation, which, in turn, cannot be separated from the
representation of the subject. To this extent the question of
representation in history and historiography, given its relation to truth
and method, would be a good point with which to enter the arena. An
overview of the trends in twentieth-century historiography would be
helpful in order to see how the very insistence on truth in representation
is grounded in politics.

Ankersmit identifies three approaches to historical analysis in
terms of a diachronic mode of evaluation. These three approaches
correspond to three essentializing parameters that he terms
"explanation", "interpretation"” and "representation."” "Explanation” is
supposed to be predicated upon assumptions such as the logical-
positivists' stand of "verification", the Popperian idea of "falsification,"
or the Kuhnian model that privileges scientific rhetoric at the cost of
mere historical causality. Modern philosophy of history (since the

1940s) has, according to Ankersmit, "almost exclusively used the
vocabulary of description and explanation. The essentialist
presupposition involved was that the past [happened to be] a sea of
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historical phenomena that [had] to be described and explained"
(Ankersmit 206). This model of evaluation of truth is quasi-scientific
in that it attempts to understand historical phenomena through
cognition and rationalization, and by way of arriving at certain
inferences that are individually generated. :

Further, this method of cause-effect explanation is fraught with
the danger of valorizing the grand narrative tradition of analysis
(historical or otherwise). In fact, every interpretive frame begins by
referring to what Scholes once tellingly called "fallibilism" (Scholes
1979: 32). Such frames claim that they are exempt from the traps of
fallibilism by presenting themselves as critiques of the fallible. This
claim to exemption, however, is interrogated in postmodernist theory
and foregrounded with great power in metafiction, especially
postcolonial metafiction. It is suggested that any grand narrative,
however seminal to what is seen as the ongoing project of
Enlightenment, is bound to resort to various types of essentializations.
In other words, the search for comprehensive models of truth-telling
is bound to be enmeshed in ideological or narrative imperatives that
limit the very process of historical investigation, more so when it is
based on chronological explanation.

However, the hermeneutical analysis of historical phenomena
done by way of the analysis of the "meanings" related to the
phenomena is fraught with dangers of over-interpretation. For, it
cannot be ruled out that there are things in the past that do not offer
any conceptual, logical or ideological meaning, viewed from the
moment of interpretation. Hence, attempting to force meaning into
events that resists it would be counter-productive. This is more so
as tweritieth-century historiography prefers to "see the past from a
point-of-view different from that of the historical agents themselves"
(Ankersmit 207). To this extent at least, hermeneutics appears to
be singularly unhelpful in historical analysis. Finally, given that
contemporary intellectual history, generally seen as the "histories of
mentalites," does not attach much value to meanings appropriated
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by a system, it is no longer possible to uncritically privilege meaning
over historical phenomenon.

It is helpful therefore to look at historiography and historical analysis
in terms of what Ankersmit calls "representation.” Representation is
grounded as we shall see in a processual dialogic that involves
epistemological and ethical issues, self-consciously worked into
postmodenmist fictional texts. It seeks to displace or at least battle with

, traditional notions of establishing "truth" through aletheia, eidos, arche or
telos (see Derrida "Structure” 91). It is often held that postmodernist
notions of truth are non-deterministic. It follows that postmodemist thought
does not believe in any grand narrative, whether of philosophy, history,
science, religion, etc., as each discursive arena tries to establish particular
hypotheses through the simultaneous process of selection as well as
exclusion. It may, thus, be argued that the postmodermnist conception of
truth is representational, and it being so, is subject to multiple version/s,
thereby making the site an open domain for more and more epistemological
engagements or incursions. It can be suggested that representation is
best seen as coterminous with critical inquiry that relies on what Barbara
Johnson calls "critical difference.”

It is possible to link these formulations to what has been presented
in this dissertation as a "critical representation" or a "new"
representationalist reading of culture. This new representationalist
approach to history or culture does not require the past to have a
comprehensive or definite meaning (Hunt 18). Instead, it is possible that
anumber of meanings may arise out of the same event. These meanings
may not automatically have affinities whatsoever with one another. This
would, in turn, spawn multiple latencies of theoretical and scholarly
expositions generated at a given point of time around a particular
represented event. Such multiplicities, it is believed, would give rise, in
due course, to other representations, thereby making representation an
endless process. Ankersmit aptly says in this context that "representation
is indifferent to meaning" (Ankersmit 209), even though the historical
text itself may have a meaning. Elaborating further on this point, he says:
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Meaning is originally representational and arises from our
recognition of how other people (historians, painters, novelists etc.)
represent the world. It requires [one] to look at the world through the
eyes of others - or, at least, to recognize that this can be done.
(Ankersmit 210)

Representation in Historiographic Metafiction

Hutcheon defines "historiographic metafiction" as a "kind of novel
that asks [one] to recall that history and fiction are themselves historical
terms and that their definitions and interrelations are historically
determined and vary with time" (Poetics 105). Such a form of fiction
attempts to break down the walls between literary fantasies and the
actualities of the world. Hence the representation of events seems to
be determined not by "truth" and "falsehood"; rather, the interaction
between the historiographic and the metafictional "foregrounds the
rejection of the claims of both "authentic" representation and
"inauthentic" copy alike, and the very meaning of artistic originality is
as forcefully challenged as is the transparency of historical
referentiality.” (Lutcheon 1988: 110) Trying to establish points of
affinity as well as departure from that of the other non-fictional novels
of the1960s, Hutcheon states:

For one, both stress the overt, totalizing power of the
imagination of the writers to create unities (Hellmann 1981, 16);
yet, for another, both refuse to neutralize contingency by reducing it
to unified meaning (Zavarzadeh 1976, 41). I would agree with the
former as a designation of the non-fictional novel, though not of all
metafiction; and the latter certainly defines a lot of contemporary
self-reflexive writing.. .Historiographic metafiction, of course,
paradoxically fits both definitions: it installs totalizing order, only to
contest it, by its radical provisionality, intertextuality, and often,
fragmentation. (Hutcheon 1988: 116)

It can be argued that historiographic metafiction attempts to
bridge the gap between "art" and "historiography" by suggesting the
possibility of a "collaborative" engagement as suggested earlier. The
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traditional distinction of fiction as "non-factual" and history as purely
based on "facts" appears inadequate now. Historiographic metafictions,
such as Rushdie's Midnight's Children, for instance, address the
question of the relation of "story" and "history writing" to "truth". In
this novel, the narrator resorts to lies, exclusions, telescoping of events,
forgetting, selected re-membering, errors, prejudices, silences etc. The
history of a family becomes the history of writing itself that includes
among other things, the history of the Indian subcontinent since inception.
This might suggest, on the one hand, the inconsistencies of an entity
burdened with suffering the same fate as that of the nation. Un the

other hand, it might be a window to the very process of fictiunalizing

that historians resort to in order to fill in the gaps that remain beyond

them. Historiographic metafiction, by deliberately playing on public

history and memory by way of parodic and defamiliarized re-telling(s),

intends to show the fallacy of-representation. At the same time, it also

refers to the necessity of re~visioning the process of arriving at "new"

perspectives. Brenda K. Marshall's comments on this dual as of

postmodernism can be cited here:

The critique of representation translates into a refusal to see the
past as constituted by events which we can innocently recapture apd
re-present through language. We no longer are able to think about
absolute and unquestionable ‘facts’ or truths' of history, speaking now
of 'histories’ instead of History. (Marshall 147)

Marshall cites Hayden White's positioning of "historiography
as a poetic construct":

In the realm of historiography we see suggested answers to
these questions in concepts such as Hayden White's concept of
'metahistory’, which posits historiography as a poetic construct. That
is, the historian works within a 'metshistorical' paradigm which exists
on the poetic, or linguistic, level and which determines what, for that
historian, constitutes historical explanations. (Marshall 147)

It is clear that the claims of fiction in the representation of the
“real” cannot be denied. Postmoder fiction, especially historiographic

24



metafiction, plays upon this element by attempting to frame referents
which are politically, ideologically and ethically constituted, and
therefore remain bound in a process of construction. This boundedness
of the discourse makes such representation unframable. Yet this
unframability provides historiographic metafiction with its subject and
object. In attempting to represent the "real", what also gets represented
is the "unreal”. This conflation of the "real" and the "unreal" pushes
the narrative into the fabular mode. Having said that, the use of the
term "magic realism" cannot address the paradoxical politics of
representation at work. For, what is called magical realism covers
only one aspect of metafictional engagement with the fabular or the
fantastic. In the postmodern texts discussed in this dissertation, the
fantastic is deconstructed in the same way as the fabular is re-inserted
into the familiar world.

It can be said that the postmodernist project seems to have taken
a turn from the "poetics" to "politics" of representation. It is a shift
that is inevitable considering the nature of recent poststructuralist
theories that attempt to legitimize notions that are "rhizomatic", and
not fixed around an "arboreal" centre. Such a position is seen as
constitutive of a politically-conscious postmodernism that marks a
shift from the "epistemological” to the "ethical." It would be instructive
to cite Hutcheon in this context: '

Postmodern art cannot but be political, at least in the sense that
its representations - its images and stories are anything but neutral,
however 'aestheticized' they may appear in their parodic self-
reflexivity. While the postmodern has no effective theory of agency
that enables a move into political action, it does work to turn its
inevitable ideological grounding into a site of de-naturalizing critique.
(Hutcheon 1988: 119 -20)

The shift from "poetics” to "politics" has also opened up the
possibility of locating certain values that were not given much
consideration earlier. To this extent, this thesis would focus on the
constitution of what could be called the postcolonial imaginary. This
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invocation of a Lacanian frame within a revisionist category of historical
understanding is not meant to insert a sexual frame into
"political"readings, but to highlight the very constructedness of
postcoloniality as understood or discussed. In this sense, this dissertation
sees how historiographic metafiction compels postcolonialism to
recognize that in the same way as it revises colonial history and politics,
it remains open to re-vision the moment it articulates itself. In other
words, critical inquiries into the process(es) of representation would

open up representation as fact and figure. This opening-up, it is argued,

is not to be seen as anarchic or excessive but as ethical and corrective.

The politics of representation would examine the constitutive categories

of “postcolonial condition” that would include, among other, "identity,"

“authority," "alterity," "nation," "race" etc. These categories shall undercut

public history (of the nation, race etc.) as well as the personal narratives

(with the frequent intervention of the authorial persona).

Representation and Postcolonialism
While it is difficult to locate the originary moment of what has
come to be regarded as "postcolonial theory," Edward Said's
Orientalism is conveniently treated as a foundational text which
subsequent commentators have built on. Said's discourse on colonialism,
Wwhat he termed "orientalism" is based on the epistemological
constructions of the East that the West has, through the corresponding
ages, created. Said's work is eclectic, drawing inferences from
continental theorists (such as Foucault), Western Marxism (Althusser,
Macherey), Anglo-Saxon cultural criticism (Raymond Williams) as
}vell as anti-colonialist critics (Aime Cesaire, Frantz Fanon). His work
is theoretically engaging and persuasive, but does not have much
Practical import insofar that it is merely an eclectic survey of the
fallacies, the exclusions, the essentializations in representation that
the Occidentalists have produced in their notions regarding the "static"
nature of the Orient. It is from the epistemological ground of Western
discursive practices that Said problematizes his discourse of
colonialism. Benita Parry comments about this paradox :
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Said's own writings can be seen to negotiate an alliance between
Western theory and the analyses developed by liberation movements,
in the process producing elaborations which were not in the
metropolitan sources. This conjoining of disparate intellectual spheres
has provoked criticism from those who find that Said's attempt to
graft Foucault's anti-humanism on to appeals to a transcendent human
reality remains involved in the ethical and theoretical values it criticizes,
and hence fails to decolonize western thought." ( Parry 7)

Peter Hulme, on the other hand, considers Said's indebtedness
to continental theorists, especially Foucault, to be a recognition of
the "scrupulously ethnocentric nature of Foucault's undertaking,
[that] chooses to emphasize the possibilities inherent in this work,
in the interests of extending to a global terrain the concept of
discourse with the constant implication of textuality within networks
of history, power, knowledge, and society." (Benita Parry 7) Another
problem seems to be that by foregrounding the politics of essentialism
that the west has resorted to; Said also falls into the trap of
essentializing the west as a homogenized entity filled with
obscurantist presuppositions. Ahmed states:

It was by assembling a monstrous machinery of descriptions -
of our bodies, our speech acts, our habitats, our conflicts and desires,
our politics, our socialities and sexualities, in fields as various as
ethnology, fiction, photography, linguistics, political science - that
[metropolitan] discourses were able to classify and ideologically
master colonial subjects, enabling the transformation of descriptively
verifiable multiplicity and difference into the ideologically felt
hierarchy of value. (Ahmed 99)

Moreover, Ahmed finds the bracketing-off postcolonial literature
as a "Third World" phenomenon that is moreover concerned with
representations of what Frederic Jameson terms as "national allegory"
to be falling into the same essentialist trap.

Said's magisterial critique of colonial discourse, it can be
suggested, has been both enabling and restrictive insofar as discursive
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practices in the field are concerned. Even as critics such as Patrick
Williams and Laura Chrisman have effectively canonized Said's text
as central to the concerns of postcolonial theory and practice, there
is a growing body of critiques against the recognition of Said's works
as definitive or all-encompassing. For instance, Aijaz Ahmed terms
the Saidian discourse of colonialism as the "metropolitan theory's
inflationary rhetoric." In fact, a vast body of postcolonial writing has
emerged from Said's theory and has attempted to address the
imbrications of knowledge and power beginning with the Renaissance
(reff). These writings have, however, given rise to misleading and
limiting totalizations and self-legitimizing categories.

Another tradition traces the origin of this theory to Frantz Fanon's
critique of "national consciousness." But ‘the term "national
consciousness”, in Fanon, cannot be reduced to "nationalist" versus
"anti-nationalist." Rather, according to Bhabha, on account of its loaded
signification, it enables any discourse of nationalism, by providing, an
"international dimension" (Nation 4). Fanon's work, on the other hand,
can powerfully inform theoretical figurations of transnational cultures.
In a way, his Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of
the Earth (1963) have enabled, despite the revolutionary credo, the
making of a particular type of colonial subjectivity. Fanon's work has
also facilitated formulations of certain postcolonial concepts as
*mimicry" and "hybridity" developed by Bhabha, for example. Unlike
Said, however, Fanon is not content with assembling a catalogue of
how the Western civilization uses its power of appropriation over the
other(s) in discursive terms. Rather, Fanon considers his project as
an emancipatory drive that would propel the subjected people a
programmatic anti-colonial resistance.

Yet another traces the originary moment of postcolonialism to
the interpretative analysis of colonial discourse by Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak in her "Can the Subaltern Speak?"(1988 ) or Bhabha in his
"Signs Taken for Wonders," (1994) if only to emphasize the
interconnectedness of postcolonialism with post-structuralist theory.
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Here, postcolonialism becomes a comolex, discursive site that gets
or is sought to be linguistically reconfigured. Spivak points to the
possibility of counter-knowledge systems such as those constructed
around Subaltern Studies, getting to speak a language that cannot be
described or codified in a given frame. Her aim has been to retrieve
a subaltern history .that rewrites a received account both of the
colonizing academics and the native ruling elite. This would produce
a history of the occluded, or the voiceless, of those who were
previously the subject/object of colonial knowledge. Bhabha
challenges the totaliiing effect of Said's discourse that assumes too
readily that an uneduivocal intention on the part of the west was
always realized through its discursive productions. Bhabha's move,
perhaps prompted by Fanon, was to add Lacanian psychoanalysis to
Said's Foucauldian discourse. He distinguishes between a "manifest”
Orientalism, the conscious body of nscientific" knowledge about the
Orient, and a "latent" Orientalism, an unconscious positivity of
fantasmatic desire. Bhabha's contribution to the field of postcolonia}ist
thought has been to develop the implications of the idea by stressing
the extent to which, according to Robert J.C. Young, "the two Ievc?Is
fused and were, in operation; inseparable; he has shown how colonial
discourse of whatever kind operated not only as an instrumental
construction of knowledge but also according to the ambivalence
protocols of fantasy and desire." (Postcolonial Dsicourses '{5-(?) .
The usefulness of Bhabha's postcolonialist discourse lies in his
locating an "interstitial", "third space" of articulation which e.nables
the critic to re-consider the colonialist archive in ways which are
attentive to "the more complex cultural and political bord.ers that exist
on the cusp" (Bhabha 1994: 173) of contestatory political .spheres.
The demography of the present being fashioned by .the history of
migration, by the narratives of cultural and political diaspora, by the
politics and poetics of exile etc., the boundary becomes the p}ace
from which, according to Bhabha, something begins its "presencnpg."
Hence, Bhabha's postcolonial rhetoric is concerned with articulations

29



from a hybrid position, and it being so, presupposes a discursive
practice that is already always mediated. He articulates about this
predicament, thus:

How do strategies of representation or empowerment come to
be formulated in the competing claims of communities where, despite
shared histories of deprivation an discrimination, the exchange of
values, meanings and priorities may not always be collaborative and
dialogical, but may be profoundly antagonistic, conflictual and even
incommensurable?” (Bhabha 1994: 2 )

Bhabha identifies a paradigm shift that had occurred within
contemporary critical traditions of postcolonial writing, i.e., taking a
linguistic trajectory that conterminously valorized the poststructuralist
critique of subjectivity as a theory bound to the metaphysics of presence.
Bhabha seems "to expose the myth of the transparency of the human
agent, and to dispose of the discourse of the intentional subject or
collectivity...[proposing]...a subjectless process of si gnifications and
discursive mechanisms" (Parry 8). Bhabha is clearly interested in
exploring the linguistic construction of a subject-less universe that
enunciates not from the position of authority or alterity, but from the
Position of the "third space." This"third space" does not have acommon
rhetoric, as there are inherent contradictions in the heterogeneities that
Separate groups in a situation, and the consciousness of it being so.

Gayatri Spivak's position in the voice of the postcolonial subject

takes off from where Foucault and Said have left. For her, the
postcolonial condition is a legacy of imperialism to which the
postcolonial responds intimately but deconstructively, making
interventions "of which [s/he] is a part” and trying to "change something
that [they] are obliged to inherit" (Post-Colonial 173). Elsewhere, she
sees Derridean deconstruction as a useful discursive ground from
which the postcolonial critic could take analytic and interventionist
positions to examine "how to keep the ethnocentric Subject from
establishing itself by selectively defining an Other" (see "Can the
Subalterns Speak?" 271-313).
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Likc Bhabha, Spivak, too, is doubtful about notions of
"consciousness-as-agency" and rzjects the search for the colonized's
determining "subjectivity." She shows how the epistemic violence
of imperialism effaced the subject from "cathectizing"” the space of
the Imperialists' self-consolidating other. ("Deconstructing”,
Subaltern 18). The clearest evidence of this epistemic violence is
the "remotely orchestrated, far-flung, and heterogeneous project to
constitute the colonial subject as Other." ( "Can the.." 76) In a way,
Spivak's postcolonial position may arguably be called absolutist in
that it does not believe in the existence of an alternative space for
the colonized, not even outside the essentialist constructions of
imperialism. Spivak's theory of subalternity does not "seem to bea
theory of "native agency" at all, but a theory of the way in which
disenfranchised elements of the native population are represented
in the discourse of colonialism." (Lazarus 10)

In recent times, postcolonial theory has had various proponents
who have given their critique in their own individual fashion. According
to Kwame Antony Appiah, postcoloniality is "the condition of what
[one] might ungenerously call a comprador intelligentsia: a relatively
small, Western-style, Western-trained group of writers and thinkers,
who mediate the trade in cultural commodities of world capitalism at
the periphery.” He also says that this privileged class resorts to making
certain generalized, patronizing comments about the Other culture
which they try to legitimize upon, and in that way, becoming some
sort of an authority upon it, in such a way that, for example, "in the
West they are known through the Africa they offer; their compatriots
know them both through the West they present to Africa and through
an Africa they have invented for the world, for each other, and for
Africa"(Appiah, "Is the Post ..." 348). He also feels that the post- in
"postcolonial,” like the post-in "postmodern” is "a space-clearing
gesture" (348), not overtly concerned with transcending coloniality.

Interrogating the Discourse of the Nation
There are certain areas of exploration that have attracted much
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attention among postcolonial theorists. These are notions related to
"nation,” "race,” "memory," "history," and their imbrications into the
"narrative" discourse of colonialism and postcolonialism. This thesis
frames the above in chosen historiographic metafictions sciated to
authors of Indian origin. Although nation, race, memory and otherness
are predominant referents in all these texts, it is seen that specific texts
valorize particular referents, while subsuming the others. It is also clear
that these texts are primarily engaged in the process of tracing the
textuality of histories that go into the making of nation, memory, race
and otherness. This implies that history is therepresentational locus in
which the other conceptual frameworks get reflected.

For instance, Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children and Shame
are more orientated towards locating "nation" through a metafictional
version of the subcontinent's history. While doing so, these texts
continually "lay bare" the claims of representation of "memory", "race"
and/or "otherness". In Boman Desai's The Memory of Elephants, it
is the politics of "memory" and "hybridity" that gets highlighted.
Similarly, Vikram Chandra's Red Earth and Pouring Rain focuses at
length on "race" as the determinant of "alterity." This is especially so
when "miscegenation" happens to be the very basic of one's identity.
Amitav Ghosh's The Glass Palace represents the history of colonial
Burma from the perspective of the man away from the king's palace
or the colonial office. In doing so, the public history of the king is
displaced to the margins of the frame, while the "heroic" life of a
commoner is valorized. These works address a wide array of issues
that concern the discourse not only of postmodernism and
postcolonialism, but also the referents (nation, race, memory and
history) that undercut these categories.

The term "nation" has been theorized widely by sociologists,
ethnographers, anthropologists, historians, political thinkers and even
poststructuralists theorists. This dissertation argues for the "reality"
of the nation as not merely an imaginary concept. Instead, it is claimed
to be a realizable goal, having a material basis for its existence. Salman
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Rushdie's two novels, Midnight's Children and Shame show how two
nations formed out of a huge subcontinent through notional boundaries
can yet identify themselves as distinct from each other. That this
distinction is made merely on basis of religious differences, and the
construction of hatred arising out of it, becomes the very site of
postcolonial signification. These two novels, between them, challenge
any attempt to construct holistic or homogeneous ideas that go into
the making of India and Pakistan. The novels also challenge attempts
to interrogate the legitimacy of the two nations by way of bringing in
discursive frames that cannot relate to the palimpsestic tapestry of
history's made and unmade over centuries.

The discourse of the "nation" seems to be the site of an ongoing
dialectic that has polarized theorists in different camps. While one
attempts to locate it in collective "will" and cultural homogeneity.
another locates its origin from the coming of "modernity”. A third
"imagines" it into existence. A brief incursion into the various ideologies
that has shaped the concept of nation, as well as its disfiguration into
a faced" conceptual chimera needs to be made. Since Ernest Renan's
classic essay, "What is a Nation?" (1882) is generally claimed to be
the foundational text behind the origin of the concept, any discussion
into the phenomenological survey of the term has to begin with Renan.

Renan's essay "What is a Nation?" historicizes the evolution of
the "nation" from a liberal-democratic perspective. While doing so, it
rejects the reductionist claims of "race", "religion" and/or "language"
being determinants of forginga nationalist frame-of-mind. Saikat Maitra,
discussing Renan's essay, feels that, for Renan "the act of codification
of the past (so far as its centrality to the emergence of the nation is
concerned), lies not only in remembering but also in forgetting. It is in
the nebulous, shimmering twilight zone of memory and amnesia, of
recuperating and seising upon elements of the past, even while purposely,
or otherwise, letting go of other moments that history performs its
instrumental role in forging the national identity, in providing the fecund
grounds for the seed of national unity to germinate." (Dasgupta 4)
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The above idea is central to this thesis in that the discussion of the
texts, to a great extent, is about documentation of histories through
unreliable narration where the unreliability is mostly due to forgetting.
What is particularly useful about Renan's essay is its prognostic value
- its capacity to anticipate the harm that a reductivist position, viz., the
possibility of "nationhood" through racial purity, might be able to do.

Renan rejects the idea of homogeneity (of race, religion or
language) being an essential attribute for a nation. He also rejects
Geography as a determinant of nation. Rather, the existence of the
feeling of nation is dependent upon a large aggregate of men creating
"a kind of moral conscience" ("Nation," Dasgupta 21), "a spiritual
principle” (19). It necessitates consent and "the clearly expressed
desire to continue a common life" (20) on the part of the people. The
subjection of people through force/coercion to make them conform/
submit to the idea of nation will not be of much consequence. Renan's
often-cited statement illustrates the democratic spirit: "A nation's
existence is ... a daily plebiscite, just as an individual's existence is a
perpetual affirmation of life" (20). What is of especial interest to
postcolonial metafiction is the concept of nationhood as a moral-ethical
universal that guarantees equality to all the national subjects, despite
their narrow ideological differences.

Anderson identifies the major institutional forms through which
this imagined community comes to acquire a reified form. Anderson
is particularly interested in the institution of "print-capitalism". It is
important to note that, according to Anderson, that the historical
experience of nationalism in Western Europe, in the Americas, and in
Russia have supplied for the rest of the world a set of "modular”
forms from which they have chosen the ones they liked. However,
Anderson is criticized for his reductivist formulations by postcolonial

critics. For, this notion that certain modular nationalisms could be
transplanted from one setting to another implies a certain lack of
sensitivity that Western intellectuals display in their formulations. This
becomes dangerous when one uses it in terms of Asian and African
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social formations. Hence, Anderson's hypothesis of nation has
increasingly come under severe criticism, especially from discourses
emanating from postcolonial theorists, Partha Chatterjee being the
most vociferous in his refutation.

Postcolonial theory critiques these ideas of the nation as they
are modeled on formulations by Western theorists, and hence take
the European experience as the norm. For non-European nations,
especially those subjected to colonization (and later de-colonization),
the rhetoric of nation takes on a radical, anti-imperialistic trajectory
(of Fanon and Cesaire). However, unlike Anderson who sees that
the European "modular" norms may be planted in the rest of the world,
Gellner, at least, identifies the problematic of cultural homogenization
in non-European countries even after the establishment of the nation.

Hannah Arendt held a similar view a long way back when she
regarded nation as a "... hybrid realm where private interests assume
public significance" and the two realms flow unceasingly and uncertainly
into each other "like waves in the never-ending stream of the life-process
itself" (Arendt, The Human Condition 33-5). Tom Nairn, the Marxist
theorist, goes to the point of terming nation as "the modern Janus" (The
Break-up of Britain 348) which implies its ambivalent, dualistic and
multipolar aspect. This indeterminacy of the concept is what interests
Bhabha. He explores the concept in purely epistemological terms, stressing
the importance of the "in-betweeness" in the "event" of attempts being
made to locate the "presence" of the idea, that is, nation.

This thesis aims to examine the justification of Partha Chatterjee's
position on the "nation" not being merely a Western discursive construct
that finds its way into the discourse of postcolonialism. Rather,
postcolonialism legitimizes "nation" as an entity that has relevance in
other parts of the world and is not entirely hyperreal. It seems to
have a concrete manifestation through the collective will of the people,
who in their own way devise local means to feel themselves part of a
composite whole. Benedict Anderson's study can therefore be said

to fail to explain this particular phenomenon.
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The Politics of Memory in Representation

Memory happens to be an important tool for historiographic
metafictionists insofar as they deal with the reconstruction of past
events through what looks like subjective representation. In
postcolonial fiction, memory becomes a tool of reliving the past through
processes that may include selection, forgetting, amnesia, aphasia,
trauma, reconstruction, etc. Related to it is the "collective”
remembrance of a group or commurity termed as "racial memory”
and/or "ethnic memory." For instance, the slave history related to the
inhuman pain and brutalities of the middle passage has become a part
of the collective unconscious of the African-American race. The three
hundred years of the most abject subjugation that the blacks had to
experience is too painful to be documented. There has been a tendency
even among the blacks to attempt to forget the painful history related
to the rite of the middle passage.

Re-membering also entails a point of intersection between
individual memory and collective memory. In Boman Desai's The
Memory of Elephants, this intersection between both results in the
narrator-protagonist reliving an epiphanic moment which he wants to
re-enact repeatedly. But, in the process, he also relives the painful
events relating to his race, which he had not experienced personally.
The difference between the pain of remembering things related to
slave history (Morrison's Beloved) and that of immigrant history
(Desai's Memory of Elephants) lies in the nature/degree of the
experience that the subjects had to undergo. Perhaps, those
ontologically hybrid communities, such as, the Parsees in India, who
have been, more or less, able to assimilate themselves with the
mainstream do not have to experience the same amount of
marginalization that the blacks have had to face. But even for such
de-ontologized races (the Parsees, for one), memory is the only means
left for them through which they are can reclaim their identity.

In a sense, memory and history although interrelated, may be in
fundamental opposition from one another. Hence, in the process of
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remembering history, there might be collisions between history and
memory, thereby making the act of retrieval ambivalent. It would be
useful to look at the fundamental differences between memory and
history identified by Pierre Nora :

1.

Memory is life, borne by living societies founded in its name.
It remains in permanent evolution, open to the dialectic of
remembering and forgetting unconscious of its successive
deformations, vulnerable to manipulation and appropriation,
susceptible to being long dormant and periodically revived.
History, on the other hand, is the reconstruction, always
problematic and incomplete, of what is no longer.

Memory is a perpetually actual phenomenon, a bond tying
us to the eternal present; history is a representation of the
past.

Memory, insofar as it is affective and magical, only
accommodates those facts that suit it; it nourishes
recollections that may be out of focus or telescopic, global
or detached, particular or symbolic-responsive to each
avenue of conveyance or phenomenal screen, to every
censorship or projection. History, because it is an intellectual
and secular production, calls for analysis and criticism.
Memory installs remembrance within the sacred; history,
always prosaic, releases it again. Memory is blind to all, but
the group it binds - which is to say ... that there are as many
memories as there are groups, that memory is by nature
multiple and yet specific; collective, plural, and yet individual.
History, on the other hand, belongs to everyone and to no
one, whence its claim to universal authority.

Memory takes root in the concrete, in spaces, gestures,
images and objects; history binds itself strictly to temporal
communities, to progressions and to relations between things.
Memory is absolute, while history can only conceive the
relative. ( Nora 8-9) Nora talks about "sites of memory" and
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contends that "there is no spontaneous memory, that we
must deliberately create archives, maintain anniversaries,
organize celebrations, pronounce eulogies, and notarize bills
because such activities no longer occur naturally"” (12). In
this sense "the defense by certain minorities, of a privileged
memory that has retreated to jealously protected enclaves
in this sense intensely illuminates the truth of lieux de mcmoire
- that without commemorative vigilance, history would soon
sweep them away." (12) History may be responsiblc for the
constitution of the "sites of memory". This is because "if
history did not besiege memory, deforming and transforming
it, penetrating and petrifying it, there would be no lieux de
memoire (sites of memory). Indeed it is this very push and
pull that produces [it]" (Nora 12). Thus, the dialectic bonding
between history and memory causes a rupture in the latter,
thereby producing sites of memory that create hierarchies
in the very act of re-membering events of the past.

It can be seen from the above that memory and history are
problematic sites that deal with the reconstitution of "truth," with both
coming together in a collaborative relationship. But it is also true that
there tends to be a dialogical, "intensional" relationship between them,
with history trying to appropriate over the "deformations" of memory
which it acknowledges to be unreliable and politically-motivated. This
is something that it cannot dissociate from. Nora's comment sums up
the issue: "At the heart of history is a critical discourse that is antithetical
to spontaneous memory. History is perpetually suspicious of memory,
and its true mission is to suppress and destroy it" (9). It has been shown
in this dissertation how this dialectical nexus between history and
memory gets reflected in Desai's The Memory of Elephants, where,
aside from collaboration between collective memory and individual
memory - for a true historical documentation (of the Parsee genealogy/
hagiography), there are collisions and obfuscations in the site of mediation.

This in turn, confirms the proposition regarding their tensional bonding.
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The Politics of Identity/Race in Representation

"Race" and "identity" may unarguably be considered
conterminous with one another insofar as they are vitally linked. It is
race that situates, in the first instance, one's identity whether one is
black, white, mulattoe, Asian, African-American, Indian, South-Indian
Brahmin, Bangladeshi and so on. Hence, a study of the politics of
identity necessarily presupposes the study of the politics of race as
well. It is natural that in postcolonial/historiographic metafiction,
questions of race and identity assume prime importance. This is due
to the fact that the narrative tends to be, most often, a resistant
subversive account of a subject's past. It is not only related to recovery/
recuperation, but also to locational interpretations of subject positions.
Hence it is seen that the postcolonial study of identity is mostly
perceived as constructed in terms of the "other," at least insofar as
any subject position needs non-subject positions articulate itself.

Since the area of inquiry related to race/identity in this dissertation
is concentrated primarily upon those constituting the diaspora, the
theoretical concerns would be limited to the imbrication of epistemic
(both ontological and teleological) problematic related to this particular
group. The text which discusses the politics and problematic of race
and identity is Vikram Chandra's Red Earth and Pouring Rain. This
novel tries to re-examine the figure of what is generally termed
narrative or historical "authority." What this implies is that Chandra is
not merely satisfied with representing race/identity from the position
of alterity; rather, he makes an attempt to frame race/identity in the
context of de-ontologized foreigners whose encounter with the
subcontinent results in what could be called a double dislocation. They
are doubly displaced in the sense that the first displacement is at
"home" and the subsequent displacement take place "abroad."

Given that postcolonial fictions are predominantly
counternarratives, they deal with the way in which the colonized subject
frames a corrective, resistant narrative in order to subvert the claims
of the essentialized constructions (of the West/colonizers). This is
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done from the position of alterity, and naturally involves the decentering
of authority. If the colonizer happens to be situated in a liminal, ambivalent
space that cannot be identified with "home," the act of defining/locating
one's "being" becomes even more problematic. Thus, it can be argued
that it is not only the colonized, but the colonizer as well that is compelled
to re-visit the spot. Stuart Hall clearly defines this position :

We all write and speak from a particular place and time, from a
history and a culture which is specific. What we say is always 'in
context,’ positioned. I was born into and spent my childhood and
adolescence in a lower-middle-class family in Jamaica. I have lived
all my adult life in England, in the shadow of the black diaspora - 'in
the belly of the beast.' | write against the background of a lifetime's
work in cultural studies. If the paper seems preoccupied with the
diaspora experience and its namratives of displacement, it is worth
remembering that all discourse s 'placed’, and the heart has its reasons"
(Hall/Mongia 110).

Hall suggests that that diasporic identity cannot merely be
constructed in/against reductive, homogenized concepts, such as,
nation, race, culture, ethnicity, ideology etc., but is more of a continuous
process without closure:

As already indicated, this thesis seizes upon the "ethical" moments
in the texts under discussion. While attempting to frame the
unframable referents, and thereby engage in the politics of
representation, the responsibility of the text comes to the fore. This is
despite the playful, serio-comic tone underlying the surface form. To
this extent, this dissertation presents what is perceived as the "saner"
side of postmodernism, taking it as a project that has much value to
represent the "degrees" of truth, related to the contemporary culture
and society, in short, the human condition.
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Tantra jn Early Assamese Literary Culture
A Study with reference to Mankar, Durgabar and

Pitambar
Dhurjjati Sarma

Introduction

Assam has been identified as the womb and heartland of Tantra
culture and its textuality. Saktaism and Shaivism were the two major
non-Aryan faiths in Assam. In the words of Hugh Urban

The form of Tantra that we find in Assam is very different from
the elite, highly philosophical, and brahmanic Tantra of traditions like
Kashmir Saivism or South Indian Srividya... The Assamese Tantric
tradition is heavily infused with non-Hindu and often highly un-Vedic
elements drawn from the many indigenous religions of the northeast. ..
The situation is far more complex and most likely involved a more
subtle kind of interaction, negotiation and mutual transformation between
Vedic brahmanic and local non-Hindu tradition (2010:10, 43).

Along with the Sakta and Shaivite cults, there also existed an
equally ancient tradition of Vishnu worship in Assam-Kamarupa. In
fact, there was the coexistence of multiple cult practices (Sakta, Shaiva,
Vaishnava, Ganapatya and Surya) under the rubric of ritualistic
Hinduism. The Kalika-Purana (circa tenth century) and Yogini-Tantra
(circa sixteenth century) were the chief Sanskrit texts of Saktaism
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composed in Assam-Kamarupa, but no less significant from the pan-
Indian perspective as texts signifying Assam's position as a cultural
geography within a certain religious-social cosmology.

With the composition of the Bhagavata-Purana in *anskrit
as a pan-Indian phenomenon around the ninth-tenth century AD,
the avataras (incarnations) of Vishnu achieved visible
manifestation in concrete iconographies with most of them being
embodied with one or the other characteristic 'powers' of Vishnu.
The specific configuration of bhakti, propagated by Sankardeva
and Madhavdeva in Assam, known as ekasarana namdharma which
prescribed unmediated devotion to Krishna through sravana and
kirtana, was the radical manifestation of the Vaishnava cult of
worship based on the teachings of the Bhagavata-Purana. In order
to propagate ekasarana namdharma, Sankardeva composed a large
number of devotional songs (borgeets), half-a-dozen plays (ankiya
bhaonas) and translated several books (skandhas) of the
Bhagavata-Purana into Assamese.

There existed two modes of knowledge in Assam: the native-
grown Tantra tradition in Assam with a clearly developed epistemology
as enunciated in the Kalika-Purana and Yogini-Tantra on the one
hand and the regional manifestation of the pan-Indian Bhakti movement
based on the Bhagavata-Purana, in the form of ekasarana namdharma
on the other. This epistemological opposition was also mediated by
corresponding modes of socialization. Thus, in spite of being texts
with avowed religious importance, the texts, namely, Kalika-Purana
and Yogini-Tantra as well as the Bhagavata-Purana were primarily
concerned with what we may term as charya (conduct). This
textualisation of conduct lay at the heart of fashioning the 'culturality’
of the people adhering to the socialization practices prescribed by
these two modes of knowledge production. Further, with respect to
the aforementioned modes of knowledge production, we find two
corresponding traditions of literary composition in Assamese in the
historical period from the ninth to the sixteenth century. The
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Charyapadas, recognized as poems of a high mystic nature, were
composed by the Buddhist Siddhacharyas in Assam-Kamarupa at
various periods between the ninth and the twelfth century. Considering
the Charyapadas and the Kalika-Purana together, we may argue that
by the beginning of the second millennium, there developed a strong
and well-defined epistemological order of Tantra in Assam which
laid the ground for the flourishing of a rich tradition of Sakta-Shaiva
literature'in Assamese at the hands of vernacular poets like Mankar,
Durgabar and Pitambar. The composition of Yogini-Tantra in Assam
attests to the continued relevance of the epistemological structure of
Tantra at the heart of a sustainable Sakta-Shaiva literary culture in
the sixteenth century. On the other hand, even though the translation
of the Bhagavata-Purana into Assamese by Sankardeva commenced
only from the first half of the sixteenth century, literary compositions
in Assam that were primarily based on the epics Ramayana and
Mahabharata date back to the fourteenth century with the earliest
rendering of Valmiki's epic into Assamese by Madhava Kandali. Hem
Saraswati (Prahlada Carit), Harivara Vipra (Ashwamedha Parva),
Kaviratna Saraswati (Jayadratha Vadha) and Rudra Kandali (Drona
Parva) of the pre-Sankardeva period composed episodic kavyas in
Assamese, which were based on the stories from the Mahabharata.
All these texts could be seen as precursors to the radical formulization
of the Assamese Vaishnava literary culture by Sankardeva through

ekasarana namdharma.

Tantra: Some Key Concepts
The term 'Tantra', as defined in Saran (2008: 14), is understood

as the "centuries-old South Asian cults of erotic yoga (mystical union)
which use ritualised sexual intercourse, either physically performed
or only visualised, as a means to attain to the mystical experience.
The former can be broadly categorised as left-handed (vamachara),
and the latter as right-handed (dakshinachara)."” These practices entail
the crucial involvement of a lot of yogic technology, including mantra
and visualisation, which are predicated on the body-mind continuum
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(unlike the corresponding duality perceived in the Western philosophy
from Plato to Augustine to Descartes) as the basis of religious
experimentation. Even in the twentieth century, the efficacy of this
body-mind continuum is evinced through the writings of Sri Aurobindo
who, according to Kees W. Bolle (1962, 1965; quoted in Saran, 2008:
50), clearly makes the characteristically Tantric equations between
nirvana (spiritual enlightenment) and samsara (worldly existence) and
between mukti (spiritual liberation) and bhukti (sensual enjoyment).

References to the Tantric practices were also found in the Kirttan
Ghosa with respect to the prevalence of Buddhism in Assam. In this
regard, Sankardeva says:

buddha avatare veda-patha kari chana /

bamanaya sastre mohi acha sarvajana //

nisine charan naam noloy tumar /

xodaye promotta lok pashanda asar //

In the above remark, Sankardeva associated the non-acceptance
or the rejection of the Vedas within Buddhism to his castigation of its
contemporary manifestation in Assam as Vajrayana Buddhism
(referred to as bamanaya sastra [left-oriented treatise] entailing
pashanda asar [corrupt life-practices] by Sankaradeva above). Within
Tantricism, however, Vajrayama is considered as an essential part of
the life of the householder and has to be integrated into one's charya
(day-to-day practice) as well as one's personality. There are three
doctrinal aspects of the Tantra marga (path): drishti, which is the
direct experience of shunyata; bhavana (meditation), which is the
attempt to stabilise that experience in one's daily life; and charya
(conduct), which refers to the specific techniques for integrating that
experience into all of one's varied daily activities (Saran, 2008: 149).

Tantra can also be understood with respect to the key concepts
of kama (desire) and shakti (power). In the words of Hugh Urban
(2010: 19): "Whereas most South Asian traditions see kama as the
primary obstacle in the religious life, the sensual attachment that binds
us to this temporal world, Tantra is the path that seeks to harness,
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transform, and redirect desire toward the aims of both this-worldly
power and spiritual liberation." On the other hand, "shakti is the divine
energy of the goddess, the power of both life and death, creation and
destruction, which flows through the cosmos, the social order, and
the human body alike" (Urban, 2010: 21). Within the world of Tantra
constitutive of kama and shakti, there is the manifestation of 'social
energy' that has propelled non-Sankari poets like Mankar, Durgabar
and Pitambar to keep themselves aligned with the native-grown Sakta-
Shaiva mode of social, linguistic and cultural epistemology.

Panchali Kavya Tradition as a Literary Subculture of Tantra

The Panchali Kavya tradition was associated with the ancient
and popular amusement of puppet-play, especially prevalent in the
countryside of eastern India. One of the early references to this
tradition is found in the Kalika Purana with respect to the ritual of
worshipping Goddess Chandika.

pushya nakshatrajukta tu tritiya jadi labhyate /

tashyang pujya sada devi chandika sankarena saha //

panchalikaviharadyah shishunang koutukoistatha /

baivahiken bidhina mohayocchandikang shivam //

The ritual comprises the enactment of the marriage act between
Shiva and Chandika through the medium of puppet-play and children
jokes. It is worth mentioning here that the Panchali Kavya trad ition
had attained popularity in Assam long before the advent of
Sankardeva. The puppet play, as part of the Panchali tradition, had
a strong audio-visual-performative component, and the performances
based on the Puranas gained added impetus through the medium of
puppets or the panchalikas.

It is also worthwhile to note with regards to the Panchali Kavya
tradition that its representative poets, namely, Mankar, Durgabar and
Pitambar are considered as part of 'pre-Sankardeva' literature (Neog,
1959: 17), despite them being the contemporaries of Sankardeva.
Durgabar composed a version of the Ramayana which he called Giti-
Ramayana. Maheshwar Neog (1959: 56) maintained that: "With all
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its original lyrical beauty Giti-Ramayana is for the most part only a
popular version of Madhava Kandali's work, meant for the use of the
oja of oja pali chorus." It would be important for us to move beyond
Neog's assessment mentioned above and not look at Durgabar’s Giti-
Ramayana as a mere 'pastiche’ version of the Kandali Ramayana. A
close textual and cultural analysis of Giti-Ramayana would, I believe,
surely bring out the 'culturization’ process at work with respect to the
religious sub-culture of Saktaism at an age when the "entire field of
[Assamese literature] was covered by Vaishnavism and its
ramifications" (Neog, 1959: 17).

Considering the avowed objective of the Sankari Vaishnavite
literature towards propagating the devotion of Vishnu through the
ekasarana cult of worship, it is understood that such a mission
necessitated the composition of a large volume of literature, including
poems, plays and prose narratives, as mentioned earlier, so that the
word of the Lord might reach out to the various sections of the
populace, including the tribal and the so-called ‘primitive’ inhabitants
of the society. In a short yet thought-provoking essay titled 'Puroni
Sahityar Seemaboddhota’, Banikanta Kakati laments at the absence
or the neglect of free thinking or the free play of the imagination in
the compositions of the Vaishnava poets. For such poets, any passage
in the Bhagavata Purana or the other Puranas which does not reflect
upon the divinity of the Lord or contribute to the greater objective of
the ekasarana mode of worship ought not to be commented upon 0f
translated into the language of the masses. Against such a phenomenon,
it would be interesting to see how works such as Manasa Kavya,
Giti-Ramayana and Usha-Parinaya obtained and amplified the 'social
energy' generated from the epistemological order of Tantra in
fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Assam.

Analysis of Select Poets and Texts
The narratives of both Giti-Ramayana and Usha-Parinaya are

taken respectively from the Valmiki Ramayana (via Madhava
Kandali's vernacular rendition) and the Harivamsa (Vishnu-parva,
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chapters 116-128). In spite of being based upon themes and sources
which were canonised and revered within the Hindu tradition, these
narratives were re-inscribed within the social, linguistic and cultural
world of Assam-Kamarupa along with the latter's own unique and
native 'configurations of learning'. In this, they were posited in
opposition to the Sankari culture which was inscribed within the pan-
Indian order of Bhakti devotionalism. As against the homogenising
and unifying purpose avowed by the ekasarana cult of worship through
sravana and kirtana as well as the ankiya bhaonas, texts like Manasa
Kavya, Giti-Ramayana and Usha-Parinaya could reveal the subtle
forms of interaction, negotiation and mutual transformation between
the Vedic and local non-Brahmanical Hindu traditions with their
respective theological orders in the literary cultures of early Assam.

Mankar's Manasa Kavya

Based on the evidence culled from textual sources like Darrang
Rajvamshavali, it has been surmised that Mankar lived and composed
during the first half of the sixteenth century. And, like Durgabar and
Pitambar as we shall see below, he too received patronage from the
king Vishwasinha of Kamatapura (present-day Cooch Behar) who
ruled between the years 1515 and 1540 AD. It is worthwhile to note
hereby that Vishwasinha was instrumental in undertaking
reconstruction of the Kamakhya temple atop Nilachal hill and brought
in Brahmins from Kanauj, Benaras and Bengal for the purpose of
facilitating the daily rituals of worship in the Kamakhya temple. Under
the patronage of king and priestly class, the worship of Manasa found
prominence within the precincts of the temple.

His literary composition Manasa Kavya (also referred to as
Manasa Geet), though centres on narrativization of the Manasa cult
of worship, also pays homage to other gods and goddesses, including,
Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva and Parvati and Saraswati, and also to Buddha
and Brahmaputra (Louhitya). With respect to the books comprising
the Manasa Kavya, it becomes clear that Mankar was a Shaivite.
The three books, namely, Shristi-tattva, Hara-Gauri Vivah Khanda
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and Padmaa-Janma Khanda, revolve around the primacy of Lord
Shiva as he is depicted as orchestrating the genesis of the universe,
entering into marriage with Parvati and, also, being the one whose
sperm released into water causes the birth of Padmaa, i.e. Manasa.
The influence of Kalika-Purana is perceptible in Manasa Kavya,
particularly in the second book Hara-Gauri Vivah Khanda. On
the other hand. his theory of creation bears many similarities with
Ramai Pandit's Shunya Purana. The primacy of Shiva in the genesis
of the universe can be seen from the following lines from the first
book Shristi-tattva:

apuni dhorila adi anadir roop/

navit upojila brahma jagatar bhup //28

upojiya brahma deve karanta bhakati/

brahma vishnu dui jan bhoila utpatti//...29

[You (i.e. Shiva) have taken upon the incarnations of both the
one that has a beginning and the one that has none. From your navel,
Brahma, the progenitor of the universe, springs forth. And, soon after
his birth, Brahma pays homage to you. And, similarly, Vishnu to0 is
born out of your body. (My translation)]

While Mankar posits Shiva as the brahmarupi shiva thereby
referring to his agency in the creation of the universe, Sankardeva, in
his description of Caturvimsati Avatar Varnana (twenty-four
incarnations of Vishnu) from the first book of the Kirttan-Ghosa, begins
in the following manner:

prathame pranamo brahma-rupi sanatana /

sarva avatarara karana narayana //

taju nabhi-kamalata brahma bhaila jata /

yuge yuge avatara dhara asamkhyata //

[First do I bow unto Thee, O Eternal Narayana,

Thou art Brahma manifest, the cause of all incarnations;

From Thy Lotus-navel Brahma sprang forth,

Innumerable Incarnations though ages Thou hadst.

(Translation from Kirttana Ghosa: An English Verse Rendering, p. 4)]
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The Caturvimsati Avatar Varnana has occupied the centre-stage
as the main argument of the Sankari discourse-as the basis of
subsequent poetic compositions as well as the plots of a number of
Ankiya Bhaona performances, particularly focussing on the Rama
and Krishna incarnations of Vishnu. On the other hand, the Manasa
Kavya too was considered as a performative text among the oja palis
and disseminated within the community space, mostly during the
Manasa or Maroi Puja. This attests to the popularity and relevance
of the Shiva-centric theological order in fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century Assam. However, unlike the Sankari Vaishnavite narratives
like Kirttana-Ghosa where Vishnu is portrayed as the purusa par
excellence, the character of Shiva at the hands of Mankar is
represented through diverse and conflicting characteristic
manifestations, which qualify him more as a loukika figure within the
social-religious cosmology explicated in Manasa Kavya.

Durgabar's Giti-Ramayana

Much in the line of Madhava Kandali, Durgabar composed his
epic poem in seven books. However, the first two books-Adi Kanda
and Ayodhya Kanda-have become extinct or not available so far. Of
the remaining five books, namely, Aranya Kanda, Kiskindha Kanda,
Sundara Kanda, Lanka Kanda and Uttara Kanda, the poet has
composed Aranya Kanda with singular emphasis, as can be gauged
from the fact that this book itself contains 490 out of the total 994
passages comprising the poem.

In the Aranya Kanda, Durgabar describes the abduction of Sita
after relating a few episodes of his own invention: Sita's offering
sand as pinda (food) to the deceased apparition of Dasaratha; Rama's
indignation upon hearing of Sita's aforementioned act; Sita cursing
the Moon, the Sun, the Air, the Earth, the river Phalgu and the
Brahmanas for false deposition against Sita before Rama; Dasaratha's
eventual reappearance and confession; Rama and Sita playing at dice;
creation of Maya Ayodhya by Sita in the forest at the behest of Rama;
and the celebration of the Caitra-caturdasi festival in the company of
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the citizens of Maya Ayodhya (Neog, 1959: 57; S. Sarma, n.d.: IX).

From the aforementioned description, I would particularly like
to empbhasise on the position of Sita vis-a-vis the ideological importance
of the female principle in Tantra which, in turn, constitutes the base
of Shaiva-sakti cult of worship in Assam. With respect to the act of
Sita offering sand as pinda (food) to the deceased apparition of
Dasaratha, [ would like to quote the relevant lines from Giti-Ramayana.
As for the context, Rama and Lakshmana, upon hearing of their father
Dasaratha's death, decided to solemnise the last rituals on the banks
on the river Phalgu in Gaya. Upon reaching the bank of the river,
Rama asked Sita to remain there while he and Lakshmana would go
and fetch the requisite materials (shradda dravya) for the last rituals
of his father. Meanwhile :

dhonu-xar dhoriya solila dui bhai /

sishurupe khele kheri jagatar aai //7//

tirthar tirat tuli bali mahashanti /

pindar akriti kori kheri khelawanti //

kaya-klesha kori ase kosta-brat dhori /

dekhi dasarath aaila moharanga kori //8//

aagot aasiya raja dila xomidhaan /

sattvar koriya bodhu kora pinda-daan //

ehi bollukar pinda ami jodi pau /

swarga mandalak lagi tusta huya jau //9//...

jen ram ten tumi nahi bhinna bhav /

pinda-daan diya muk swarge soli jau //

ehi pinda panchamrit diyoka gangata /

swargato bhunjibo goiya bhog oxonkhyata //12//

[Armed with bows and arrows, the two brothers left Sita-child-
like yet a mother-figure to the whole universe-on the bank of the
river. Sita, in her play, creates an artifice out of sand resembling the
sacred food-offering made to the deceased. At the instant, Dasaratha
appears out of nowhere and demands her sand-offering. Sita refuses,
citing the impropriety of such an offering and also Rama's possible
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indignation following such an act. Dasaratha insists on receiving the
offering, thereby refusing to differentiate between her sand-ball
offering and that of Rama. He refers to the pinda received from her
hand as panchamrita which will guarantee his place in the heaven
with all its sensual enjoyment. (My translation)]

To contextualise the passage quoted above with respect to the
female principle in Tantra, I would like to refer to Prem Saran who, in
his book Yoga, Bhoga and Ardhanariswara, talks about the bipolar
view of gender within the Indic civilisation in South Asia. He says:

The male and female principles are inseparable and indivisible.
This bipolarity is evident in the ancient Samkhyan metaphysics that
underlies yoga and Tantra, in the profuse iconography of male and
female deities in sexual union, and in the equitably-gendered ritual
and meditative praxis of Tantra. This fundamental Indic appreciation
of gender- and other bipolarity is instantiated by the figures of divine
androgynies like the Hindu Ardhanariswara and the Buddhist
Avalokiteswara. These androgynous worthies are emblematic of the
enstatic state of the successful yogic adept. (Saran, 2008: 194)

The signal role of the female principle can thus be summarised
through the central dictum of Hindu Tantrikas: Shakti vihinah Shivay
shavah (Shiva without Shakti is nothing but a mere corpse). Catherine
Thompson (1983, quoted in Saran, 2008: 197) says that the involvement
of women in the worship of the deities is as significant as that of men
because of their intrinsically privileged linkages, in the Indic
imagination, with fertility and the wellspring of life.

Pitambar's Usha-Parinaya
Next, I would like to analyze Pitambar’s Usha-Parinaya in the

light of the observations made in the foregoing pages. Besides Usha-
Parinaya, four other works are ascribed to Pitambar: Bhagavata
Purana Book I, Bhagavata Purana Book X, Markandeya Purana
(Candi Akhyana) and Nala Damayanti. Pitambar composed his Usha-
Parinaya in Kamatapura (present-day Cooch Behar) around 1533
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AD. Considering the literary oeuvre of Pitambar, it may not be
unreasonable to speculate upon his possible inclination towards the
Vaishnava worldview. And the same could be asserted in the case of
Durgabar with respect to his retelling of the Ramayana narrative.
However, as mentioned earlier, both the narratives have been
refashioned with the 'social energy’ derived from kama (desire) and
shakti (power). This is made evident from the opening lines of Usha-
Parinaya which go on as follow :

harinaam xune jewa hari bole mukhe /

dhan putra paribaar wade nana xukhe //

barhe paramayu sampada otishoy /

anto kale rathe chorhi swargaloke jai //5//

[Whoever intently listens to as well as chants the name of
Hari is bestowed upon with fortune, son and family along with
myriad avenues of happiness; he/she is blessed with a long life
and bountiful resources; and, in the end, mounts the chariot as it
makes its way onto heaven.]

In Usha-Parinaya, Pitambar departs from the Harivamsa
narrative in many ways than one. He takes a great deal of liberty in
the description of Usha's youthful beauty and the voyeuristic pleasure
she elicits while visualising the erotic play of Shiva and Parvati,
Aniruddha's sexual fantasies with the Yakshi Kamasena in a dream,
and Usha's erotic dream and attainment of puberty. Chitralekha, Usha's
friend and confidante, in fact, remains the central figure of action in
most parts of the poem. She is invested with magical powers through
which Aniruddha is brought as captive to the inner palace of Usha.
She also presides over the gandharva marriage of Usha and Aniruddha.

The character of Yakshi Kamasena is the unique creation of
Pitambar, since no mention of her is found either in Harivamsa or
Bhagavata-Purana. She, in fact, is instructed by Parvati to impersonate
the character of Usha and appear in Aniruddha's dream, thereby
arousing feeling of love-in-union (sambhoga rasa) within the heart
and mind of the prince. The mythical-fictional representation of Yakshi
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Kamasena as being endowed with the power of magic is part of the
larger epistemological order of Tantra, particularly enunciated in the
Yogini-Tantra.

The answer to this mystery lies in the fact that most of the
writings pertaining to the Sakta and Saiva cults of worship also
belonged to what we may term as the 'mantra’ literature, the references
to which may also be found in the Mantrayana School of worship. a
sub-sect of Mahayana Buddhism. S.R. Goyal, in his book A History
of Indian Buddhism (1987: 347), defines Mantrayana as follows:

Strictly speaking, the mantrayana concerns itself with mantras
(word of a certain combination, pronounced in a certain manner) and
yantra (magic circle) and includes such things as dharanis (memorized
prayers), mala mantras (garland of charms), hridaya mantras (short
charms), etc. It believes that mystic forces are generated by the
recitation of mantras and that, with the help of these mystic forces,
the worshipper can obtain whatever he desires, such as wealth, victory,
siddhis and even mukti.

The esoteric nature of 'mantra’ literatures necessitated the use
of a symbolic language which could be comprehended only by the
initiates of the faith. Also, these mantras were often invested with
meanings that were open to multiple interpretations.

Further, when Chitralekha undertakes the secret mission of
entering the palace of Aniruddha in Dwarka for the purpose of
abducting him, she is aided by tamashi haraluki mantra-a black charm
which renders the 'victim' unconscious-made known to her by none
other than Narada. Under the cover of darkness, both literal and
symbolic (meaning hereby the effect of the mantra which also makes
her invisible to others), Chitralekha completes her mission successfully.

Implications

The esoteric nature of the 'culturization' process within Saktaism
might not have had the 'egalitarian' spirit as understood within the
Sankari culture. Also, the loukika element embedded within the desi
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idiom of such regional vernacular cultures as Saktism has, as discussed
earlier, often been explained away as 'pastiche’ versions of the Sankari
texts meant only for performances at best and 'primal’ or 'sensual’
creations of Sakta tamashik poets not qualified enough to preach the
name of God. Also, socio-religious texts like Kalika-Purana and Yogini-
Tantra were often seen as representing a decadent and abstruse moral
order with respect to the harmonizing and cohesive worldview
propagated by the Neo-Vaishnava order in Assam. Consequently,
the Sakta-Shaiva genres of literatures were relegated to the margins
of literary history.

Nevertheless, these elements have sustained themselves within
tire living traditions of poetry and performative (sub)-traditions in
Assam. Texts like Manasa Kavya, Giti-Ramayana and Usha-Parinaya
can actually help us to understand those cultural textures that got
submerged beneath the overwhelming master-narrative of Neo-
Vaishnavism. And with these texts, we will also be in a position to
explore the alternative pedagogies of ‘culturization' referred to within
the Tantra marga as drishti, bhavana and charya.
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Birinchi Kumar Barua and His ideas on
society, culture and history in the context
of colonial modernity in India

Dr. Kamal Ch. Saikia

Introduction

The research project completed in 2015 is designed to study
critically Birinchi Kumar Barua and his ideas on society, culture and
history in the context of colonial modernity in India. Birinchi Kumar
Barua (November, 1908 - March, 1964) had spent his most fruitful
periods of life in contact with the emerging Indian Intelligentsia (the
obituaries of renowned scholars in Professor Barua Commemoration
Volume, 1966 may be a point of reference) and the reputed academia
across the country and abroad, particularly the ones in Calcutta.
Obviously, no creative and critical mind could remain aloof from the
intellectual temperament of colonial modernity in the first half of the
twentieth century. Birinchi Kumar Barua (hereafter B K Barua) and
his creative and critical energies can be analysed in the domain of
colonial modemnity following the resurgence brought about by Bezbaroa
and his generation. His mental adjustment, albeit with ideological
difference, can be situated in the line of Jyotiprasad Agarwalla and
Bishnuprasad Rabha. All roads being opened towards awakening of
a national consciousness and orchestration of new values and
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ideologies, participation of common masses and intellectual elite
community in the process had moments of ambivalence and
privilegisation. The Assamese intelligentsia while exploring different
avenues of nationalistic restatement had also focused on the regionai
resonance of language and culture, forging identities complementary
to the emerging national sentiment. Thus B K Barua pioneered the
cause of an Assamese identity through creative insight and critical
enquiry into our history, society and culture. Native elements, classical
inheritance and peripheral realities forged into a point of cross
fertilization find a harmonious fusion in him. B K Barua's lifelong
academic engagement and scholarship has placed him in the
mainstream of the liberal humanitarian democratic ideology.

B. K. Barua and 20th century colonial situation:

Eric Habsbawm has pointed out that the basic foundation of a
society and other institutions run by a progressive elite minority,
tolerated by the majority so long as peace and stability were guaranteed
had to face a challenge from 'the combined triple blow of the twentieth-
century revolution in science and technology'. The first was to
transform 'old ways of earning a living' followed by creation of a
mass consumer society; and thirdly, the 'decisive entry of the masses
on the political scene as customers as well as voters’ (Preface.
Fractured Times, 2013: xiii). Habsbawm's findings of the three basic
features of the twentieth century when applied to Indian context bear
additional importance. Relatively lower attention paid to agriculture
and wellbeing of the peasantry created confusion and then a shift to
alternative modes of occupation. For the vast majority of the agrarian-
community, the shift was rather crucial; because without training and
the required skill they were bound to be exploited as bonded labor.
Thus, the colonial modemity in Indian context followed a hidden agenda
to render the agricultural community helpless and to create a consumer
society being dependent upon a system controlled by the elite
colonizers. Lack of educational institutions in the rural areas was
subservient to the new regime.
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Birinchi Kumnar itarna is found to be deeply concerned with this
process of rural degene-ration and through his creative writings he deals
with the crisis faced by the social subalterns and his critical writings
too explore a subsiantial area of culture and language - both being the
creations of the pecples long-time community engagement. The
Assamese rural society as it is portrayed had got little motivation from
the 'progressive elite minority' and the legacy of a protracted feudal
regime could still be seen in their behavior and manners both in terms
- of arrogance of the rich and submissive prostration of the poor. Nowhere
the writer is found to be indulgent in his attitude towards tradition and
modernity. The relative weakness and strength of them do really
epitomize the underlying tragic poignancy, the lingering impression of
waste in the midst of enormous human potentiality. A major focus of
the creative world view lies here in situating peripheral realities of the
social subaltern. The same concern may be equally discernible in his
other works of critical enquiry. We may find it really interesting to
explore B. K. Barua's concept of a mosaic Assamese identity and
perhaps the fact that Assam and other participatory racial components
have something unique and significant to contribute to the formation of
an Indian identity. The makers of modern India, a phrase used by the
historian Ramchandra Guha, had widely divergent views right from
Rammohan Roy, M. K. Gandhi, Rabindranath Tagore to Jyotirao Phule
and Syed Ahmad Khan. Interestingly Guha picks up Jotirao Phule who
wrote in Marathi while dropping quite influential and brilliant personalities
like S. Radhakrishnan. However In one of his writings Phule held the
government responsible for supporting a rule of racial discrimination.
Caste apartheid as he argued has caused much injustice to the farmers
of Sudra community. Phole's debate bears significance in other areas
though the caste discrimination is not that serious in the Assamese
Soc.iety due to cultural exchange between the Aryan and non-Aryan
racial segments since long (a proposition very clearly reached by B. K.
Barua). Jyotirao Phule points out that .. ..

"the shudra and atishudra untouchable) farmer is slaving on his
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(owner) farms, along with women and children, day and night, until he
is exhausted, and payi-u the various taxes, funds, etc. but our charitable
government does not even think of educating the farmers' children
enough to enable them to read a book on farming or relevant notices in
newspapers, and while lakhs of farmers do not have enough cloth and
enough food, our government spends inordinate amounts of money on
the salaries and pensions of people in the army, the police, the justice
department who are employed to protect and ensure the farmer's
happiness and security” (Excerpt, Guha, Ramchandra (edit), 2010: 97).

The makers of modern India including those that produced critical
and relevant intellectual debates in regional literature tried to situate
colonial modernity in Indian context. Moreover, there is scope to
investigate whether B K Barua identifies Assam as a land culturally
shaped in the process of diffusion or one that reshapes the diffused
materials of thought and faith with those of indigenous practices. The
latter seems to be more perceptible in our own situation. Besides his
standard academic activities, he published against many constraints
amonthly children magazine named Ronghar and the editorials contain
B K Barua's serious concern for the emerging socio-political situation
at that time and sufferings of the peasants.

B. K. Barua had got opportunity to serve in some of the leading
institutions like Calcutta University, Cotton College, Gauhati University
in different capacity and finally in Indiana University, U.S.A. as a
visiting faculty. Besides, he had been there in London University for
a couple of years to complete his research programme on the cultural
history of Assam (early part) and on his way back home he visited
some of the leading centres of folklore research in the Scandinavian
countries, particularly the Swedish folklore Archive at Uppsala
University. The mid century International Folklore Conference at
Indiana University was held from July 21 to August 4, 1950 and a
symposium on Folklore was organized. Stith Thompson edited Four
Symposia on Folklore, the academic content of the conference. In
this book (now available in several new editions) B. K. Barua's name
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appears in the editorial panel along with other reputed world figures.
Birendranath Datta has also informed us how one Eke Campbell of
Uppsala University recalled 'a person from Gauhati, Assam' visiting
that part of the globe for a genuine orientation in folklore research.
We should bear in mind that Folklore studies in these places were not
entwined around any hidden colonial agenda. Instead, it was a part of
the growing interest in the study of human sciences. Besides, an
internationally acclaimed folklorist Prof R. M Dorson had planned
several collaborative projects on Indian folklore with him and in one
of his often quoted obituaries Prof Dorson had paid a rich tribute to
his scholarship. To begin with such clichés to introduce B. K. Barua
in the milieu of colonial modernity is not far to seek.

We can certainly presume that his involvement and association
with so many different academic projects throughout his brief career
dedicated to a study of the past history and culture of Assam, reflect
on the growing consciousness borne out of colonial modernity. Western
modernity came to India as an integral part of the British colonial
design. Though the basic tenets of modernity remains the same, its
application in a non-western social space with the politics of dominance
and rule points to an ideological character, a phenomenon of a
discursive nature. The most obvious initial impact was a resistance
built up around the view that western modernity would rob the people
of their own identity, indigenous worldview and the long cherished
?piritual tradition. The situation was really ambivalent. The nationalist
‘qef’l‘)g}/ revolved around the western knowledge, rational approach,
civil society, democracy, emancipation of women, franchise, secular
education and a liberal, humane endevour for realization of the material
Wclllf)eing; but it opposed at the same time the colonial design of
dominance and exploitation. What appears from such paradoxes is
that tbe enlightenment-induced supremacy of knowledge pushing the
ffontlersl of human achievement to still further zone has adaptability
to the different ideologically polarized thought. Though some of
modernity's contesting ideas came to be greatly challenged and
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arrogance of rationality began to blacken the face of humanity, it
nevertheless offered a great moment for resurgence of a nation with
necessary realignment and revaluation. The Indians who felt an earnest
zeal to reform the old ways of belief and notions about life and society
found our traditional society full of evils and "privileges based on birth,
social hierarchies and economic constraints. They accepted western
package of colonial modernity e.g. liberal education and rational
worldview" (Basu, Pradip (edit), 2011: 6-7). Now, what is precisely B.
K. Barua's response? He was neither a revivalist with apprehension
towards the new ideological shift, nor a hardcore reformist favouring
recovery of a society from the mire of old and stale worldview. Instead
of joining hands with the political activists and their clamour for liberty
and freedom, his mission, as may be argued, was to reinterpret the past
of an otherwise stagnant society in the light of the modernist
epistemological tools, to find out the lingual, cultural and historical roots
to which a growing nation owes its origin. This then has been projected
as the starting hypothesis of the research project.

B. K. Barua and his creative and critical worldview still remains
avirgin soil. It is yet to be fully explored to its real merit which may
be a significant addition to understand the complex evolutionary
process of an Assamese identity. Even a cursory glance at his area
of interest encompassing history, culture, folk culture, language,
literature and medjeval society may provoke an intellectual enquiry.
The thesis establishes the fact that B. K. Barua is an accomplished
creative writer and chronicles with a fine relish of artistry a typical
Assamese society at a very difficult transitional period. He is
remembered, above all, as an authority on the socio-cultural history
of the province and its subtle links to the ancient Indian tradition and
cultural heritage including Pali-Prakrit language and the Buddhist
literature. His critical works on the little and great traditions i.e. folk
culture and cultural historiography depending mostly on inscriptional,
epigraphic materials and the authoritative Sanskri texts, appear to
have a penetrating insight into peripheral realities, the worldview
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created by the people at the margin, and is enthused to sce a rare
fusion of materials both classical and foik. This harmonious blend of
the creative and critical powers in him perhaps made him freely move
in the domain of the elite and the folk as well. Nagen Saikia in this
respect makes an interesting comment when he writes, "At the news
of Barua's death, I wrote a letter named 'Birinchi Bhabawn' to the
Asam Bani. I felt the need of establishing a memorial centre in the
name of this marn in whom there is 2 harmonious blend of scholarship
and creativity. [ thought there was only one man in Assam capable of
writing a comprehensive history of the Assamese people and he was
Birinchi Kumar Barua. In later periods, this idea was all the more
confirmed when I had gone through the book Bangalir Itihas by
Niharranjan Roy" (rough translation, Prakash, Feb., 2015: 12). Folklore
studies among its other great objectives gives recognition to the
potentiality and creativity of the folk, the bottom layer of the human
society (the idea of the bottom layer in reference to the subaltern is
dealt with by Gayatri Spivak in her seminal essay Can the subaltern
speak - a silent interview, in During edit., 2010).

In the Scandinavian countries, folklore research had got
reoriented with a sociological vision and at Uppsala there began a
process of archiving the folklore materials for preservation. Its study
was not to focus on the neglected 'Other' to promote the colonial
machinery of exploitation; but perhaps to create an empirical field of
folkloristics (Bhattacharya, Kishor, 2003: Viswakos, Vol. 5).
Birendranath Datta has made the point clear elsewhere that B. K.
Ba.n_la was not satisﬁed with the colonial anthropological approach of
i e Kk e 10,5 v
i ppsala University dl]l'lﬂg-hls Scar.ldmawan
0 A, 0 i ;ﬂl)me con.crete plans and 1de-as to lntrodL}ce
folklore rescarch. He i y acclalme.d branch of epistemology l..e.
—-— ta]enlt) Zmented various prog-rams. of research with
Dutt Goswami was f £ research-scholars in this field. Prafulla

€ pioneer of the group who had successfully
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conducted folklore research i.e. the ballads of Assam under Barua's
supervision. An Assamese scholar conceptualized in his indigenous
way the European critical theory and epistemological tools to review
the vast domain of our cultural tradition, the folk-heritage with its
lineage tn the present form of our socio-linguistic and cultural identity
was really fascinating.

It is, broadly speaking, the bkbian folkloristics or the accepted
manner of folklore studies introduced in Assam that facilitated an
enquiry into the morphology of an Assamese identity. What is
precisely meant by an Assamese mind and for that matter an Indian
mind? What are the diverse materials and their sources that go to the
making of his/her physical shape and inner, emotional make-up? Who
are the people that may be identified as his/her remote and immediate
ancestors? Cross fertilization of issues and an interest in discovering
the evolutionary logic began to play a role while preparing for massive
nationalist agenda. Both western modernity and its politico-economic
avatar of colonialism sensitized at the same time bottom-up resurgence
- importance of the micro focus in nation building. There is perhaps
no doubt about the fact that scientific study of folklore can answer
most of these questions. So this is one dimension of using the
intellectual package of modernity in the field of socio-cultural and
historical studies.

Colonial modernity entails many epistemological packages
subsequent to the age of enlightenment. It is coterminous with the
civilizing mission of European imperialism in terms of rationality, liberal
education, scientific enquiry, urban values causing rapid dislocation
of traditional social order and folk life. Thus, Indian society in the
early decades of twentieth century was in fact a virgin soil for
introducing modernity. Its colonial lineage, exploitation of resources
both human and natural posits a serious moral question. Along with
this, modern health care facilities, rule of law and transportation
facilitated further mobility across physical and cultural spaces
(Ashcroft, Bill et al, 1998). Exploitation, overt and covert, affected all
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the people but the benefits and facilities did not percolate down to the
masses. If the front door was opened obliquely to the intellectual
resurgence abroad our back doors remained wide open to the
colonizers for rampant exploitation of resources. It was obviously a
paradoxical and extremely complicated situation.

The Assamese intelligentsia while accepting this western
epistemological tool devoted themselves wholeheartedly to the study
and research of our society, culture, language and socio-economic
dynamics. Some of them like Lakshminath Bezbaroa, Banikanta
Kakati, Birinchi kumar Barua, Bishnu Prasad Rabha, Jyoti Prasad
Agarwalla had been engaged in diverse activities aimed at scientific
enquiry and research, resurgence of political ideology etc. There is
no doubt that western epistemological tools were used to promote
scholarship and also to resist colonial regime (Gohain, 2013).
Resistance is not a matter of mere political confrontation or rejecting
modernity as something alien to the native. It is basically an outlook,
an ingenious way of looking at things and a liberal intellectuality that
should be fashioned in the image of everyone on earth. Precisely
speaking, it is more a part of human heritage than an epistemological
specialty and intellectual privilege of Europe. Native scholars of the
colonized land acquired the intellectual apparatus and liberal, secular
democratic worldview from the west and valorized their search for
the preservable assets of their tradition and identified at the same
time the despicable and disposable feculence. Bezbaroa's satire, as
for example, is the product of a modern worldview - as it were, the
farmer's spade used to remove dirt and weed from the cornfield. B.
K. Barua's fictional narrative engages a sustained pull between
modernity and tradition. The contesting ground of both tradition and
1_110demity has been focused to drive home the point that the former
Is not a matter of worship nor anything sacred; the best in tradition is
to be cul'ti.vated and the worst of it is to be left out as something naive
and I{ncrltlcal. Modemity, on the other hand, is destined to be solipsistic,
devoid of any social commitment whatsoever, if its intellectual subtleties
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degenerate into sheer consumerism and a cult of privilegisation of
the few. This is what B. K. Barua's creative world of fictional prose
has left for us as its final impression. Accordingly, his critical
investigation too does not centre on the metanarratives of the classical
tradition. The folk and the classical interpenetration has been the
major focus and thereby points to the importance of peripheral
importance. My attempt in the research project is to show this and
other points about a society seen from below and caught in the contrary
pull of tradition and modernity.

B K Barua had his upbringing, academic training and career in the
colonial milieu; and couldn't live long to see India's post-colonial destiny.
. Less than one and half decades of the post-independence period seem to
have appeared excruciatingly painful to him. As has been pointed out,
motifs of death and extreme form of human sufferings of his fictional
characters constitute an allegory of a nation's autobiography, the author’s
own perception of treacherous deal and degeneration of human values.
Ironical enough, B K Barusa, one of the great founders of Gauhati University
was victimized in the politics of power and compelled to leave the university
campus bearing the charge of corruption and so on (Goswami, P.D.,
Bora, 2013). What P. D. Goswami terms as 'an over dose of democracy’
frustrated all noble efforts and sincere dedication behind the establishment
of the highest institution of post-graduate education (for detail information,
Phali Lowa Buramji, by Dileep Kumar Dutt may be consulted). If a
university, a centre of learned community, cannot integrate great thought
with noble action, it bears heavily on the psyche of the nation. As B. K.
Barua's birth, upbringing, education and occupation of an academician
suggest his excellence in the changing milieu of colonial/postcolonial
dynamics, his career of a scholar-literateur has been rich in humanist
concern, imaginative energy, and scholarship in medieval Assamese
literature, literary and cultural historiography. Broad and diverse as it
appears to be, a critical study of his work and thought may be quite
illuminating and may enable us at the present situation to seek answers to
some of our disturbing questions.

69




The Core Area of the Research Project: .
B. K. Barua is yet to be introduced in the full length of his

merits. Certain vital aspects of his research into the field of socio-
cultural historiography, some pioneering root- searching initiatives
which were subsequently developed into major projects by his talented
students, his creative use and theoretical analysis of the Assamese
language are a few of them. His novels and short stories too reveal
those powerful aspects of serious sociological concerns. The
multifaceted dimensions of a colonial society confronting the
challenges of a new capitalist economy, polity and the rise of a powerful
middleclass mentality have been focused at the centre. What we try
to project without cliché is that B K Barua's creative writings situate
a social logic - the gradual entry of a capitalist economy acts like a
double-edged sword. It strengthens the landed gentry and creates an
educated middleclass most of them being selfish and non-committal
on the one hand, and dislocation of the peasant society without any
alternative mode of livelihood on the other. In such typical
circumstances, the narratives articulate the peripheral realities of the
social subaltern to focus on the privileged center. The village ecology
in terms of both nature and manners‘gradually degenerate and is
terribly inflicted by the growing tension and the mounting misery of
the common people. But social ecology has for years together
sustained the major portion of the culture we inherit today. In a broad
sense of the term, social ecology, it has been the foundation of the
central human values too; for values are the products of a community
life. No culture is produced in isolation. The folk in a multicultural
ethos apply their imaginative and highly creative mind to the works
they produce. Weaving is both a means of earning and an art that the
young girl must learn before marriage. They procure their needs of
life by dint of their labour. The 4kat and the Jari trees are found in
abundance in the village site which provide food and shelter to the
birds. Inculcation of values, felicity of expression, creation of art and
craft all these keep the village life self sufficient. B. K. Barua finds in
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this what Mazharul Islam calls 'the pulse of the people’. Spread of
education has little impact upon the general wellbeing of the people.
On the contrary, it leads to the formation of new social units with the
least concern for social and moral values. On the threshold of a nation
in the making such complexities bear a disturbing prophecy and as a
social chronicler B. K. Barua peeps deep into the collective
consciousness.

Critics seldom refer to or make just a casual comment on the
folk-paradigm so centrally connected even in a total evaluation of his
career. The folk is not just his passion for retrieving and preserving
certain relics of the past. The thesis analyses in some details how the
entire social history can be arranged from his initiatives in folkloristics.
At least, the recent ideas on social history revamping a bottom-up
tendency to resist the top-down predilections prepare folklore to play
a vital role. When we allow folklore to emerge in the discourse,
questions of subalternity and importance of peripheral realities in
nationalist perspective of historiography stands out clearly. A pioneer
cultural historiographer happened to be the first scientific inve stigator
of folk culture and declared unequivocally that the cultural history of
a nation cannot be compiled correctly depending on data gleaned
from copper inscriptions and other epigraphic sources. Folklore studies
could be an indispensible corollary for reliable and impartial
historiography. B. K. Barua's great work Asamar Loka Samskriti
(Folk Culture of Assam) and some of the basic tenets of his A Cultural
History of Assam deserves further studies in this regard. All his works
taken together can perhaps be viewed as an expanded metaphor of a
soul in its making, a self undergoing a complex process of historical
evolution. Eric J Evans, the Emeritus Professor of modern history in
Lancaster University, wrote in an introductory essay on social history
that "the primary fields of enquiry were social groups which lacked
both wealth and power. Social history was widely considered to have
a 'bottom-up' approach, offering a welcome and necessary corrective
to a dominant 'top-down' historiography overwhelmingly concerned
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with the doings of emperors and elites”" (The Institute of hisforicajal
Research (c)2008, http:/www.sas.ac.uk).‘ Folklore materials if
scientifically studied may provide the valued information of the nature
of social labour and behaviour of the social groups.

As observed by Probhat Bora, B. K. Barua adds a grf?at
dimension to cultural historiography by introducing an Indian
perspective to it. The objective analysis. of a f:o[klorist and.the
inventiveness and profound insight of a creative genius, all synthesized
into a harmonious balance to make his cultural history a unique model
for all time. With concrete evidence of the unique charac.ter of
Assamese culture, it is postulated to be an integral part of India and
Prof Bora identifies such intellectual and imaginative exercises at
finding out the regional nuance and variety as the avowed goal of
Assamese intelligentsia (2007, in Viswakos; 279, Vol-V 11 (hlStOfY?,
edit. Dr. Rajen Saikia). We can deduce a basic proposition from it
that a folklorist well trained in creative imagination is capable of
creating a great space for trans-cultural mobility and redeem
historiography itself from its aristocratic lineage. It would not be a
fair judgment to project B. K. Barua as championing the cause of
Aryanisation in total disregard to his long time engagement in folklore
research and study of the Buddhist tradition. In fact it is true to all
folklorists in a multicultural zone. Articulation of peripheral realities
through folk culture gives new dimension to the patriarchal dominance
of Sanskritised cultural values. It is very much clear in his works, be
it folklore or literary and cultural historiography. Even in his estimate
of the early Vaisnavite period he takes note of the presence of the
regional folk mind and the typical Assamese rural ethos, as for example,
in the rendering of the Sanskritised epic into the vernacular, and

Sankardeva's entire cultural renaissance.

Creative and Critical worldview

In a critical ambience of colonial modemnity B. K. Barua turned
his mind to issues sociological and historical. He has been successful
while applying his insight and scholarship to evaluate Assamese
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literature on the one hand, and produce hitherto unsurpassed creative
works on the other. His own comment in his History of Assamese
Literature (1964) is that Bina Barua in Jivanar Batat ‘tries to assess
unique social value' by turning his eyes to those who are neglected by
society. Such articulation of neglected marginality is also brilliantly
portrayed in his Seuji Patar Kahini. The wider socio-cultural-political
issues as subsumed into his narrative structures produce a strong
moral sense, sociological vision and subaltern realities. We see here
a society in its transitional period caught between the opposite pulls
of tradition and modernity. Hiren Gohain's analysis of the treatment
of tradition in Jivanar Batat is significant in this context. As he
suggests, the novelist does not prove his alliance to socialism or Marxist
way of social transformation; but he had that moral uprightness and
intellectual curiosity to reveal the bedrock of the Assamese social
psyche and review with accurate historical sense the usable past and
its disposable mire of tradition as well (op cit, Oitihya aru Jivanar
Batat, 2013). Thus, it appears that his novels can be read as an allegory
that transcends its fictional world.

B. K. Barua's originality both in the creative and critical
worldview lies in finding out Assam's own cultural and socio-historical
resources and a unique regional variety to secure its own place in the
Indian scenario. It is in this context, we find in B K Barua's interest in
folklore studies an extra dimension of historical and sociological
importance. Many innovative approaches to cultural studies and
unorthodox perception of the growth of an Assamese mind are involved
in his illustrious academic and literary career. The creative and critical
faculty blended in a unique balance and got involved in exploring the
roots of our social and cultural life which at the same time lay a solid
foundation to our history. Assam as the frontier outpost of the newly
formed Indian territorial and cultural identity can by no means ignore
interpenetration of Aryan and non-Aryan elements. What is Assam's
contribution to the Indian culture and nationality? What is precisely
there in our own history that represents the people and the land? His
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works in its totality seek answers to many such questions. Ob\'/iously,
his critical research and imaginative foragings canno.t be a¥1e.nated
from the root-searching efforts of the Assamese intelligentsia in the
context of colonial modernity. .

Thus, B K Barua's creative and critical ideas follow a simple
categorization of history, society and culture which however do not
equally arrest our intellectual curiosity. In some cases wf.nat one may
be inclined to think is that the visionary organizer in him took-the
better of the critical mind. The constant worries and tension, constral.nts
of time and fund in realizing so many different projects, pres%lng
works of academic administration did seldom allow him SUfﬁCIef]t
rest and peace of mind to concentrate in pure intellectual pursu-lt.
The obituaries in the commemoration volume (1966) are loaded v-wth
such references of organizational works and academic administration.
This has been B K Barua's unparalleled contribution to the growth of
multidimensional infra-structures that sustained and replenished the
twentieth century Assamese life with cultural coordination, introduc.:tion
of new area for research. His dream was to make the University a
perfect centre of excellence; unfortunately no genuine publication ol
the history and growth of the premier institution pays attention to this
aspect. Nevertheless his critical faculty in cultural historiography an.d
folklore studies is of high standard and reveals the rigor of academic
excellence and objective analysis of facts as well. Even in his study
of the Assamese language he proves his integrity in and clear
perception about the ways a language replenishes itself drawing
substantially from its racial milieu and social environment. Socio-
linguistics finds in him an open and unprejudiced academic orientation.
A genius that had an interdisciplinary penetration and the depth of a
liberal humanist perception had put him ahead of his time.

As is the case with all scholarly pursuits particularly in the
transitional period of colonial mobility in India, it has been inspired
with a resurgent spirit of probing deep into the human consciousness
and societal values. B. K. Barua's position is that of a nationalist
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who, as it appears, believes that socio-cultural links need to be
discovered in the light of new premises so as to strengthen the emerging
political aspiration. The concept of political freedom can be free from
colonial legacy and high-class hegemony even after decolonization
of polity only through a clear perception of the so called national
character. Contrary to orthodox revivalist attitude, what we notice
here in B K Barua is a rare harmonious blend of traditional worldview
with the modernist perception of man and his social environment. We
however do not trace any serious misgivings about the metanarratives
of progress, rationality and liberal humanist ideology which built up
an iron cage of power and refined sensibility most clearly seen in
these days of globalisation. He appears to have accepted the liberal
humanist outlook as parcolated through his understanding of a plural
Assamese self constituted with the mosaics of different racial and
cultural components and freely applied tools of modernity to explore
their various dimension. That modernity ushering in an industrial
capitalist economy is bound to impinge upon the indigenous worldview
and peasantry has an artistic reflection in his fictional negotiation
with village life and its rapid transformation. He appears to have
adhered to Gandhiji's agenda of Gram-swaraj; has portrayed
characters like Dharani, Golap Doctor, Tagar, who dedicate their time
and energy against formidable challenges to the cause of rejuvenating
indigenous values, skills and industry. Dharani's failures, as for
example, in organizing the weavers and the volunteers point out inter
alia modernity's incomplete and immature agenda; lack of institution
for basic and primary education mostly of the backward classes remind
us of what Jotirao Phole resented against in Marathi language. She
complained against the sad plight of the farmers that belong to the
disadvantaged social groups due to sheer neglect by the colonial
government. We find that B K Barua appeared in the role of a social
chronicler in his fictional narratives addressing host of issues mostly
concerned with the peasants, widowed, tea-garden labourers. Besides,
the subaltern condition is more a construct than an irreversible destiny.

75




The growing middleclass pursuing a course of money and power is
shown to be involved in corrupt practices which far from being a
moral crisis bear a prophecy of national chaos. Thus, he is aware of
.the anti-heroes of a newly emerging democratic set-up as much as
he takes interest in the heroic cult of the old political regimes.
Finally, we find B K Barua as the pioneer in the field of gendered
narrative - the creator of a feminized narrative of the womenfolk
both in their civic and rural milieu. The social canvas of his fictional
narratives is filled with a wide variety woman characters thoroughly
colored with tears. A seemingly Hardiesque in planning and execution
the narrative does not confine them to a destiny of life's inscrutable
excesses; instead we find here a social logic, a man made destiny
exceedingly harsh to human dignity. Tagar, Aghoni Bai, Sonia, Ahini,
Suprobha are the representatives of different social classes and
different mental make-ups. Though poor, agonized and lost, each of
them is culturally oriented. Their acceptance or resentment in a given
situation points to some secrets of society and modernity as well.
Tagar is the delicate creation of silence that prevails around her -
more sculptural than musical. We see in and around her situations
which hardly allow her to speak. But Sonia makes others listen to her
injured self born out of her loss of nativity - the erasure of her
blackness, a racial trait through sheer abuse of colonial power. In
Seujee Patar Kahini Sonia's consciousness and her body bear a duality
of nativity and its impingement. Her blackness is erased through
colonial authority seducing her virgin mother which remains an
impinged nativity with Sonia, the living witness of sexual violence.
Sonia's fiery temperament, heart deep arrogance at and intolerance
of patriarchy is arguably groomed by her loss of nativity or erasure of
blackness. Thus, her personality reveals among other details a racial
memory of suppression and slavery. Her growing up is the maturing
of a consciousness that her skin color is an undue gift of the racist
colonial power but ironically enough the authority fails to obfuscate
the bedrock of her identity - her nativity. Sonia's whiteness, an imposed
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identity rather than a mimicked one, unmasks the racist's blackened
soul. As Homi K Bhaba argues, creation of mimicry though immediately
ensures durability and expansion of the empire lowers in the long run
the very image of a civilized nation (1994,The Location of Culture,
Routledge Indian Edition).

The nativity of an almost feminized narrative is captured through
the inalienable vicissitudes, dignity and disgrace in order to prepare
the sculpture of the text rich in poetry, artistry of articulation. But the
fiction of her sufferings contains the embryo of a social discourse
and her body dominates as much as the agonized crisis of her mind.
Tagar, Sonia, Aghoni Bai in their spatial confinement reminisce the
different images of Maud Gonne's beauty and vitality in Yeats' poetry.
It is her body that speaks the motley of color, love, passion, agility and
elder hood. Poverty and insecurity rob Aghoni Bai late in her life of
her agility and nativity, so jealously preserved during her early
widowhood. The body matters even when the mind gets agonized.
Sonia quite enigmatically keeps her body as the untouched virgin
beauty of mother earth concealing her passion while expressing her
mind in empathy. Here in lies the aesthetics of language, the verbal
beauty of a feminized narrative. The social canvas is filled with the
resonance of speech of a large assembly of men and women
representing motley of social positions, indigenous ethos and exotic
experiences. The igiomatic speech variety, rich in proverbial and
allusive expression contrasts with that of the newly rich gentry. The
womanhood as articulated in the entire range of his creative writings
except the few that belong to the gentry has been cast against the
rural ethos and natural ambience. Sometimes the resonance is audible
more clearly in silence as in Tagar; for, her the external situation
leading to sufferings and anguish informs the character from within.

With characters drawn from different social strata mostly of
rural milieu the author fictionalizes on the emerging social compulsion
and the inadequacy of social inheritance to cope with it. The fictional
social space of the two novels ranging from the mainstream agrarian
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vaishnavite community to the marginality of a tea garden location
represents the mosaic of a typical Assamese society in the process
of forging its basic socio- cultural identity.

The 20th century Assamese literary tradition set by Lakshminath
Bezbaroa and his contemporary had its cradle in the religious and
cultural resurgence of the Vaisnavite movement and an indigenous
response to the western package of colonial modemnity. B K Barua
has also carved a niche into this typical coionial environment and pre-
colonial socio-cultural dispensation through his scholarship, creative
writings and organizational capacity. We notice in him a fruition of
both creative and critical faculties with a rare combination of the
traditional and modern worldviews. Most of his critics, however, place
him in an undefined shadowy corner of Banikanta Kakati's giant
intellectual focus and achievement, albeit with full approval to and
recognition of the creative excellence of B K Barua. Our findings
throughout the project speak in the contrary.

B K Barua had the privilege of coming into close contact with
Banikanta Kakati while working together in the Cotton College and
Gauhati University. The fact remains that B K Barua had already
attained his academic excellence in a diverse field of human sciences
and in later period, got himself involved in almost all the major social,
educational and cultural organizational activities that had tremendous
impact upon the post-colonial destiny of the nation as a whole. Besides,
Banikanta Kakati had his forte in linguistics and cultural anthropology;
and possessed a rare critical insight and 'an extraordinary capacity
for deciphering unity among a large group of assorted materials'
(Gohain, translated). His literary criticism was fully charged, to quote
B. K. Barua himself, with "the appropriate use of emotive language
rich in poetic quality” (in Datta, Karuna, 1994: 61, translated). BK
Barua, on the other hand, has revealed in his non-fiction prose his
'minute observation and objective analysis'. It is the merit of a person
having clarity of thought and a tendency to represent facts avoiding
all loose ends. He found himself engaged in so many different projects
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not in the spirit of glorifying the national and spiritual heritage of India,
but only with the sole aim of introducing Assam and her history, culture,
language, people, polity and literature in the Indian perspective so
that the postcolonial national aspiration could remain well hamessed
in its own ethos. Unlike many of his predecessors and contemporary
Assamese thinkers B. K. Barua had rather a balanced view of the
Assamese identity to be entwined around the Indian national character.
The outstanding contribution of B. K. Barua in this respect is that
Assam emerges in the national scene with her long-time experience
of diverse racial and cultural contacts with the countries and people
of the north, east and the southern borders along with the Aryan
worldview. Consequently, Assam attains a unique distinction in matters
of religious beliefs and practices, social customs, language, literary
creations and so on.

The fine image of a gentleman-scholar fathoming the antiquarian
uncertainties of our remote past and the present realities in Banikanta
Kakati is the unique point of Assamese scholarship. There are yet
another set of scholars who would apply the intellectual findings to
the interpretation of the human and social issues. The pure academic
scholarship of Banikanta Kakati and K.K.Handique had its honest
and faithful representation in B. K. Barua with still greater clarity in
some vital issues. A bottom-up gaze in Barua has been so prominent
that distinguishes him from other scholarly personalities. Considering
his sustained interest in Sankardeva and other Vaisnavite poets,
medieval literature; and keeping in view his scholarship in Pali Sahitya
and phenomenal cultivation in folkloristics we can discern in B. K.
Barua not only a different direction towards history and culture, but
also a new dimension to peripheral realities. Put on this perspective,
B. K. Barua stands closer to Bishnu Prasad Rabha and Jyotiprasad
Agarwalla; and as a whole he bears the legacy of a tradition that had
already been championed by Lakshminath Bezbaroa i.e. a liberal
humanist perception.

We notice in him a passionate, rather romantic zeal to harness
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ideas from various sources and putting the parts into a whole. The
society under influences of colonial modemity which was being shaped
gradually during his time is sought to be given a historical mooring.
B.K. Barua adds a relatively new dimension to historical research in
Assam by exploring the racial make-up, political regimes that excelled
in diplomacy, catholicity and liberal attitude moving ahead towards an
Indian identity by patronizing Aryan Hindu culture, socio-religious
dynamics behind the ancient remains of temples, its architectural
designs, sculptural beauty,'masonry, religious practices characterized
by the belief and customs of the indigenous people, his study of folk
culture and Buddhist literature and its philosophy as a source of social
history, the socio-cultural renaissance brought about by Sankardeva's
new Vaisnavite movement. These are some of the issues in which
B.K. Barua had been involved for long adds a new dimension to
history. However, it is true that in most cases, he is only a pioneer
pointing to, or opening up a new vista below the palace paradigm of
history. No historians in the same nationalist tradition could enliven
the Assamese mind in its totality, in its cultural and racial heterogeneity.

Conclusion

B. K. Barua offers an exciting and inspiring career. It can be
seen from different angles first as a student who was simply brilliant
and could be engaged with social activities like founding a club and a
library while in school; second, as a hardworking committed teacher
who was ever ready to inspire aspiring students with all sorts of help.
it is said that with B. K. Barua's joining the cotton College, the
Assamese department got rejuvenated with activities; third, as an
educational and cultural organiser he has rendered his service to
foundation of a number of institutions right from the Gauhati University
to the Academy for Cultural Relations, from the Gauhati Commerce
college to T. B. Hospital in Shillong. Fourth, as the pioneer of folklore
and cultural studies with the latest information of folklore archiving at

Uppsala University which had helped him in planning a folklore
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department in Gauhati along with other academic works. Finally.
t!wough his creative and critical faculty the history, society and,
literature of Assam had received an integrated intellectual focus. We
’have so far been able to explore some fundamental aspects of his
creative energy'; but the basic tenets of B K Barua's critical mind is
yet to be explored on broad and critical outlines. Hence, a humble
attempt has been made to deliberate on such issues very intimately
connected with an Assamese identity - its history, society and culture.
All the ambivalence and irony of colonial modernity appear to have
found a representation in his negotiations. In retrospect some of his
WOl:kS will cease to have their significance in the fast changing socio-
political scenario. It would be rather very essential to keep in mind
the typical situation that prevailed during the closing decades of British
colonialism and the early decade of our postcolonial destiny while
evaluating B. K. Barua and his works.
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Colonialism, Apartheid and Exile: A Study
of Bessie Head's When Rain Clouds Gather

Jitya Ranjan Saikia

Literature offers far-reaching insights into human nature and
conditions that connect people with the real events recorded in history.
It brings into focus the history and socio-cultural identity of a nation.
The events that change the identity of a nation are always documented
in literature. It has the power to relocate the reality lying behind the
formation of history with the amalgamation of different events. The
practical account of events makes history important in literature. It
reflects the consciousness of a group of people, its cultural heritage
as well as historical experience. A nation creates its own history
through the experience of events and conflicts that determine the
identity of its people. History records the changes of socio-political
values of a nation. European colonialism in South Africa transformed
the history of the nation. Colonialism in South Africa originally started
in 1652. The initial model of colonialism was the Slave Trade and
Forced Labour. It was the Dutch who first introduced this model to
establish colonies in different parts of Africa. They regulated the
Africans by engaging them in slavery and projected forced labour.
By 1900, the other European colonisers from Britain, France, Germany
and other countries established their colonies and dominated the
Africans. The Cape Colony, Natal Colony, Orange Free State and
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Transvaal Colony were some of the European colonial settlements in
South Africa. The discovery of diamonds in these colonies resulted in
an English invasion that sparked the Boer War. Following
independence from England, the Afrikaner National Party got strong
majority in 1948 and the government introduced apartheid to racially
segregate the blacks. South Africa being the center of apartheid,
dominated the life of the South Africans and exploited them for a
long time. The expansion of apartheid changed the identity of South
Africans who were later compelled to migrate to the bordering nations.
The European colonialism came to Botswana as the Bechuanaland
Protectorate. The entire northern territory of this country came under
British Protectorate. The southern territory became part of Cape
Colony. The British protected this land from the invasion of other
colonizing forces and safeguarded the territory from colonial
domination. Actually, Botswana was never colonized with a purpose
to exploit the identity of its people. It was the ultimate destination for
the South Africans during the time of apartheid. Apartheid policies
brought catastrophic social change among the oppressed blacks.
Botswana, in spite of being a land of low fertility, became a heaven
for people seeking to escape the repression under apartheid in South
Africa. The pre-independent identity of Bechuanaland changed after
its independence in 1966 which is a process of historical recreation
for the people of the nation. In my research work, I have framed
some prospective arguments which are attempted to justify in terms
of the structure of Bessie Head's When Rain Clouds Gather (1968).
The first argument is the process of recreation of history and culture
in both South Africa and Botswana which is constructed on the basis

- of people's encounter with colonialism and other dominating forces.
The second argument is the nature and identity of tribalism as well as
apartheid which can be considered nothing but the offshoots of
colonialism. It is because of the colonial expansion of the European
forces that these concepts are aroused in literature. The third argument
is the condition of exile which has regenerated the lives of the blacks
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during colonialism and apartheid. The fourth argument is the
treatment of gender violence and women empowerment in
Botswana which is unique in terms of progress as reflected in
Head's novel. All these arguments are framed to justify the
reliability and relevance of the novel.

Being a process of domination and power, colonialism changed
the identity of South Africa and its neighbouring nations. The European
forces established different colonies in different parts of Africa initially
for commercial purposes, but gradually they understood the
backwardness of the Africans and converted their business policies
to colonialism. The exercise of power determined the intention of the
Europeans. The condition of South Africans during colonialism was
very critical and they had to suffer a lot under the white regime.
Colonialism first started in South Africa in 1652. Prior to it, the
Portuguese discovered South Africa in 1488, but their settlement was
not permanent. The Dutch ruled South Africa for a long time until the
British revolted against them in 1881. This resulted in the Boer War
occurred during 1899 to 1902. Colonialism had greater perspectives
towards human suppression. The powerful Europeans formulated
some policies which had recreated their individual image of being a
superior nation dominating the subalterns. The originality about the
beginning of colonialism in Africa itself is a complex situation in terms
of existence. From anthropological point of view, people first entered
Africa from the direction of Syria. They penetrated into tropical Africa
in the train of those large mammals which still form the most striking
feature in the African fauna; many of which however were evolved
not in tropical Africa but in southern Europe or western Asia as well
as in Egypt and Cis-Saharan Africa. These great apes, elephants,
giraffes, and antelopes sought a refuge in tropical Africa not only
from the cold of the glacial Pleistocene, but from the incessant attacks
of carnivorous man. Later on, but still in more remote times, there
were migrations of Europeans from the northern side of the
Mediterranean. But it seems more likely that the bulk of African
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humanity as represented by its modern types passed from Syria and
Persia into Arabia, and thence into north-eastern Africa.

The trace of colonial expansion reached its culmination around
the second half of the 19th century. Moreover, despite the different
directions taken by it, the focus of this expansion was centred in
Africa. This continent was almost entirely dominated by Europe.
Besides the two major forces, British and French, the remaining
territories came under German, Italian, Belgian and Portuguese
domination. The size of the areas occupied by a state on European
territory and the areas that were exploited by them overseas were
strikingly dis-proportionate. There are many reasons for this
phenomenon, primarily of an economic order. This period of expansion
at any cost co-insides with the development of capitalism and industrial
growth. This was accompanied by considerable technical progress
as well as a marked increase in the European population during this
very period. Along with this cyclical reasons, political reasons can
also be included, like the rivalry among the European powers. Each
‘nation feared that it would be left behind if it did not participate with
all its strength in the race of territories. A state without a colony was
a second rater. The grandeur of France would have been nowhere
without its participation in colonial expansionism. This competitive
atmosphere explains the incidents that took place particularly between
France and Germany as well as between France and England.
Regarding racial inequality, some ideological reasons are necessary
to be included inside the framework of colonial expansion. The white
race, for example, undertook the mission of civilizing the inferior races

and it did its mission with courage which was the white man's burden.
The same plea of holy mission was adopted by the Churches, both
Catholic and the Protestant, with the variant of evangelization. From
this postulate of the inequality of races, the power of the existing
authorities was invalid. Therefore, it was natural for the colonizing
nation to seize this power. The existing institutions were only used if
they served the purpose of transferring power to the colonial
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administration. Colonialism was expanded through its military and
technological prowess and its ability to create secular hierarchies
incompatible with the traditional order. These hierarchies opened up
new vistas for many, particularly for those exploited or cornered within
the traditional order. For them, the new order looked like the first step
towards a more just and equal world. That is why some of the finest
critical minds in Europe and in the East were to feel that colonialism,
by introducing modern structures into the barbaric world would open
up the non-west to the modern critical analytic spirit. The great thinker,
Karl Marx felt that history would produce out of oppression, violence
and cultural dislocation not merely new technological and social forces
but also a new social consciousness in Asia and Africa. It would be
critical in the sense that western tradition of social criticism from
Vico to Marx had been critical and it would be rational in the sense
that post-Cartesian Europe had been rational. Colonialism cannot be
identified with only economic gain and political power. It can be
characterised by the search for economic and political advantage
without concomitant to the real economic or political gains, and
sometimes even with economic or political losses. The first
characteristic of colonialism is a state of mind in the colonisers and
the colonised which includes the unrealisable wish to make economic
and political profits from the colonies. The variables used to describe
the states of mind under colonialism have themselves become
politicised since the entry of modem colonialism on the world platform.
Colonialism is also a psychological state rooted in earlier forms of
social consciousness in case of both the colonisers and the colonised.
It represents a certain cultural continuity and carries a certain cultural
baggage. Colonialism never seems to end with formal political
freedom. As a state of mind, it is an indigenous process released by
external forces. Its sources lie deep in the minds of the rulers and the
ruled. The culture of colonialism presumes a particular style of
management. The colonial system perpetuates itself by inducing the
colonised, through socio-economic and psychological rewards and

89




punishments, to accept new social norms and cognitive categories. It
produced a cultural consensus in which political and socio-economic
dominance symbolized the dominance of men and masculinity over
women. It is a real fact that the colonisers came from complex
societies with heterogeneous cultural and ethical traditions. It is by
underplaying some aspects of their culture and over-playing others
that they built thelegitimacyfor colonialism. (Memmi 12) It is not
possible to find legitimacy for the colonial theory of progress in the
tradition of Johannes Eckhart, John Ruskin and Leo Tolstoy, based as
it is on the rejection of the ideas of an omnipotent high technology, of
hyper competitive, achievement oriented, over-organised private
enterprise, and of aggressively proselytizing religious creeds operating
on the basis of what Erik Erikson calls pseudo-species. One must
find that utilitarian legitimacy in writers like Jeremy Bentham and
James Mill, in the socialist thinkers conceptualizing colonialism as a
necessary step to progress and as a remedy for feudalism, and in
those generally trying to fit the colonial experience within the mode
of a doctrine of progress. Colonialism dutifully picked up these ideas
of growth and development and drew a new parallel between
primitivism and domination.
With the introduction of apartheid, the European forces found a
new way to racially segregate the South Africans. Apartheid
etymologically refers to the Dutch words, apart meaning separate
and heid meaning hood. Collectively it implies, as evident in Afrikaans
language, separateness or the condition of being stayed apart.
Apartheid is pronounced as apart-hate which aptly signifies the policy
of the whites that had brutally oppressed a large number of people
discriminating solely on the basis of skin color. It was commonly a
racist policy in the politics of South Africa which demanded divisions
among the whites and non-whites of the nation. The complex apartheid
practice compelled more than three million blacks in South Africa to
move from their residents and to migrate nearby segregated places.
With the starting of electoral process in South Africa in 1948, the
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apartheid laws came into force upon the blacks. It was because of
the apartheid rules that the blacks were dominated and exploited. It
was a system of institutionalised discrimination upon the blacks in
South Africa happening around 1948 and continued till 1991. Under
this policy, the whites exploited the blacks by controlling their rights
and segregating them from public facilities, social responsibilities,
cultural events, housing, employment opportunities and so on. From
historical point of view, apartheid originally started in South Africa.
But, prior to its formal beginning, especially before 1940, some policies
were applied upon the blacks in the form of minority rule which
enforced apartness of blacks from the other races. These policies
were later converted into laws and domination. The ascension of the
National Party during the general elections in South Africa practically
transformed the racial policy into law and thereby applied it upon the
blacks. Before the implementation of apartheid as a law, an informal
form of racial segregation was present in the society due to social
conflicts between the Dutch colonists and the creolised, the ethnically
diverse slaves in South Africa. But, the Dutch Empire introduced the
codification of racial discrimination and established the Cape Colony
towards the later part of the eighteenth century. As the process of
growth and industrialisation of the Cape Colony developed, the policies
as well as the laws of the whites became increasingly fixed till the
nineteenth century. The legislation body of Cape Colony discriminated
the black Africans critically and the policies were implemented with
a rapid force. The Boer republics also applied racial policies which
were distinct to some extent. For instance, the constitution of Transvaal
strictly barred the participation of the blacks in the rituals of the church
along with other social activities. The Prohibition of Mixed Marriages
Act of 1949 was the first apartheid act. This act was followed by
The Immorality Act of 1950. According to these acts, the South
African blacks were restricted to marry or establish any kind of sexual
relationship among people of different races. In 1950, The Population
Registration Act was launched. As a part of apartheid system, this
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act demanded the classification and registration of each inhabitant of
South Africa in relation to his/her racial features. The notions of black,
white and coloured were emerged out of influenceunder this act.
The residential locations were determined according to racial identities.
The area where the whites lived was separated from the domain of
the blacks. Between 1960 and 1983, more than 3.5 million black South
Africans were removed from their initial locations and compelled
them to live in the segregated areas that were allocated specially for
the blacks. The primary purpose of this kind of removal was to
decrease the number of blacks from the white dominated areas. The
newly formed black area was commonly known as the Bantustan.
During apartheid, this was the ultimate homeland for the blacks where
they lived with unity and integrity. Literally, the term Bantustan is
derived from two words, Bantu meaning people and stan meaning
land. That is, the land resided by the black people of South Africa is
regarded as the Bantustan. A total number of ten Bantustans were
formed in South Africa for the purpose of separating people of
different ethnic groups. The government also announced that the
people living in these places would be separated from having the
South African citizenship in the future.

The gradual formation of apartheid as a legalized system of
racial discrimination was influenced by the emergence of Afrikaner
nationalism, an ideology that promoted Afrikaner's supremacy and
pride in response to British invasion as well as the threat from blacks,
who were resisting subordination. During this period, the Afrikaner
people had endured British Colonial rules and throughout the 19th
century, they were sustained only by maintaining their cultural identity
in terms of language and religion. In this way, they cultivated a sense
of group nationalism. By perceiving political power through national
unity, the Afrikaners led them to a position to guide the country in the
direction they desired. The greatest desire of the Nationalist Party
was to take over the major institutions like economy, politics and
education. In order to achieve its goals, the National Party had designed
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a system which elevated the whites over other racial groups through
economic and political appropriation.In comparison to the apartheid
policies in South Africa, there were little instances in Botswana. This
place was originally a British Protectorate which was most of the
time taken as the refuge for the South African blacks victimised under
apartheid. It was a fertile ground where farming was the ultimate
source of human livelihood. People from South Africa were exiled in
this land in search of security and safety from the cruel nature of
apartheid. Botswana being a refuge had suffered a lot under tribalism
showed off some of the critical perspectives of the white rule. The
tribal leaders had occupied a major place in ruling the people of this
nation and they followed most of the critical policies of apartheid.
They traumatised the common folk and removed their individual liberty
to live peacefully. But, the troubles of apartheid as seen in South
Africa were much larger in the hardships of tribalism as applied in
this peace-oriented nation. Apartheid changed the socio-cultural identity
of the blacks in South Africa and the neighbouring countries. Bessie
Head, being a victim of this policy reveals her inner experiences through
her famous novel When Rain Clouds Gather. The novel deals with
the themes of colonialism, apartheid, exile, racial difference, gender
inequality, women empowerment and other social issues. All these
are centred on the structure of the plot. The political circumstances
as presented in the novel are quite significant. The characters in the
novel are exiled in Botswana due to apartheid troubles of South Africa.
Their most difficult tasks are their own adaptation and their acceptance
inside the community. Head practically experiences the social evils
going on in the society and she practically examines the facts with
realistic fervour. She writes the plot taking an account of her past
experiences. The protagonist Makhaya is presented as a South African
refugee. The novelist uses her husband's struggle against the system,
his determination to escape it, his exciting flight across the border
into Bechuanaland to introduce the character of Makhaya. (Eilersen
96) Makhaya'snew settlement in Botswana is the beginning of a quest

93




for psychic wholeness. He does not find happiness and peace ina
country which forces him every day to fill his heart with hate in order
to survive. He leaves South Africa because he refuses to marry and
have children in a country where black men are called 'boy’, 'dog' and
'kaffir (16). He "simply feels like moving out of a part of Africa that
lies mentally and spiritually dead through the constant perpetuation of
false beliefs". (16). He leaves his country in the hope of finding a better
place where he would be free and would find at last "the road of peace
of mind" (20). However, he is deluded by the illusion that everything is
going to solve itself out from complexities, because he is living in a free
country. But additional disintegration and more shattering of his soul
occur before he attains psychic wholeness. The concepts of refugeeism
and tribalism threaten his quest, on the kindness of some villagers, and
the struggle for food. When Makhaya arrived for the first time in
Botswana, he became stateless. He could not return to South Africa
and had no proper identity in Botswana. He was kept in specific villages
to restrict their movements. They had to report regularly to the police
station and their exile status kept them always poor. But Makhaya's
story is optimistic in the sense that in spite of the interruptions from the
politicians, he was well accepted by the villagers while most of the time
refugees were not always given proper places with the local population
(Eilersen 88). It is nevertheless time that has recreated the setting of
the story in the village of GolemaMmidi that plays an important part in
the process of exploration.

The concept of exile is critical in terms of its justification about
human progress. Generally, exile means to be away from one's home,
while either being explicitly refused permission to return or being
threatened with imprisonment or death upon return. It can be
understood as a form of brutality and separatenss. There are primarily
two types of exile. One is, internal and the other is external. Internal
exile is a forced re-settlement within the country and external exile is
expulsion outside the country. Though it is used to describe an
individual's situation, it is also used for especially ethnic or national
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groups or for an entire authority. Terms such as diaspora and refugee
describe group exile, both voluntary and forced. Exile can also be a
self-imposed departure from one's homeland. Self-exile is often
depicted as a form of protest by the person who claims it, to avoid
persecution or legal matters, an act of shame or repentance, or isolating
oneself to be able to devote time to a particular pursuit. In Article 9 of
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, it is stated that "No one
shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile." (UN General
Assembly art.9) During the 1960s, South Africa became the scene
of armed struggles between white minority regimes and national
liberation movements which had been forced to employ violence to
achieve freedom and independence. The struggles were not confined
to these countries alone but extended into neighbouring countries and
eventually into other parts of Africa and gradually the world at large.
Botswana played an important role in the formation of a society resulted
from the concept of exile. For many years, Botswana was a secured
haven for political activists and exiled members of banned political
organizations in white minority ruled territories. Many Batswana risked
their lives by providing safe hideouts for political activists fleeing
imprisonment, torture, and death threats by the white minority regimes.
Botswana had to bear the costs of hosting political refugees,
administering refugee centres and providing travel expenses, education,
and medical care. It was affected by the events of the armed struggle
both in terms of security and economy. Botswana supported a peaceful
settlement to the problems in South Africa. It endorsed the 1969
Lusaka Manifesto crafted by presidents Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia
and Julius Nyerere of Tanzania to liberate South Africa. Botswana
was also a member of the Frontline States and participated at the
Lusaka Commonwealth Conference of 1979 and in the same year
hosted negotiations between the South African Prime Minister P.W
Botha and Kaunda. It also provided a forum for talks between the
apartheid regime and independent African states. Furthermore,
Botswana participated in the Lancaster House talks that resulted in
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the independence of Zimbabwe in 1980. There was a great deal of
pressure on Botswana from the white ruled territories to stop support
for the liberation movements. Botswana was attacked on several
occasions by its neighbours for allegedly harbouring terrorists.
Although Bechuanaland stayed outside the direct conflict between
the South African white minority regimes and the nationalist forces,
yet it was engaged in regional conflicts emerged out from the
geographic position. With the war progressing, security inside
Botswana deteriorated and areas along the border were attacked on
several occasions by Rhodesian and South African security forces.
Apartheid and Tribalism were no less destructive than the impact
of colonialism. These evil practices were very harsh for the blacks in
South Africa and Botswana. As part of colonial expansion, the whites
dominated the blacks brutally. Unable to bear the troubles and atrocities
of the whites, the blacks of South Africa migrated to Botswana. There,
they encountered a new environment and started to live happily than
their past. This new life of the blacks encouraged them to form their
own cultural identity. The condition of exile played the role of a catalyst
in historical recreation. An enquiry about the source of the nation's
unique socio-historical existence finds its place in various constructed
and inherited identities of race, tribe and gender that controlled
Botswana for a long time. Bessie Head's When Rain Clouds Gather
is written on the basis of this reality of Botswana. The novelist presents
the interconnectedness of apartheid, exile and tribalism towards the
formation of history in this country. She not only acts as an advocate
for racial tolerance and equality, but also evidently puts herself forward
as a crusader for justice. Her writing clearly attempts to present
women in history from where they have been resolutely and
conventionally excluded on the basis of their otherness. Though she
confronts the issue of gender discrimination in patriarchal society, yet
she courageously restores and rehabilitates the image of woman in
Botswana. She presents herself from the inconceivable and seems
particularly drawn to women whole heartedly. The identity of her
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women is portrayed as strong, decisive, intelligent, dignified and
rational, quite capable of confronting their male counterparts bravely.
She observes the social stereotypes on women very minutely and
creates a vision to transcend such stereotypes by introducing a new
world for women. The women in Botswana are presented as good
competitors in the patriarchal set up. They follow some stereotypical
rules which define their identity. The novelist encourages her women
in all the fields. She advocates a universal vision of humanism to be
established in this country. In my research, I have attempted to assert
the above ideas and thereby tried to analyse the characters of the
novel who struggle to overcome their troubles and adapt to their new
situations during exile. In the process of recreation, the historical
identity of Botswana is also shaped in accordance with the changes
in socio-political scenario.

The literature of South Africa has primarily been concerned
with the brutality of apartheid. For long, this kind of inhuman practice
dominated all spheres of life in this land from material to spiritual and
thereby infused the people with the trauma of the colonial past. The
treatment of apartheid degraded the inner identity of these people
who were troubled and lost in the horizon. In his The African Image,
published in 1962, Es'kiaMphahlele suggests,

As long as the white man's politics continue to impose on us a
ghetto existence, so long shall the culture and therefore literature of
South Africa continue to shrivel up, to sink lower and lower; and for
so long shall we in our writing continue to reflect only a minute fraction
of life. (Mphahlele 109).

Mphahlele claims that there exists a realistic zeal of disclosing
the real facts behind writing fiction in black South African literature.
According to him, writers in this nation have strictly followed tradition
without expecting anything beneficial from the modern European life.
The literature of Africa is heavily dependent upon the creativity of
the writers who have greatly contributed to free the common folk
from the oppressive rule of the whites who governed them for long.
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Bessie Head being one of the most well-known and challenging
novelists of South Africa was born in 1937. She was born in a mental
asylum where her white mother was confined due to madness. She
acclaims her mixed parentage in "The preface to Witchcraft" as below.

I was born on the sixth of July in 1937, in Pietermaritzburg Mental
Hospital. The reason for my peculiar birthplace was that my mother
was white and she had acquired me from a black man. She was
judged insane, and committed to the mental hospital while pregnant.
Her name was Bessie Emry Head and I consider it the only honour
South Africans ever did me - naming me after this unknown, lovely
and unpredictable woman. (Head 72)

The conditions of Head's birth are really inauspicious. After birth,
she was offered to be adopted to a white family, but because of her
strange look, they did not accept her. After this incident, she grew up
in a coloured foster-family and achieved her younger stage without
any troubles. Eilersen has commented:

She sometimes explained to her friends that she was often forced
to reel off the facts of her early life: "I was born in Pietermaritzburg
in 1937. My mother died in a mental institution. I was educated ata
mission school outside Durban. So mechanically that these events

more and more unreal to her." (Eilerson 7)
Head is conscious about the ill-treatment of the whites and it is

from her practical suffering under apartheid that she becomes realistic
in presenting the racial negativities. She has proved herself to be 8
social realist by examining all the illegal activities projected upon the
blacks. She puts forward her view that the static concept of death
for the white minority is not the ultimate story of South Africa, beneath
that death there exists a new life. She emphasizes on the survival of
the blacks who are recovered under the changing structure of time.
~ The biographical work entitled Thunder Behind Her Ears by Gillian
Stead Eilersen, first published in 1995, provides a clear and accurate
analysis about Bessie Head as a prominent writer leading the blacks
in Africa. Her nature of writing includes theoretical descriptions of
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Mikhail Bakhtin, Jacques Lacan, Sigmund Freud etc. and her notions
about humanism, feminism, psychoanalysis and nationalism are really
apparent. Many critics have commented that Head's first novel When
Rain Clouds Gather (1968) deals extensively with the agricultural
changes in Botswana and its impact upon the mass protest against
the whites. The novel has an underlying tone of both romance and
pastoralism. In most of her novels, the spiritual transformations are
evident in case of the protagonists which deal with the conditions of
women in the midst of troublesome African environment and the re-
creation of a new world. Her other two significant novels of the trio,
Maru (1971) and A Question of Power (1973) have been analysed in
terms of the exploration of individual politics. The noteworthy qualities
behind the narrative of When Rain Clouds Gather are the presentation
of optimistic and expressive resilience, reconstruction of society and
perfection of social ghetto. The famous critic Lloyd Brown has
commented that the negativity in her morality and world-view are
really distinct. Some critics do not consider Head in using her life
events and practicalities in the literary works. They find the novelist
to be centred on the exilic consciousness deeply involved inside the
institution of apartheid. Head has clarified that she observes a large
number of people from South Africa including the writer Nadine
Gordimer who have used the framework of exile with sensibility. The
newly created identity of home in Botswana paves a logical way for
fulfilling her expectations in life. The basic argument that she tries to
justify is the notion of exile which is the ultimate survival strategy for
those who are victimised under the strict laws of apartheid. She
criticises apartheid laws and feels that lack of interconnectedness
between her feelings and her belonging to the native land has
developed her ideas on exile and reformation.

In her novel, Head focuses on the formation of history during
the period of apartheid. The racial discrimination between the blacks
and the whites provides a new way of looking at history which
encompasses issues of nation, identity and nationalism. The narrative
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of the novel develops around different characters taken from diverse
sections of the society in Botswana. It brings new aspects of unity
and harmony amidst diversity. The cruelty of racial discrimination is
primarily projected as a mental construction where the term black
becomes useless without the projection of white. As Franz Fanon
puts in, not only must the black man be black; he must be black in
relation to the white man (Fanon 110). It is not confined to the colour
consciousness of the Negros from European vision. Rather, it isa
constructed mode of domination which gives birth to the concept of
other. Fanon argues that the Negro plays the role of other for the
Europeans. It is analogous to the role of other played by the female
with regard to the male. This kind of identity crisis had for long divided
mankind. In Botswana, the people before independence lived under
British protectorate. The country got its name from the Tswana, the
largest ethnic group during British colonialism. The savage and cruel
practice of Tribalism continued in Botswana even after its
independence in 1966. This form of Tribalism is nothing but an offshoot
of colonialism which is much like the British rule and which was
implemented through power and authority. Gender violence is the
unfavourable treatment of a society which is based on prejudice, race,
tribe, place and sex. It is often assumed to mean the use of physical,
emotional and mental oppression applied in order to cause emotional,
physical and mental domination.The story of the novel starts with the
protagonist MakhayaMaseko. He is found anxious in separating
himself from his past. He is determined about his desire to leave his
past behind, but has become uncertain about his future. As a young
Zulu activist, he recently came out of prison and planned to leave
South Africa unable to bear the inhuman treatment under apartheid.
His sole desire is to live in a free and liberal country where he can
enjoy the basic needs of life. Although he has no extreme desire
about the quality of freedom he enjoys in another country, yet he
wants to be free from his present troubles in South Africa. He opts
for a future in Botswana that grants him the basic human rights. His
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new life in Botswana is to seek for peace and happiness. His
experience in South Africa made his life bitter and distrustful. As a
refugee, he finds peace in Botswana. He meets an old woman who
provides him shelter for the first night of his arrival. The selfish attitude
of the old woman towards this hapless refugee informs that Botswana
is no paradise, but a place that has its humane qualities of life. After
being formally registered as a refugee, Makhaya meets Dinorego, 2
wise old man of GolemaMmidi, a village in Botswana. Dinorego helps
him settle down to a quiet search for peace and contentment.
GolemaMmidi is a unique location for refugees of South Africa who
are exiled and who have faced unbearable tragedies in their lives. .
Though geographically the place is dry and arid, yet it is well suited to
Makhaya. Here, he finds the rural community radically distinct from
his urban ghetto existence in South Africa. After being ruthlessly
divorced by her husband, the old woman of the locality, Mma-Milipede
sought refuge in GolemaMmidi. She, like Dinorego, exemplifies a
systematic settlement of life in Botswana. Gilbert planned something
new and helped the villagers in starting a co-operative farming project
that is to yield a good production and his only dream is to see
GolemaMmidi becoming a globally recognised agricultural community.
Though Gilbert's background and lineage is English, yet he comes
forward to do everything good for the people of Botswana. It's a
positive sign of mixture between the culture of the high society and
. the low. Makhaya is appointed as the leader of the women. He comes
to the forefront and engages himself in the process of cultivation
along with the women. Paulina Sebeso, a widowed woman having
two children leads all the women of GolemaMmidi to form a concrete
frame in agricultural development. She also desires to have Makhaya
as her future life partner which is symbolic of women's activeness
and empowerment in building the nation. The tribal chiefs like Chief
Matenge and his brother Sekoto often disturb the activities of the
people, but to no avail. People under the guidance of Gilbert, Dinorego
and Makhaya became so strong that in the end they removed the
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entire process of tribal rule in the village. Chief Matenge committed
suicide under the pressure of the people which is an evidence of
unity in diversity in the socio-cultural construction of Botswana. Head
throws light on the changing nature of history which records the
* documentation of events in different periods and situations.

Head speaks more appropriately about her individual
experiences. It is due to the heterogeneous reality of society that her
works become cross cultural. In the post-modern world, the social
issues are treated differently that have re-formulated the human
perceptions. The genre of autobiography has a tradition of writing
originally by the male writers ignoring the females. But, Head has
proved to be an established woman writer who breaks the traditional
model and thereby recreates literature of the blacks. She understands
that the journey of a woman writer in literature is all the time
unwelcome and it leads to complex criticism upon the reductive nature
of individualism. It is her lack of imagination and aesthetic control
over issues that leads her to concentrate on her personal experiences.
Head's works are full of artistic techniques and they are connected
to the mobility of human life. She suggests that art is inharmonious
with autobiography. The fiction along with autobiography is rigid to
the conventional forms and models and they stick to the norms of the

society. The language is the medium which binds the relations among
 different aspects of the society. But, in relation to women's writing in
Africa, there is a complexity about using language to expose the inner
feeling of the female writers. This is mostly visible in terms of writing
autobiography. Here, women become perplexed in finding the proper
language to explore the hidden realities as the society is rooted in
male tradition. Head comments that tradition interrupts writing and
“blocks all the possibilities of women's feelings to disclose publicly.
Tradition is ramparted against the appropriation of women's ideas
and it hardly provides the scope for logical presentation of women's
issues. Head feels that life has taught her how to fight against the

- social evils and she portrays her individual image on that ground. She
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does not use the conventional form of writing autobiography. Her writing
is unique in the mode of declining the conventional identities and she
constructs a new form of autobiography of her own. Conceming novels,
she uses the fabular form in maximum number of her fictions that is
pertinent. The use of fables has increased the beauty of her novels and
the purity of her writing. In this context a comment by the Athenian
aristocrat Phaedrus can be mentioned. As long as the first century A.
D., Phaedrus said about the fables like this.

The slave, being liable to punishment for any offence, since he
dared not say outright what he wished to say, projected his personal
sentiments into fables and eluded censure under the guise of jesting
with made-up stories. (Birberik 133) . v

The oppression that Head faces in her individual life projects a
clear picture about the influence of power which arises from a
hierarchical system existing among different categories of people.
Being a writer of mixed origins, she plays different roles in life - an
orphan, the daughter of a white mother and a black father, an exiled
woman in Botswana, a victim of apartheid and so on. After going
through the hurdles of life, she establishes herself as a black African
writer who proves to be suspicious about the. white rule. She is
categorised in this black writing with the specific purpose of writing
for the blacks who suffer a lot. The strict and destructive structure of
South Afiica has most of the time interrupted the struggles of Head
towards liberty and literary development. There was small amount of
chances for survival inside the brutality of apartheid. She took good
care of those chances and thereby re-presented the realities long
suppressed under the white regime. Her exile in Botswana is a
platform through which she formulated her policies to fight against
apartheid laws. It is because of her critical nature of existence that
she, in Foucauldian terms, has become someone who - assumes
responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play
spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation
in which he simultaneously plays both roles: he becomes the principle
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of his own subjection. (Foucault 202-203) My research work is an
exploration of the evils of apartheid policies in South Africa and its
expansion to the nearby countries. Efforts are made to understand
the cruelties under apartheid and the conditions of people becoming
the victims. Actually, apartheid had shattered the common life of the
blacks in the southern part of Africa. Originating in South Africa,
apartheid had ruled out the identity of the blacks and they were racially
differentiated from the whites in participating the public affairs. In
my study of Bessie Head's When Rain Clouds Gather, I have found
out the issues like colonialism, apartheid, tribalism, exile, women
empowerment etc. as relevant to the structure of the novel and have
gathered proper evidences in their justification. The novel is set up in
the backdrop of colonialism practiced by the Europeans. Apartheid
was also relevant in terms of the construction of history in South
Africa and Botswana. The cultural identity of people in these two
nations is also explored in terms of the changing social scenario. The
cruel nature of Tribalism is also analysed in the context of the story
of the novel where it is found that due to the impact of some Tribal
chiefs like Matenge and Sekoto, the progress in Botswana had become
slow. Regarding women empowerment, the case of Botswana is
unique. Here, the women are found struggling hard to make a change
in the patriarchal set up. They have come forward in spite of having
tribal domination and the apartheid cruelties. They, with the help of
their male counterparts, have reshuffled their individual identities and
thereby make a total change in the socio-cultural atmosphere. The
notion of exile is also justified in terms of the practical experiences of
the novelist during her hard days in South Africa. It is in her exile in
Botswana that she has become able to write about the realistic aspects
of the blacks.My present research work includes the analysis of such
a perspective that contributes not only to a better understanding of
her work, but also to a more distinct concept of African feminism in
global context.It is clear that Head is propagating an African vision
of feminism in Southern Africa, not a radical, exclusionist vision of
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the world, but one in which men and women are equal partners, and
work together in harmony. African feminism is a strategy that .the
women in Africa have had to consciously adopt for their own.slll'Vlval
and identity in the face of race, class and gender oppression. The
necessity to be self-reliant, resourceful, and to some extent,' even
militant, forms the core of their feminism. While retaining the traditional
privileging of family and community, Head's women Ch.al'aCtefs
nevertheless succeed in asserting their own individualism and
independence, and this enables them to carve out an independent
identity for themselves in society. In logical terms, the present re.search
work can be considered as a fruitful step towards undel:standmg the
conditions of people, especially the women in South Africa as vyell as;
in Botswana who are changed in accordance with the changing o
time and circumstances.
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PartI1
Historical contour, Life writings and
heritage studies.




Archaeological and Anthropological
Perspective of Heritage in Assam and
Adjoining States.

Dr. Dwipen Bezbaruah

From the perspective of cultural heritage Assam is one of the
few places bestowed with remarkable diversities. It is the abode of a
good number of ethnic groups besides the caste and religious
communities with distinct history, linguistic and socio-cultural
characteristics. Its openings on one hand to the southeast Asian
territories and on the other to the mainland India have acted as a
major catalyst in turning the state into a repository of diverse cultural
heritage through ages. This plurality in the cultural heritage of Assam
can be sensed in its history, archaeology, art, architecture, performing
arts, oral tradition and numerous tangible and intangible aspects of
the culture to mention few. The Neolithic and early cultural beginnings
as evident from the findings from the erstwhile North Cachar hills
and foothills of Assam-Meghalaya border which continued to that of
megalithic and early historic tradition flourished to a phase of artifactual
grandeur indicated by the famous Ambari site of ancient city of
Guwahati. This unique cultural heritage of Assam having its root in
the prehistoric past regained vitality in the ancient Kamrupa and in
the subsequent period with the advent of the Ahom kings. In fact, the
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germination of the geocultural concept of Assam is considered as a
contribution of the long sixteen hundred years of existence of the Ahom
monarchy. This legacy of the tradition was refurbished with a touch of
eternal retouching through the propagation of the doctrine of neo
Vaishnavism by the iconic saint Sankardeva in the fifteenth century
medieval Assam. The mainstream socioreligious life of the region was
shaped by this historic event which culminated in the establishment of
the significant cultural institutions surrounding neo Vaishnavite dormitories-
the satras, the largest river island Majuli being its focal seat.

The region is also endowed with palpable natural diversities which
as understood anthropologically has its impact on the manifestation
of multiple ethnographic entities. The hills and the valleys, the
floodplains and the plateaus, the forests and the wetlands each
endowed with distinct cultural entities speaks of the oft-quoted
phenomenon of nature culture relationship. The ethnodiversities of
the region can hardly be separated from the faunal and floral diversities,
rather it needs to be understood in its totality for a meaningful
reconstruction. Several symposia and colloquium organised in the past
have highlighted these aspects partially but what is needed is a
concerted effort on the part of scholars transcending disciplinary
boundaries and embracing beyond academic circle the cultural activists
and performing artist to formulate an action plan highlighting areas
and ways to augment the discourses on cultural heritage of Assam.
The term heritage has in the recent past seems to have been generously
used particularly in the field of culture and archaeology. Academia as
well as government and other executing authorities have developed a
considerable leaning towards heritage and allied studies. International
agencies like United Nation Educational, Social and Cultural

- Organisation (UNESCO) has also given considerable importance to
heritage pespective and we are well aware of the craving for being
accorded the heritage status to places of significance. Sites and places .
with cultural, historical and archaeological significance tops the list of
UNESCO heritage sites. State agencies like the Archaeolgical Survey
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of India and department of Archaeology and Culture in the states
have assiduously been performing the task of ascribing heritage status
to monuments, relics and sites in different nook and corner of the
country. The country has a state funded Institute of Heritage Reseurch
and Management in the National capital. When we speak of our omn
state of Assam heritage in common parlance signifies alongwith other
signs and symbols the Ahom relics of Sibsagar and the temple of
Kamakhya as far as history and archaeology of the region is
concerned. Although a number of International and National seminars
and symposium on Heritage of Assam has been organised there has
been less discussion on the theoretical and empirical implication of
heritage in the context of the Assam and adjoining states.
Heritage is a concept that has its development and expansion in
the lap of the modern nation state. UNESCO's charter on heritage
site in the very beginning declares "Considering that deterioration or
disappearance of any item of the cultural or natural heritage constitutes
a harmful impoverishment of the heritage of all the nations of the
world". The definition of cultural heritage by UNESCO begins with
the term monuments of archaeological significance. The national
culture is therefore very much emphasised by UNESCO in its
delineation of heritage. Benedict Anderson believes that museum
allowed the state to appear as the guardian of tradition, and this power
was enhanced by the infinite reproducibility of the symbols of tradition
(Anderson, 1991, pp. 163-184). The idea of heritage can also be
viewed in the same perspective in the present context when the state
defines and arbitrates the national culture, The Indian state also tries
to delimit the monuments, relics and sites of archaeological
significance through legislation. There is also a division of
administrative jurisdiction over the monuments and sites between the
central and the state government. The interpretation becomes
somewhat more sanctified with added glorification when interpreted
in terms of fundamentalist national history. Vey often core archaeology
is also invoked to own or disown myths of history. The engagement
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of archaeologist in the bygone days in resolving the much debated
complex issue of Ram Janambhumi-Babri Masjid is a glaring example
in this regard. Archaeological history is a Complex multifaceted
process of which the present bespeak very little and anthropology
unveils tip of the iceberg ultimately providing a very myopic
perspective of heritage.

Museum which is a colonial innovation acting as defining
parameter of a nation state has very well been utilised for showcasing
of culture and heritage. The definition of the museum according to
International Council of Museum was adopted by the 22nd General
Assembly of ICOM in Vienna, Austria on 24th of August 2007.

"A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service
of society and its development, open to the public, which acquires,
conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and
intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the purposes
of education, study and enjoyment".

The definition of museum by ICOM thus goes beyond the
national boundaries and tries to universalise the concept with
incorporation of tangible and intangible aspects of heritage.

Heritage Perspective in North Eastern Region

North Eastern region is a territory of cultural and social assortment
where historical and cultural boundaries transcend political borders.
The region intercedes the southeast Asian territory and the mainland
India the effect of which is evident in the sociocultural domain. The
region can roughly be divided into two physiographic zones, the
Hima}ayan belt in the north of the Brahmaputra and the non Himalayan
tract in the south of the Brahmaputra basin. Majority of the Stone
Age sites recorded till date lies in the non Himalayan belt in a high
altitude with high concentration of megalithic remains. The plains of
the Brahmaputra and the Barak, the foothills of Arunachal Pradesh
and the Imphal valley is dotted by some of the monuments of early
and late historical phases. Community association with most of the
archaeological relics is what make situation more pertinent with many
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of the stone age tradition still continuing to the present. For example
the ground stone celts which is related to the neolithic phase is very
often collected by village folk from jhum fields, foothills, forests
and agricultural field. Known commonly as Braja Sila in the villages
of Assam. the Karbis term it as Choterachu while the Garos term it
as Goiri Gitchi. Each of the society has magicoreligious beliefs
associated with the celts.

The megalithic remains which are abundant in the Naga and
Khasi Hills have deep rooted sociocultural context that can hardly be
ignored. Mention can be made of Hutton (1926) who records four
types of commemorative stones among the Angamis namely Dahu
(rectangular pyramidal building), Tehuba (A raised stone space
surrounded by separate points on which man can sit), Kwehu
(memorials to the dead built in the form of a mound of earth paved
with stone) and Baze (rectangular stone platform usually with stone
steps). Similarly S N Rao (1993) has recorded the local terms the
Khasis use to refer to the megaliths. Rao classifies the megaliths
among the Khasis into two categories viz the memorial and funerary
and records eight types of funerary stones among them and common
among them are Mawkynroh or a small stone burial cist for the
individual, mawbah the rectagular clan tomb, mawlanti or three upright
stones erected on the way leading to the tomb, mawksing or set of
five upright stones erected by the clan members along the path and
mawbynna or set of five upright stones with a flat table stone inf
front. Similarly he records four types of memorial stones as mausmai
or stone for peace settlement at mausmai, mau-in-lu the stone of the
salt, mau-flong the grassy stone, mau-flong, the grassy stone and
mau-mlu or the upturned stone. The megalithic remains in the Karbi
Anglong hills of Assam are associated with water sources and
structurally consist of single standing stone with a stone platform in
front similar to the structures erected as a part of death ritual by the
Karbis residing the plains termed respectively as Longe and Longdang
(Bezbaruah;2005). The historical remains are mostly temples and
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worshiping places with sculptures of gods and godesses with few
monarchical settlements. The anthropomorphic and non
anthropomorphic features of the temples and other worshipping places
needs to be studied for getting a holistic picture of the communities
and their social background which ultimately shaped the historical
trajectory in this region. Another significant part of understanding
anthropo-archaeological aspect of heritage of the region is rock art
manifested in the form engravings not only in megalithic remains but
recorded in open rock surfaces which the present author have tried
to document and study for the first time in the academic history of
the region (Bezbaruah 2016).

The fluidity of sociopolitical situation is surcharged with
reinvention and assertion of ethnic self where history and archaeology
can be effective tool as cultural marker. After locating many of the
megalithic sites in Karbi Anglong the KAAC in the last decade of the
twentieth century took up the project of organising megalithic heritage
conservation day and the first and the second megalithic monument
conservation day were observed in 1997 and 1998. The Karbi leaders
who assiduously organised the event with the conviction of the
megalithic remains as patrimonial heritage useful for tracing back the
past of the community. However, with the dislodging of ASDC from
power the organisation instrumental to expanding the Karbi solidarity,
the event was no more organised by the changed political leadership.
Thus it is evident that the understanding of heritage in Assam and NE
_ India is acomplex issue and the backdrop discussed should be carefully

- considered for that heritage usage in this region.
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Life Writing: Some Aspects of
Historical Quest

Arani Saikia

Introduction ‘
Personal accounts of individual lives are alternatively known as

life story, life history and life sketch. The term 'life writing' is perhaps,
more appropriate to describe collectively the different forms of life
writing - autobiography, biography, memoirs, diaries, personal letters
and essays. It has become one of the most immediate and accessible
modes of writing about any public figure or a literary giant. Biography
is defined in other a number of ways in different periods of literary,
social and cultural history. The Oxford English Dictionary (OED, Vol
I0) defines biography as the history of the lives of individual men as a
branch of literature. Comparatively a later phenomenon or a literary
form other than poetry or drama, biography emerged in late
* seventeenth century. The name connotes a relatively full account of
a person's life, involving the attempt to set forth character,
temperament and social milieu, as well as the facts of the subject's
activities and experiences. Autobiography is defined in the Oxford
English Dictionary as the writing of one's own history, the story of
one's life written by himself (OED, Vol. I). Autobiography is literally
a person's recording of his own life through introspection. Here the
subject is the author himself; it is generally written in the first person
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and covers most or an important phase of the author’s life. The term
"autobiography' was first used in 1809 at the height of the Romantic
period. The first formal use of the word in print was W.P. Scargill's
volume The Autobiography of a Dissenting Minister in 1834
(Abbs,1984,513). :

The French critic Philippe Lejeune gives modern definition of
autobiography as 'a retrospective prose narrative produced by a real
person concerning his own existence, focusing on his individual life, in
particular on the development of his personality’ (Birch,2009,83). Its
importance is recognised as a means of self-examination, self-creation
and self-regeneration. This self-conscious act ‘aspires to capture the
process of self-recognition and hopes that it would assist the pilgrim
towards self-realisation' (Suhrud,2009,8). The nature of autobiography
was first discussed by Roy Pascal in Design and Truth in Autobiography
(1960). He defined, Autobiography is historical in method and at the
same time the representation of the self in and through its relations
with the outer world. (Pascal, 1960,8) is to be distinguished from memoir,
in which the emphasis is not on the author's developing self but on the
people and events that the author knew or had opportunity to observe
and experience. Private diary or journal, which isa day-to-day record
of the events in a person's life, written for personal use and pleasure,
with little or no thought of publication are also important sources
(Abrams,1957,15). An autobiographer is expected to be impersonal
and objective in self-portrayal. A memoirist may sound more personal
and subjective. The voice of any auto/biographical work brings together
narration and interpretation of the author.

The most important aspect of an autobiography is the individuality
of the experience and expression. The narrative can be a powerful
means of communicating various experiences which might give
different meaning to different readers. It is the means by which the
autobiographer recounts, understands and expresses his or her own
identity (Eakin,1999,100). Autobiographies have always been a popular
form of writing because the unique experiences of an individual provide
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the readers a sense of joy in knowing others in addition to
instructional values contained in them. Some autobiographies have
universal appeal. For example, autobiographies of M. K. Gandhi,
Jawaharlal Nehru, Benjamin Franklin have retained the universal
appeal long after they were published.

No person is blessed enough to write a complete account of his
or her life. Biography is a relatively full account of a man's life and,
therefore, biography is as important as autobiography. The biographer
carries in his voice the power to define people and their places in
history, to characterise a nation and transmit its value and to support
or undermine accepted cultural values (Backscheider, 1999,8). A
biography makes human nature understandable to others. It tries to
open up the reasons behind a particular life-style and way of thinking.
Biographer's selection of his subject as an extraordinary individual
does not mean that he is confined to that individual only, a person is
known also in terms of his time and involvement with the social
environment. He or she is mostly the product of the circumstances
and, therefore, social, cultural, literary and political influences cannot
be ignored. It is the biography that raises question such as how 2
particular person's personal and public life relate to and effect one
another. The political and economic factors as well as the cultural
achievements of the people, their traditions, needs and aspirations
come under observation of the biographer. The biographers situate
. themselves in between the readers and the subjects from a distant
time and inexperience. The major missions of humanity being religion,
politics, literary and cultural activities, they are the basic inspiration
for most of the life-writings (Mishra, 2004, Introduction). The
biographer collaborates facts with some amount of imagination. The
proportion of facts and imagination is maintained by the biographer’s
skill of balancing the evidence with the interpretation.

Be it biography, autobiography, a memoir or even a life sketch,
there is always a hidden element of inspiration. Behind every life
writing there must be an instinctive urge from within. An external
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stimulus may also play the trick and produce a positive result. Ishwar
Chandra Vidyasagar (1820-1891) explicated the purpose of writing
life-stories in a straight forward way, - first, they showed how some
people overcame immense obstacles to achieve great things; and
second, they illuminated the cultural, social, and historical backdrops
against which such persons played out their lives (Dasgupta, 2010,178).
There are different ways in which an autobiography or a
biography can be read:
: » As the repository of the understanding of a person
» Asdescription of time and endeavours of individual life which
usually becomes an inspiring experience for others
» Asa source of information to be used by professional historian
subject to verification
» As an expression of world-view of a particular individual or
a generation

IL Life Writing and History

Life writing is a dependable source of history. They are naturally
good source for reconstruction of the lives of the celebrities. Its relation
with history is a subject for research. ‘Biography is a study of time,
not just of a person' (Nanda,2009,250). The forces causing change
and progress in human life and history, are portrayed in a biography.
Francis Bacon (1561-1626) in his three part distinctions among the
kinds of history, spoke of biography, two others being chronicle and
narrative. The lives, according to him, represent people containing'a
more true, native, and lively representation’ (Parke,2002,13). For most
of the time, the biographer studies the individual as a text, and for a
complete analysis of the character, the whole society turns to be the
text. In this process, the biographer records time with all its
distinctiveness. As such biographical studies are a distinct way to
comprehend and analyse historical moments. Research on life writings
may be considered as 'a nuanced methodology that allows the historian
to shift gaze from the general theme and theory to the particular and
precise experience of people and groups' (Brown, 2011, 4).
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Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881), the philosopher historian famously
remarked that the history of the world is but the biography of great
men. He asserted in On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in
History that heroes shape history through both their personal attributes
and divine inspiration (Carlyle,1840). This kind of certainty
demonstrates the general idea of the time that biographies help to
understand society. The German historian Leopold von Ranke (1795-
1886) utilised memoirs, diaries, letters, diplomatic reports and ori ginal
narratives of eye-witnesses as primary sources to gather information
for his historical writings. Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) remarked
that there is properly no history, only biography. Sunil Khilnani recently
explored the lives of fifty historical figures who according to him
shaped India and commented that it is the lives of individuals that
offer a useful thread to enter into the labyrinth of Indian history, to
know better its creativity and conflicts (Khilnani,2015,12). Sunil
Khilnani's Incarnations is focused on what he called 'the afterlives of
historical figures'. He admitted that 'India's non-fictional past is
sufficiently complex'. Yet he picked up fifty lives 'to see how they
navigated the intellectual confluences and the practical constraints of
their times, and made choices that changed, in small and large and
sometimes unintended ways, the circumstances of the figures who
succeeded them' (Khilnani,2016, Introduction).

Personal lives are particularly reflected in autobiographies. Though
certain gestures are often repeated in daily life without a single thought
on logic behind it, they cannot be ignored as trivial details. In his book,
The Automaticity of Everyday Life (1997), John A Bargh studied the
practice of everyday life and examined the ways in which people

individualise mass culture, alerting things, from utilitarian objects to street
plans, to rituals, laws and language, in order to make them their own. A
definition of culture goes, 'the sense of ultimate values which a certain
society has and according to which it shape its life' (Husain, 1978,
Introduction). Culture is closely related to the ultimate values of life.
These values influence individual qualities and attitudes. They are, at
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the same time, embodied in the physical objects or the material aspect
of life. From this point of view, culture is reflected in the everyday life.
Individual personhood is culturally constructed and accounts of personal
lives are culture specific. The author reflects upon the life-conditions,
problems and promises relating to the immediate society. Understanding
of his or her social activities and explanations of his or her psychological
world conform to society's norms.

Life writing of a woman is all the more useful for manifold roles
of the subject and the dynamics of society that act upon her. It has
the scope to be interpreted in the light of gender perspectives. The
term gender is understood as a constitutive element of social
relationship based on perceived differences between the sexes, and
as a primary way of signifying relationships of power (Scott, 1988,
42). Since gender itself is a socially constructed definition of women
and men, hence it has social and symbolic expressions. Autobiography
of a woman is, therefore, a reflection of her culturally defined
behaviour. '"Women's autobiographies', says Aparna Basu, 'are
becoming increasingly important as sources of self-perception as well
as providing insights into gender relations, social structure, political
and social change and so on' (Basu, 2009, 263). The 'woman's text'
in colonial India made use of the domestic space and its inhabitants to
commemorate a certain version of traditional culture at a time when
culture was believed to be both in transition and in crisis. It is also
important to see that woman, who was often taught to be submissive
and docile, was attempting at self-expression by revealing her
innermost feelings. A woman's autobiography generally deals with
the various relationships like those with her parents, siblings and also
with her spouse, children and other women of her family. Her identity
is established on the basis of these relationships. Someway differently,
a man's autobiography is mainly concerned with his work and
achievements. It is seen that man is less concerned of his relationships
and record external events, whereas women concentrate on daily
life, relationships, and personal feelings (Hooten,1992,33). Writing gives
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akind of 'inward freedom' to the woman in releasing emotions; when
it is life writing. Social history is in no way complete without taking
the achievements and experiences of the women in any region at any
given moment of time. To quote Gerda Lerner (1920-2013), an
American pioneer in the field of women's history, History must include
an account of the female experience over time' (Lerner, 1979, 52).
The scope of history is getting wider with time. What had been
traditionally considered anti-historical is treated now as contribution
to historical knowledge. Myth, for example, was rejected in history.
Arthur Marwick considered the objective of history as to challenge
and subside myths (Marwick, 1989, 14). Now a days, memory, fantasy,
narrative and myth are found to be continuously in interaction with
history. A cultural history of any nation can be built upon narratives,
anecdotes and other relevant information of its biographies. As a
source of history, memory has recently become an important category-
Memory based historical studies prescribe for analysis of the past
representations. Along with time, several characters and events gain
significance, they grow larger than life. A theoretician of social memory,
Maurice Halbwachs contrasted memory and history as two
contradictory ways of dealing with the past. In his view, history starts
when social memory and continuous tradition stop operating. As such,

_ there is only one history, but there are as many collective memories
as there are human communities (Halbwachs, 1980). Eric Hobsbawm
(1917-2012) published his The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth
Century 1914-1991 in 1995 and Interesting Times: A Twentieth

" Century Life in 2003. The time frame of both these books is the
same. But he calls one a history and the other a memoir. In his view,
history is what happens, seen from outside, memoirs about what
happens seen from inside (Hobsbawm, 2003, Introduction). It is

possible to understand the implications of a memoir only when we

~ study the subject with some reliable tools available to us.

An autobiographer's treatment of facts is different from that of
a historian. The autobiographer seeks origin of the present condition
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and considers those facts helpful in the evolution of the self. The life
is recreated through creative arrangement of facts. The historian
also tries to understand the past, constituted of events and experiences.
But he is concerned with the explanation of events while an
autobiographer is concerned with the events themselves. Biography,
likewise, differs from history in form and content. Long time ago,
Plutarch (c. 46-120) said that history describes what people do, while
biography reveals who they are. The biographer treats man as an
individual and the historian generally treats man as a part of the whole.

In an interesting essay, 'The Historian as a Biographer', A.J.P. Taylor
very famously said ‘the individual is a great problem for the historian’'.

Every life writing is centred on an individual, but the historian is more

concerned with the 'profound forces' and ‘movements' which give

shape to the individual and his or her world (Taylor,1995,24,35). It is

also possible for the historians to draw appropriate conclusions about

the state, society and the environment under which the individual

lived, worked and made a mark in life. SuryyaKumar Bhuyan (1892-

1964), was an extraordinary example of ‘the historian as a biographer’

in Assam. He began his literary career as a biographer. Gopal Krishna

Gokhale (1916), Rabindranath Tagore (1920), Anundoram Barooah

(1920), An Assamese Nurjahan (1926), Jonaki (14 eminent men)

(1928) and Chaneki (7 eminent women) (1928) are some of his early

biographical works. Judged by his study of the lives of Bismarck and

Lord Beaverbrook, we may say that A.J.P. Taylor was also a very

popular biographer. Obviously he believed in the historic potentiality

of Life writing. Historians look at the world of the subject and relate

the surrounding events with the viewpoint of the subject. Historians

‘hesitate to express anything not supported by evidence. But the

reminiscences are not based on any definite source. They are accounts

of the world as seen and experienced by the individual.

IIL. Historical Background of Life Writing _
The form of life writing as perceived by the west was quite
alien to the Indians before the arrival of the British. From the thirteenth
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century, the Ahoms introduced in Assam the tradition of recording
the Buranjis which were chronicles centring round the Ahom royalty
in the capital. They were not individual accounts. The tradition of
- chronicle writing both in the Tai-Ahom language and Assamese
continued down to the early twentieth century. It might indirectly
have inspired the Vaishnava followers to write down the lives of their
gurus in the fifteenth century. The first form of biography in Assamese
was the Caritas - life accounts of the Vaishnava saints of Assam.

_ The Guru Carita Katha is a famous compilation of biographies covering
the lives of twenty five Vaishnava saints, more particularly of
Sankaradeva (1449-1568) and Madhavadeva (1489-1 597).

Alokeranjan Dasgupta, observed that in the Caritas, ‘the identifying

trait is that of fervent devotion' (Dasgupta, 2004,158). Going beyond

the debatable points in the Caritas, the Guru Carita Katha is an

invaluable source of history (Saikia, 2013,4).

The autobiographical literature in English inspired some
Indians to write about their life histories in the western mode.
Bengal being the first province to come in contact with the English,
most of the early Indian autobiographies were written by Bengali
elites. Rammohun Roy's (1772-1833) Autobiographical Letter
(1832-33) was a pioneering example. Rammohun was considered
a'valuable product' of the complex interactions between a literate,
multi-lingual Indian culture and English language and European
print culture (Pollock,2004,220). Modern Assamese literature was
influenced by the intellectual movement centering Calcutta, known
as Bengal Renaissance.

Perhaps, the true spirit of the Bengal Renaissance is captured
~ in Shivanath Shastri's classic work Ramtanu Lahiri O Tatkalin
Bangasamaj. Ramtanu Lahiri (1813-1898) was an educationist
remarkable for his integrity of character and moral courage. First
published in 1904, this biography has run into many editions. Such a
biography as this is as complete and connected both as a biography
and history. Sushobhan Sarkar (1900-82) observed that the impact of
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British rule, bourgeois economy and modern western culture was felt
in Bengal and produced an awakening known as the Bengal
Renaissance (Sarkar,1946,3). Subrata Dasgupta explained the term
‘Bengal Renaissance’ as the revolutionary awakening of the Indian
mind in the nineteenth century (Dasgupta, 2010,2,352). The new way
of writing about one's own life, was also a part of nationalist
consciousness. In A History of Indian Literature, S. K. Das observed
that biographies were becoming popular in all Indian languages by
the end of the nineteenth century (Das,1991,261). The lives of social
reformers and national heroes were widely read. M. K. Naik was of
the view that biography, like prose fiction gained a distinct identity in
India with the spread of western education (Naik,1985,Introduction).
After the coming of the Eminent Victorians by Lytton Strachey in
1918, it became for many, the major western model in this field. But
the literary gift of Strachey is not given to all. Over the years, life
writing has come of its own and captured the imagination of readers.

IV Emergence of Modern Assamese Life Writing

Modem life writing in Assam, like in most parts of India, emerged
as a new genre in the late nineteenth century. Far from the Carita
tradition of eulogising lives, there was an attitude of self-revelation
and self-explanation. Some major Assamese writers embodied in their
life writings different aspects of life in colonial period. These authors
with remarkable insight depicted an image of their land and people.
They knew that they were living in an age of transition and they
responded it in a positive manner. H. K. Barpujari observed that the
Christian missionaries along with the Assamese elites not only
emphasised development of the Assamese literature but also
modernised it, rediscovered Assamese tradition and inspired the social
reformers and the educated class with patriotic feelings
(Barpujari, 1996, 13). The term elite is used to describe a 'segment
which included scions of the old landed classes, industrial
entrepreneurs, highly successful professionals as well as middle and
low level functionaries in the apparatus of colonial government and
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often school teachers, journalists, lawyers, medical licentiates and
preachers propagating the new religious reforms' (Raychaudhuri,
2005,3). A traditional society stood face to face with colonial modernity.
By the term colonial modernity, I refer to the state of affairs different
from that of the western because it was mediated by colonialism.
Social conventions confronted unfamiliar experiments. Rural and
subsistence economy of the land was exposed to many avenues of
colonial economy. It was conceived variously as an age of
modemisation, reforms, revivalism and identity formation. It was visible
through a growing public space, the foundation of educational and
cultural institutions, growth of literature and communicative media. It
was, in fact, a period of remarkable change in the history of Assam.

Assam was then in need of a stimulation. The pride of this
land had suffered under the devilish rule of the Burmese. British
rule replaced Burmese rule. Within a short period rule of law was
established. The British had their own priorities but there is no doubt
that Assamese got a new lease of life under them. There was a
colonial tendency to homogenise regional cultures. The British had
a fair acquaintance with Bengal and had a tendency to treat people
around Bengal as distant cousins of the Bengalis. Thereby a feeling
of cultural superiority of everything by the name Bengali determined
and dominated the scene. There was the cultural need of a people
claiming to represent the Assamese community. Vaishnavite
revivalism was an important site of representation of the educated
generation's search for a cultural identity. It was part of the
‘awakening' within the community. The way Harakanta Sarma
Majundar Barua, Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, Lakshminath
Bezbaroa, Padmanath Gohain Barooah and others responded to
_ their world brought about cultural rejuvenation and respectability to
the people. Their life writings may be accepted as the condensed
versions of their vision of Assam. If not explicitly, 1deolog1cal
moorings spontaneously came up in their narratives.
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V. An Qutline of My Quest

As life studies have assumed new proportions in the state as
well as the national level, I have made a humble effort to understand
a few remarkable Assamese lives. Scholars have been able to draw
a general conclusion on the spirit of the age. But historians have
made very little use of biographies and autobiographies in Assam.
The Assamese life writings have great possibility in documenting the
social and political history of Assam. My present concern is social
history. I have taken a few select lives for study. It is partly an exercise
to explore their attitude towards tradition and modernity. They
symbolise Assamese life and culture at the threshold of modernisation.
In carrying out this study, modernisation is taken to mean a popular
term for the changes brought about in a country like India by contact,
direct or indirect, with a Western country (Srinivas,2005,53). The
'modern' is an elusive construct. Modermnity is, therefore, used to mean
‘articulation of some variety of different elements, a multiplicity of
institutional structures, cultural logics and social experiences'
(Grossberg,2012,77). The formulation made by Alex Inkeles appears
to be suitable for our purpose. According to Inkeles the salient features
of modernity are:

1. Disposition to accept new ideas and try new methods;

2. A readiness to express opinion;

3. A sense of time that makes men more interested in the present

and the future than the past;

4. A better sense of punctuality;

5. A greater concern for planning, organization and efficiency;

6. A tendency to see the world as calculable;

7. A faith in science and technology and

8. A belief in distributive justice. (Quoted in Murshid, 1983,6)

There are precise and defining attributes which fit more into a
backward colonial structure like India than any western society. We
reckon them as the touchstone of novelty and progress.

A few remarkable lives are to be studied through the prism of
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~literature, particularly life writing. From a galaxy of successful figures,
I have chosen nine 'representive' lives namely, Harakanta Sarma

Majundar Barua (1815-1902), Anandaram Dhekial Phukan (1829-59),

Haribilash Agarwala (1842-1916), Anundoram Borooah (1850-89),

Lakshminath Bezbaroa (1864-1938), Padmanath Gohain Barooah (1871-

1946), Benudhar Rajkhowa (1872-1955), Rajabala Das (1893-1985)

and Nalinibala Devi (1898-1977). Individually and collectively, they were

interesting characters. They crossed the common frontiers of life. The
names in the list are memorable for anyone familiar with the pulse of
the Assamese nationality at its crucial stage of development. Assamese
intellectual history has variously classified them; Harakanta Sarma

Majundar Barua was a scion of the old gentry. He entered colonial

bureaucracy at an early age. Anandaram Dhekial Phukan was a pioneer

of ideas and a lone upholder of community grievances; Haribilash

Agarwala was a venture merchant and a literary enthusiast; Anundoram

Borooah, a civilian and an erudite Sanskritist; Lakshminath Bezbaroa

and Padmanath Gohain Barooah, the foremost literary figures with

substantial contribution to Assamese literature and growth of what can

be described as cultural nationalism in Assam; Benudhar Rajkhowa, a

- bureaucrat and author with dilemmatic social positions; Rajabala Das
was a freedom fighter and a champion of women education; and
Nalinibala Devi was a poet with a deep spiritual orientation and a
commitment for nationalism. They knew that they were living in an
exciting period of history when nationalists and a nation were clearly in
the process of making. The accounts of their daily life, their world
view, ties of kinship, creative and recreational activities, attitude to work
and occupation, and response to nationalism produce a vast and colourful
corpus of literature.

_ Assam became a Chief Commissioner's province in 1874. Its
well-defined geography is etched in mind. For the purpose of my
research 'Assam’ means Assam in the Brahmaputra valley. Different
cultural elements led to the making of Lakshminath Bezbaroa's
extraordinary personality. It is beyond doubt that Bezbaroa would not
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have become what he did had he not moved to Calcutta for higher
education. Calcutta life provoked the reactive element of his mind,
Calcutta gave him an opportunity to rediscover Assam and to explore
its rich heritage.

John Eakin approached autobiography not only as a literary genre
but also as a part of a lifelong process of identity formation (Eakin,
2008, 34). Lakshminath Bezbaroa's life in Calcutta seen through his
autobiography was an interesting account of ‘unhappy consciousness',
reflection and brilliant endeavours. Other lives are also equally rich in
variety and colour. Every single life calls for separate treatment and
analysis and we have made modest effort to do justice to all of them.
Each life tells us something in general about the socio-political issues
of colonial Assam. They did not belong to the same age but they
shared a common concern for Assam and the Assamese society.
They came from some well-known families and made use of their
worldly positions for the good of the land and its people. Compared to
the previous generation, they had a lot of opportunities; they
experienced social mobility under the colonial rule. They had the
exposure to English education and were influenced by the Bengal
Renaissance and 'Indian awakening'. They devoted their lives, in
different ways for the improvement of Assamese life and culture.
There was a gap of half a century between Harakanta Sarma
Majundar Barua, the first autobiographer and Nalinibala Devi, the
youngest one in the list. Collectively speaking, their ‘after life' is longer
than their real life and that is the defining qualification. Through their
successful endeavours in different fields of work they earned a badge
of immortality about them. They made their time meaningful. The life
stories delineate characters and coherently bear out the spirit of the
age. They are read and quoted extensively even today for illustration
and inspiration. They correspond to a cross-section of the Assamese
middle class and no history of Assam is complete without them. They
- looked back upon a segment of history in which they were participant
observers. The review of those particular texts is carried out from
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two angles viz; as works belonging to the genre of life writing and as
historical documents prepared under a colonial context. While
considering all the auto/biographers, one is aware of the warning
wisely pronounced by Walter Jackson Bate that, ‘it is through his
eyes we see' (Backscheider,1999,4). So the praxis of the present
study is cultural studies and social history.

Prosopography is a key tool for exploring any aspect of social

history that involves an investigation of the common background ofa
sample group of personalities. It is a collective biography, describing
the external features of a population group with something common
inthem. As a historical research tool, it developed in the late nineteenth
century. It is an attempt to bring together all relevant biographical
data of groups of persons in a systematic and stereotypical way
(Verboven, n.d., 42,37,39). It is a collective study of a set of traits
such as, birth and death, marriage, family, social origins, inherited
economic and status position, place of residence, education, personal
wealth, occupation, and religion. All kinds of biographical information
found at hand from the select Assamese life writings are to be analysed
and explained to reconstruct history. The making and being of a person
is easily discussed in his family background. Prosopography illuminates
the social context of a family and its members. Suryya Kumar Bhuyan,
an avid reader of European history was most likely aware of this.
Very likely he partially experimented this approach in recreating the
life of Anundoram Borooah; he visited all possible places, met people
once having some contacts with him. He organised the scarce data,
used his analytical power and historical imagination; after all he
revealed connections and patterns that influenced the nineteenth
century awakening.

Lawrence Stone highlighted the contribution of prosopography
in understanding the social and political history of England during
1500-1660. In his view, it is more useful in social history, which is
concerned with groups rather than individuals, ideas, or institutions.
He also noted the limitation prosopography because almost everything

130



is known only about a well-documented section of people
(Stone, 1987,57,66-73). Since the objective of the present study is to
account for ideological affiliations and social contexts, therefore, this
approach may be suitable as far as it goes.
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The 'Thanghar' of the Deoris or the '‘Barghar' of the
Tiwas might have attracted the attention of sri
Sankradeva in formulating the idea of Namghar which
is the nucleus of socio-religious life of Assamese peas-
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Tree worship which is commonly practioced by the caste Hin-
dus,, no doubt is a tribal custom.>
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Fish eating is probably a pre-aryan custom and in Assam it
might have been borrowed from the mongolian people.”
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his recommendations in March 1833 the Supreme Government ac-
corded its approval for the division of the province into four districts
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- Goalpara, Kamrup, Darrang and Nowgong, over each was placed
a Principal Assistant (P.A.) vested with the powers of a Collector,
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Historical Study of Sufi Movement and
- - Bhakti-Movement in Medieval Assam

| Dr. Assaduz Zaman

The mystics and Saints belonging to various Bhakti and Sufi
religious sects and groups promoted love and affection among the
people of different religions. They had trodden a new path. They

* followed "unconventional and anti-ritualistic" ways and ignored the
age-old restrictions of caste and creed. In their theological discourses
the principles of "Love for God, human brotherhood and service" to
mankind were highlighted . They opened the gateway of spiritual
realization to one and all. They also stimulated liberalism, humanism
and nationalism based on religion for which areas of conflict prevailing
in different spheres of life were narrowed and ingredients of mutual
appreciation and assimilation developed. (De : 2003-4)

The Bhakti movement which originated in the Southern parts of

India through the Tamilian mystic-Saints of the 7th-9th centuries A.D.

Ramanuja one of the earliest exponents of this movement systematized

it. He taught that even the Sudras and the out castes could attain

. salvation through the Bhakti. (Ibid : 5) Besides he endeavoured to

reconcile the thought of Upanishads, the Gita and the Brahman sudras
with the faith and belief of the vaishnava Saints.(Chand :1946-145)
Being influenced by Ramanuja's philosophy of vishdistadvaita,
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Ramananda, a seer of 14th century A.D. took the initiative in spreading
the Bhakti movement in the North.( De : 2003-5) In Northern India
Bhakti was popularised by Ramananda, the celebrated Saint of
Ramanuja's school. He substituted the worship of Rama as the
incarnation of God himself. He admitted disciples from all castes,
from both sexes and even from among Musalmans.(Chand : 1946-
145) The experiences which Ramananda acquired through discussions
with different scholars, including some learned Musalmans in varanasi

during his travels about the country, is said to have greatly influenced

his preachings. We may, therefore, presume that it was perhaps not

during the time of the Alwar Saints but only after words that Islam

might have some influence on the Bhakti movement in India. But by

that time, as we have already noticed , the elements of Hinduism had

already found place in the texture of Islam.(Panikkar 1965-131)

A strong monothesim and absolute surrender to God and a direct
realisation of God through devotion were the cardinal tenets of
Ramananda's preachings which his disciples, Tulsidas and Kabir,
popularised. But it was actually under the healing shade of Kabir's
towering personality that a convenient comprotmse between Hinduism
and Islam became possible.

It is however true that like his preceptor, Kabir also made a bold
departure from the original school to which hie belonged. Being born of
a Brahmin women and adopted in a Muslim family Kabir’s personality
grew as a holy confluence of Islam and Hinduism. It was again from
that there flowed the sacred stream of the new and long awaited
harmonious religious life of the Hindu-Muslim India. Though Kabir
selected from Hinduism and Islam their common elements and similarites
and found analogies in their philosophic ideas, their dogma and ritual;
yet he had no preference for their religion.(Chand 1945-147)

On the contrary, he rose and condemned in strong terms the
idolatry as well as the distination of caste, colour and country.(Hussain

1958-58) He asked the Muslims to forsake their blind trust in one
~ prophet and his book and also condemned the Hindu doctrine of divine
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incamation.(Choudary Mazumder -403) To him "God is not conception
but an experience beyond the grasp of intellect." In some of his
preachings we hear an echo of the Sufi Saint Jilis doctrine. It is said
that the expression of Kabir's teachings was shaped by that of Sufi
Saints and poets.' It may, therefore, be said that in the preachings of
Kabir, the ancient Bhakti philosophy of the Hindus merges
harmoniously with the Sufi doctrines of Islam. Kabir preached through
Bhasa or the Hindi language. As in the case of religious thought, so
also in the case of language we find that Kabir brought about a
harmonious compromise between Sanskrit and Persian having
conveniently ised words and expressions from both the languages
side by side in his preachings. (Saikia 1978-18) =

The Bhakti movement was in a real sense the movement of the
people as the reformers preached their teachings to the masses through
their mother tangue. In this way they also enriched the modern Indian
languages. They kept alive the spirtit of harmony through the principles
of 'love and devotion' for several centuries. As a result of this
movement the Hindus and the Muslims could come close to each
other.(De 2003-7)

, The eastern parts of the country also came under the

influence of vaishnava philosophy and Bhakti cult. In Assam, the
Bhakti cult was spread by Sankardeva (1449-1569 A.D.), who
was a Kayastha by caste. He had Brahmin, Sudra, Naga, Mikir
and Muslim disciples. His followers enjoyed equality in the vishnava
congregation. He could tone down much of the stigma attached
to the existing caste division.( Ibid :7) '

The Muslim mystics called Sufis, attached great importance to
the ideals of service to mankind and generated the spirit of love and
affection among the people depending on the teachings of*Islam.
Though they arrived long before, they organised Sufi Silsilas. Since
then a large group of Sufis migrated from Islamic countries and settled
in differents part of the region of our study. In course of time the Sufi
saints promoted the 'conception of a loving god', imbibed the ideals of
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Pacifism and non-violence'. During this time the Hindus were
acquiainted with the weath of Islam through the activities and teachings
of the Sufi Saints. Being influenced by their teachings the lower
stratum Hindus who were the victims of caste ridden society
embranced Islam. Several powerful Muslim Silsilah played very
important part in the expansion of Islam as well as in the formation of
Muslim demography in this country. The female Sufis like Bibi Sara,
~.Bibi Zulaykha, Bibi Fatima Sam, Syeda Jainab Khatun and some other
women saints were venerated by the people. (Ibid :8)

From all that has been said above it becomes clear that in the
fields of social and religious thoughts, a process of give and take have
been continuing between Hindus and Muslims from long before the
rise of the Muhamadan empire of India, "In philosophical and religious
thought, as Dr. RadhaKrishnan observes, "there were a number of
school both among Hindu and Muslim thinkers some borrowed elements
from one another, but others tried to find a synthesis between the
two.(Saikia :1978-219) Dr. Tara Chand has also justly observed that "
in the give and take of culture between the Muslims and Hindu, it is
difficult to asses accurately the share of each:"

Islam does not seem to have provided the expansion of Vaishnava
Bhakti movement in Assam with a source or incentive. The speedy
expansion of this movement appears to have been an inevitable result
- of prolonged sufferings of the people under the oppression of a
professional priestly class and the pressure of ritualism which gained
great importance in the Country in the period of its unstable political
conditions prevailing from the downfull of King Jayapala in the early
twelfth Century to the ascendancy of Ahom rule in the Sixteenth
Century. During this period the ancient Kingdom of Kamrupa broke
into a number of small and independent principalities. Perpetual
conflicts, jealousies, and inflitrations culminating in wars become the
dominant factors to determine the relation among these principalities,
and the people of the country as a whole become overwhelmed with
feelings of uncertainity, terror and despair so much so that they were
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bound to seek solace in religion. But when the greater part of the
people was ignorant they were bound to be attracted towards the
ritualistic aspect of religion. This again in its turn helped the growth
of a strong priestly class which finally brought about a state of religious
anarchy in the country. Thus with the disappearance of a strong,
central government, the people of Kamru;ia became the easy prey of
all sorts of oppression and exploitation so much so that their hope for
peace and progress in the political, Social and spiritual spheres was
curbed. To save the people from such a sickening state and to enthuse
them with new hopes a great social reformer and saint like Sankardeva
(1449-1568 A.D.) become the crying need of the hour.

In an age when religion formed the basis of all social and cultural
life and even of political thought of a people, any reform mooted for
them would inevitably require a reformer to concentrate his endeavours
first of all on the reorientation of the religious system followed by
them. This is what exactly happened to Sankardeva in Assam. He
was a great protagonist of the Vaishnava Bhakti faith. For his
countrymen who had so long been stumbling in the darkness of
ignorance and under the pressure of extensive ritualism, his preachings
of monotheistic cult through the direct, easy and practical system of
Bhakti (consisting of Sravana and Kirtana) ushered in a new hope
for peace, unity and progress in their spiritual life. Sankardeva does
not appear to have been a follower or agent of any of the Vaishnava
reformers of other parts of India. With his own interpretations of the
text of the sastras, he evolved his own faith of Vishnu-bhakti which,
it appears, is district from those followed in different parts of India.
The cardinal tenets of his preachings are:

(1) It preaches supreme surrender to one god, Vishnu or
Krishna, who "is the central reality of soul and matter" and
'the first and final cause of creation’,

(2) LordKrishna is the full incarnation of God on earth. Unlike
some of the Vishnu Bhakti Schools in other parts of India,
it banishes the dualistic conception of God as Krishna and
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Radha or Krishna and Gopi. It upholds that Madhava is
the controller of both Prakriti and purusha'.

(3) It provides 'only one mode of worship of God' and that is

through love and intense devotion. It indicates the idea that
Bhakti is superior even to Mukti or final release and strictly
prohibits the idolatry of any kind.

(4) This religion knew no caste, and universal spirit is the main

principle of this faith. (Rahman 2002 _V)
(5) It attaches utmost importance to the preaching of the
Bhagawat-Gita. :

Another noteworthy feature of this school of Bhakti appears to
be that, like Islam, it also urges its adherents to accept this world and
life respectively as the best place and time to prepare for the selfless
services to god through love and devotion. In some of their Bargits
Sankardeva and Madhavadeva sing the glory of life (Narajanma),
human body (naratanu) and the world in the shape of Bharatvaisha.

With the abrogation of idolatry of any kind and the dualistic
conception of God as Radha-Krishna or Gopi-Krishna and also with
the glorification of human life and the world, the Bhakti cult of
Sankardeva seems to have conformed greatly to Islam. It was
probably for such qualities that it could not only attract several Muslims
to be its votaries,but also rouse the profound feelings of administration
as well as respect among the Hindus and Musalmans of Assam for
each other's religion, and thus succeeded in forging a sustaining
fraternity between the communities even during the long period of
evergrowing hostilities and wars of Assam Wwith the Muhamadan
powers of India. Whether these affinities of the Bhakti preached by
Sankardeva with Islam were mere coincidences or an out come of
any direct or indirect influence of the latter, cannot be established
with absolute certainity. But the influence of the Vaishnaves on the
Assamese Muslims can perhaps be inferred from the reverentail
references to Sankardeva and Madhavdeva and the occurrence of
the word 'nama’ (ef; nama-dharma the official name of the faith
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preached by Sankardeva) as a substitute for 'Kalima' (qalma) in the
Assamese Zikirs.

In some aspects the Vashnavism preached by Sankardeva appears
to have a close affinity to Islam. But there is no evidence to show that
he ever studied any Islamic work or came into close contact with any
Muslim Saint before he began to preach his doctrines in Assam. It is, of
course, found that the name of Kabir has been held in high esteem by
the followers of Sankardeva. In the Katha-Guru-Charit it is stated that
during his second pilgrimage he visited the place of Kabir but met his
grand daughter only. According to this biography, this act of Sankardeva
was not liked at first by his followers, who held Kabir as a mere Yavana.
But Sankardeva stated that Kabir was the son of a Brahman and was
himself a worshipper of Vishnu. This shows that a hatred for Yavanas
was prevalent during the time among the Vaishnavas of Assam. We
have noticed earlier the influence of Islam and Hindusim or Kabir's
preachings. We have also noticed that the language and style of Kabir's
preachings were shaped by that of Sufi Saints and poets. It is therefore,
not unlikely that some elements of Islam found place, if at all, in the
preadings of Sankardeva through the songs of Kabir and others he
heard in different holy places in India. Chand Khan, the Muslim disciple
of Sankardeva is sometimes identified with or known as Kabir. All this
shows that Kabir is held in esteem in Sankardeva's school, at least
from the second pilgrimage of the Saint.

From the biographical details of Assam's vaishnava Saints and
from all the different religious texts it would, however, be hard to
establish any direct influence of Islam on the sact. Sankardeva always
insisted that all practical efforts even if it be just a basis in some
authoritative text so far as it is practicable. Particularly in the doctrinal
aspect of the faith, this dictum was most strictly adhered to. It is true
that Vaishnavism as a whole had at least something to do with the
Islamic ideal of monotheistic principles, etc, but Sankardeva,
Madhavadeva and others in Assam always fell back upon the old
Sanskrit texts like the Bhagawatpurana and the Bhagawatgita for
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the enunciation of the doctrines of the faith and even for poetic inspiration.
About the identity of thought and sentimant of the Assam Vaishnavas
on the other, we have spoken elsewhere, but these appear to be more
- chance coincidences than any deliberate community of philosophy.
The cardinal tenets of new Vaishnavism preached by Sankardeva
~ under the patronage of the Koch King Naranarayana being as simple,
straight forward and practical as those of the Islamic faith. People in
the lower stratas of Assamese society, felt more attracted to it than to
the latter. To this again was added the rise of the Vaishnava fratemnity
which the Saint had stirred up by the social reforms through the new
Institutions like Namghars (temples) and Satras (residential
establishments). The new hopes and aspirations which Sankardeva
thus gave to the people of Assam, whose social life did not suffer from
so much wider horizontal divisions as that in the Hindu society in the
rest of India, removed the probability of failling under the spell of Islam.
The blessings of Islam was gradualy deepening into the heart of
Assamese society, alike other parts of India, the wave of Bhakti
movement washed over the Assamese socio-religious atmosphere in
the form of Vashnavite Movement under the leadership of Sankardeva
- and Madhabdeva the former one of whom is said to have visited
twice throughout Bengal and Bihar. With a view to gathering deep
knowledge on Bhakti Movement and returning back from these tours
he started the Vashnavite Reformation, the sole belief of which
concentrated to the existence of one and only creator, in the country
and consequently the pious activities under the leadership of
Vaishnavite Gurus and the Sufi Saints proceed togather side by side.
this was possible only because both the religious groups adopted the
principle of "Wahadatul Wuzud" the existence of one god as at an
atmosphere where the principle of "Wahadat-us-Shuhud" existence
of many Goddes was prevailing among the masses. This joint venture

- of Sufisim and Vaishnavism may be as certained from the following
- verses of Zikir and of Borgit:

hindu, musalman, ek allar farman
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gorasthane kabar sari sari

hinduk puriba musalmanak gariba

(Hindus and Muslims are bourded by the same self of the divine
rules of Allah. The act of cremating a Hindu and the entombing of a
Mumin only signify one end of all.)

"Santa mahanta auliya sakale

eketi namate khate"

(The Sants, Mahantas, that is, the Hindu holy man and the
Awliyas also suplicate to one name, the name of god.)

mor manat an bhab nai o Allah

mor manat nai an bhab;

hindu musalman ek Allar forman

akherat ek Allar man.

(In my mind, oh Allah; I have no different throught, save that
the Hindus and different throught, save that the Hindus and Muslims
are under one law, the will of Allah, and the final word of all services
of Allah.)

In the same tone Sufi Saint Sultan Baba used to sing that-

moi musalmano naho, hinduo noho,

mollao nohoi, qazio nohoi

mur manat mrityu bhayu nai.

(Maljk :1958-102)

I am neither a muslim nor a hindu, nor even a Mullah or a Qazi.

1 am also not afraid of death.

The Assamese Zikir, though filled with the spirit of Sufism, sing
. the glory of Gurus or religious preceptors and urge upon the
detachment from mundane pleasure for the sake of the selfless
services of God, (Saikia 1978-221)

The concéption of Maya (illusion) appears to become repugnant
to Islam, which does not deprecate the value of this world and life, as
the field of action and the training ground for life of the world to
come, therefore the present world is of great importance to man.
Similarly in the doctrines preached by Sankardeva, we find constant
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references to Maya. His Ibn Sina's conception of ultimate reality as
eternal beauty, seeing reflection in the mirror of the universe.(Ibid :
222)The Assamese Zikirs also seems to have brought in a similar
conception. It is not possible to as certain whether their authors were
directly inspired by the conception of Ibn sena, which is believed to
have found an echo in the thoughts of Kabir(Ibid : 223-224)or whether
they received such ideas from the doctrine preached by Sankardeva.
It may, however be presumed that they were inspired by the latter. In
order to prove this contention the following illustration would be helpful.
In one of the Bargit Sankardeva says :
narayan lila janaba koi
jita dekhu kaya suta vilta jaya
: mayako sava dhandha

(who can understand the divine sport of Narayana ? All that
you see the body, children, wealth and wife- are agencies of Maya.)
A similar view is found expressed in some Zikirs :

dhana jan puttra bharya sabe akaram

chaya muthe beri ache mayar kasam.

(The wealth, firnds as well as wives and children are all futile.
They are only shadows that surround you en account of Maya.)

It was perhaps for such persistent endeavours on their part
that many of the Zikir look like attempts at a synthesis of Hindu and
Islamic thoughts and ideals, which was an utmost need for the
survival and growth of both the religious groups in scenario of the
country.(Ibid : 187) '

At this context, it may be mentioned that there are many
combined Hindu and Muslim villages in Assam where the two
communities do not reside seperately. They used to live together
having different prayer houses, Namghars, Temples, Mosques and
Dargahs, in different places in the same village, but they jointly take
part in the welfare of the particulars village. In these villages the
communal relations are so harmonious that Muslim villagers are often
found visiting their Hindu friends in Namghar and delighting them
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having unhasitatingly accepted "Mah-Prassad" that is part of offerings
made during prayer of the latter. Similarly, the Hindu villages are also
often seen visiting the Mazars of Pirs, Khanqahs and Dargahs and making
offerings as well as having threads on trees or posts in such places
indicating their wish to obtain fulfillment of their prayers.( Ibid 187)

The ancient custom which is said to have been followed till today
in the chamariya sattra, the renowed Hindu vaishnava temple in the
Kamrupa district, is that once in a year the Hindu and Muslims meet
together in the Namghar or the prayer house of the Sattra and a large
quantity of "Prassad" prepared for the occasion of "community prayer"
is served to them all in a large basin from where everyone take his
own share with his own hands and enjoy it sitting all huddled
together.(Malik : 1958-267)

In this way, the close relation which developed between "Sufism
and the Vaishnava Bhakti Movement" helped not only in the growth
of a deeper sense of mutual respect and tolerance in the niinds of
their adherents, but also mutually exchanged and adopted the religious
rituals of each other. Thus alike Sufism many rituals are found in
Vaishnavism, which has their origin in Islam. Perhaps imbibed with
this influence, Vaishnavism laid stress on honest earning and plain
living; both ends and means, must be justified. Those who do not
abide by the rules of morality or religion in earning for the maintenance
of his family, must suffer from deficiency. It also stressed upon external
purity of men. After sleeping, eating, sexual intercourse etc. One
became impure and should take bath. a Vaishnava should not be
addicted to intoxicating drops and should keep honest company. It
also advised women not to mix with other male persons freely and
they should cover their body from head to foot with cloth.( Chand :
1946-71)So that nobody can see any part of their body. All these
teachings of Socio-economic factors in Vaishnavism is assumed to
be imported from Islamic teachings, which became possible only as a
result of harmonious relations between the two pious groups. The
impact of this harmonious relation between sufism and Vaishnaya
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bhakti Movement pervaded the fields of fine arts and material culture
of the people. Such a fine relation between the Hindus and Muslims
of Assam, greatly helped the germination of a deep rooted secular
outlook in Assamese social life since the begining till today. If any riot
took place, this was absolutely due to dirty politics but not due to
religious, social and cultural assimilation. This secular social trend
waxed ever stronger and stronger as it passed through the long corridor
of centuries. So much so that even in the hectic days of Hindu-Muslim
riots in different parts of India, Hindus and Muslims of Assam could
assemble in courtyard of a Namghar or a Mosque or Dargah to
express their disapproved of any hostility among the people of the
same land. Rather in the present times, such a non-communal feeling
is gradually being developed in the Brahmaputrs valley of Assam.
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Than and Sattra : The Pillar of Vaishnava
culture of Assam

Dr. Birendra_Deka
Anjana Goswami

Introduction

The 15th century Assamese society was characterized with a
rough phase of socio-political chaos, differences and disintegration
among people and witnessed the birth and rise of Sankaradeva (1449-
1568 A.D), one of the greatest Assamese ever born, the religious
preacher and social reformer with extraordinary literary and musical
talents. He set out on a pilgrimage to other parts of India in search of
knowledge and wisdom in 1481 and returning from pilgrimage he
started preaching his philosophy of life and his new religious faith
called 'Bhagawati Vaishnav Dharma' or 'Ek-Saran Nam Dharma' a
branch of Nava Vaishnav Bhakti Movement' through which he worked
on integrating the scattered Assamese society. He questioned
brahminial tyranny, hierarchy and discrimination in the name of caste,
creed and religion and started a revolt at the grass root level ensuring
equality among all.’ Sankaradeva, in the mission of preaching his
religious faith with the vision of establishing & unique and uniform
Assamese society, established institutions like Namghars, Sattras and
thans etc. After Sankaradeva these indigenous institutions, especially
"Than' and 'Sattra' extend their network in-entire North Eastern part
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of India and have been playing a crucial role in shaping the Assamese
society and providing a dimension to it.

Than and Sattra

The word 'Than' is derived from the Sanskrit word "Sthan' which
means place. According to Chandrakanta Abhidhan - 'Than' means a
place of residence, a seat of religious head of the vaishnavas, a place
of worship, a place of worship established at the cremation ground of
areligious man. Therefore, those Sattras which have been preserving
some relics of the early saints are also called Than. In 'Kala Samhati’,
the places of cremation of religious heads are also called ‘Than' or
'Agnithan’ by the disciples (Sarmah, 1999: 140). Bardowa is the first
"Than' founded by Sankaradeva in 1509. He says thus -

Tumara charan chinti jathat

Bhakat thake sehi punya sehi tirtha sthan

(Kirtan Gosha, Vedastuti: 20)

It is said that Sankardeva established 'Than' while the institutions
- established by his followers are known as Sattra (Borkakati, 2007:
76). During the time of Sankaradeva the '‘Bordowa Than', 'Patbaushi
Than', 'Gangamou Than', ‘Belguri Than' were established (Bhuyan
2007: 75). The compound 'Than Sattra' could also be substituted for
"Than' or ‘Sattra' (Neog, 1998: 312). The term "Sattra" is a Sanskrit
word, used in two senses - firstly in the sense of an alms house Of
charitable institution and secondly in the sense of a sacrificial session
lasting for several days. The etymological meaning of the word 'satra’
is a sitting or a session (Sad + tra). 'Sad' means good and 'tra’ means
liberate (Sarmah 1999: 74). The Sanskrit word "Sattra" very naturally
became 'Sattra’ in Assamese. Bhattadeva, one of the eminent scholars
and preceptors, define a 'Sattra’ in the following lines:

Yatracaranti Saddarman Kevala Bhagavat- priyah/

Navadha Bhagavadbhaktih Pratyaham yatra vartate//

Tad-Satram uttamam ksetram Vaisnavah sura-vanditam/

Tatrastha- Vaisnavah Sarve harinam parayanah//

(Translation - The place where the gods' favourite staunch .
devotees perform theu' religious and nine fold devotional duties to
God, is the supreme pla,ce Sattra, highly admired by the Vaisnavas
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and the gods; there live the Vaisnavas, the lovers of Harinama.)
(Rajguru 1972: 268)

According to Bap Chandra Mahanta the institution established
by Sankardeva to propagate his religious faith is known as a Sattra
(Mahanta 2005: 57). "The Sattra is a unique religious institution of
Assam which gives religious food to the thousands today and keeps
the masses within one religious brotherhood" (Rajkhowa: 1923:
Introduction). According to Bishnuram Medhi "He gave us universal
religion, culture, music, dance and drama and a well-knit democratic
social institution of Sattra, through which he preached his religious
tenets. In these Sattras people of all classes and castes whether
devotees, disciples, followers or sympathizers meet together and
perform social and religious functions (Neog 1998: IX).

Whether it is 'Than' or 'Sattra’ or 'Than Sattra', the truth is that
it is one of the inevitable part of 'Vaishnavism' in Assam.
Sankaradeva's 'Vaishnava' movement aimed at teaching the people
simple ways of living, equality of man irrespective of caste and
community in the field of religion, practicing non-violence and
discarding sacrifice of birds, animals and human beings in the name
of religion the prevailing practice of that time (Nath 2007 : 7). In the
"Vaishnavaite' culture of Assam 'Than' and 'Sattra' own special socio-
religious connotation and refer to the religious place where 'vaishnavas'

and their 'Gurus' practise and preach their religious faith and cultivate
their culture. Initially 'Than' and 'Sattra' were the places where the
daily sittings of the monks and their disciples were held and later
became the prime means of integrating the scattered people into one
society marked with equality, uniform social codes and unique cultural
components. Thus 'Than' and 'Sattra' contributed to the process of
making of greater Assamese community with its own socio-cultural
religious ways of life and have been preserving the same throughout
the centuries. '

Structure of 'Sattra’

An Assamese 'Vaishnava Sattra' proper consists of a square
enclosure wall, varying according to its strength, with four openings
or gateways called 'Karapat' and containing four rows of huts (hati)
or long houses and the central temple is composed of shrine called
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'Manikut' or ‘Bhajghar’ and an assembly hall (Neog 2004:309). The
eastern row is bigger than others because 'Satradhikar' and other
principal office bearer stay there. The arrangement of 'Sattras' can
be compared with the Budhist monasteries or 'Viharas' with the
provision of Monk dwellings. The main structure of 'Sattras' can be
divided into four parts: Namghar, Manikut, Hati, Batcora.

The centre of the main activities of a 'Sattra’ is Namghar'. The

‘namghar’ serves the purpose of a prayer hall as well as hall for
religious meetings and discussion and also stage for dramatic
performance and a venue of village panchayats. Namghar is open
for all caste and creed. .

In the 'Manikut' the sacred scripture is kept. Literally 'Manikut'
means Jewels house. It is adjoined to the eastern end of the 'namghar’.
All the valuable things, jewels and sacred idol are kept here. In a
separate house adjacent to the 'manikut’ is known as 'padsila’ where
the foot prints of early saints are kept. In '‘Bordowa Than' the foot
print of Sankaradev in a stone is still seen.

~ There are four rows of huts centering round the 'manikut’ and
'namghar’ as residence of devotees. Each devotee is allotted one or
more rooms according to his status. The quadrangle on which the
temple of Jagannatha at Puri is situated, having residential quarters
of sevaites on the four sides; may have influenced the reformers to
build their Sattra on the same model (Sarmah 1999:148).

. The entrance leading to the interior of a 'Sattra' is usually marked
by a small open house known as 'Batchora’ or 'Karapat'. Distinguished
guests are first received here and then escorted to the 'Sattra’. The
'Batcora' of Sattra is a miniature imitation of ‘torangriha’ of Hindu
temple (Sarmah 1999:148). ’

Each 'Sattra’ generally constitutes four principal parties - the

- 'Adhikar’ or the 'Satriya' who is the head of the Sattra, the ‘Deka

Adhikar the assistant, the Bhakats the clerical devotees residing within

the walls of the 'Sattra' and the 'Sishyas' the lay devotees or disciples
living in the villages and leading household life.

Types of 'Sattras'
There are different types of 'Sattras' seen in Assam. 'Udasin
Sattra' is one of those in which the 'Adhikar’ and clerical devotes live
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within the 'Sattra’ and lead a celibate life. The Adhikar and the devotees
lead married life in 'Grihasthi Sattra'. There is Sattras where only the
'Adhikar’ leads a celibate life. (Rajguru, 1988: 68). After the death of
Sankaradeva 'vaishnavism' order got divided into four divisions which
are known as 'Samhatis'. The main religious principles are not so
different, only the external rules and some ideological differences
are seen among those. (Goswami, 2014: 1). The 'Samhatis' are as
follows - Brahma Samhati, Kal Samhati, Purush Samhati and Nika
Samhati. The most important ‘Brahma Samhati Sattras' (founded by
Damoderdeva & Harideva) are - Kuruwabahi, Auniati, Dakhinpat,
Gormur, Vyaskuchi etc. while the 'Kal Samhati'Sattras', founded by
Gopaldeva, are Bar Yadumoni, Dihing, Mayamora, Kathpar etc. The
'Purush Samhati Sattras' founded by successor of Sankaradeva are
Narowa, Kowamora, Samaguri, Salguri, Balisatra etc. and a few
'Nika Samhati Sattras' founded by Madhabdeva are Borpeta,
Kamalabari Sundaridiya etc. (Goswami : 179 to 201).

Location of 'Sattra’
Selection of site for a 'Sattra’ also deserves attention. Usually
'Sattras' were established on the bank of the Brahmaputra or its
. tributaries, because the rivers were at that time the prime means of
communication and transport. The fertility of land and availability of
fish were also contributory factors in site selection. The nature and
attitude of local people were also taken into consideration while
selecting a place or site for a 'Sattra’ (1999:153). Sankaradeva left
'‘Dhwahat' a place under Ahom Kingdom because of their brutality
and Bardowa for the brutality of Kacharies. Sankaradeva and his
family members and devotees left Kapala for unhygienic condition.

“Function of 'Sattra’ -

The functions of a 'Sattra' have been classified into two
categories. Primarily these are to propogate Sankaradev's 'Ek-Saran
Nam Dharma', the vaishnava faith to initiate disciple, to provide ethical
- devotional codes and rules of conduct for neophytes and to hold
daily as well as occasional divisional services. The second function
of the 'Sattra' is to see how good social relation is maintained among
fraternity, to develop the spirit of co-operation, to provide adequate
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facilities for the dissemination of ancient and traditional learning, and
to ensure cultivation of art and craft. Educational and cultural activities
fall within the second category. (Tamuli 2013:237).

Sankardeva believed in purity of physical, mental and spiritual
selves and 'Sattras' were the place to ensure the same of his followers.
In ‘Vaisnavite' culture emphasis has always been on the matter of
personal cleanliness both inward and outward, and on appropriation
of social behavior for the purpose of establishing social harmony (Bora
Ed:2013:10). In a 'Sattra' institution there found hygienic food (Prasad)
with hygienic distribution, physical exercise in the forms of 'Nritya',
'Clapping' etc. for physical and mental development. According to
Sankaradeva - '

Devar durlavh ihena janamak
Byathe kara kuna kame,
Grihate thakia Harik smariya
Mokha Sadhe hari name (214)
(Kirton ghosa - Ajamil Upakhyan)

Living a simple life in contemplation of noble thoughts is the
main motto of vaishnavism. The 'vaisnavas' use banana leaves or
mat to sit in the 'namghar’ and wear simple cloth and take simple
food. Again honesty remain the prime principle in 'Sattra’ culture.
Vaishnavism lays stress on honest earning and honest living. It is
believed that those who do not abide by the rules of morality or religion
in earning for the maintenance of his family must suffer from
deficiency. In Kathaghur Charit (Lekharu 1952: 543 ... 545) it is
clearly narrated how Madhav and Damodar suffer for their immoral
actions done for livelihood. According to Dr. K.N.Goswami, to control
the indiscipline among Bhakatas and Sishyas there are some
punishments known as 'Danda’ and ‘Prayachitta’ in 'Sattra’ and ‘'Thans'
(Goswami 2014 : 118). So the 'Sattras' can also be called the early
courts of the Assamese people. 'Sattras' help the people when they
are in mishap (Rajguru : 1990:113).

The 'Sattra’ institution did not grow to a full-fledged religious
institution during Sankaradeva's time. It took nearly fifty years after
his death to reach its institutionalized form with the contributions of
Madhavadeva, damodordeva and Vangsigopaldeva as well as the royal
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patronage extended to this institution from time to time, who helped it
develop and extend its spheres of influence on the villagers (Sarma
2001 : 210) The role of 'Sattra’ in the propagation of the spiritual and
moral education and organizing religious cultural activities is confined
not only to the boundaries of a 'Sattra’; it extends far beyond into the
villages and cities lying far and wide. People come to 'Sattras’ to
attend religious festivals, for example the 'Doulyatra’, 'Gurutithi',
'Palnam’ etc. 'Sattradhikar' or 'Medhi' with some Sattra-functionaries
gives periodical visit to the villages where follower of 'Sattras' live
and gives 'Saran’ and 'Bhayan' to disciples. According to Dr. K.N.
Devgoswami "Sattras are the hub of Vaishnava art, culture and
literature of immense value". (Hazarika, (edit): 2013 : 1).

Conclusion
'Than' and 'Sattras' are the pillar of Vaishnava culture of Assam.

Those are the institutions which have been pivotal in ensuring social

cohesion among the people of Assam and integrating them as a greater
Assamese community. 'Than' and 'Sattras' made the people of Assam

free from religious tyranny, unjust social hierarchy and racial

discrimination of Brahinical order and provided them religious identity

of their own with Sankaradev's 'Ek-Saran Nam Dharma'. Those are

the places that have been used for creation, practice and preservation

of Assamese art and craft, painting and literature. ‘Than' and 'Sattras’

have not beeri merely the means of propagating religious faith but

instrumental in organization and reformation of Assamese society,

transmission and preservation of culture and inculcation of human

and environmental values. At present there are more than one thousand
'Than' and 'Sattras' in Assam and have been contributing to the greater
Assamese society from their end. Sorry to say, many 'Sattras' and
'Thans' in Assam are now in a wretched condition owing to financial
problem or environmental hazards. It is the moral and sacred duty of
the people of Assam to preserve and follow the philosophy and
ideology of Sankaradeva and also foster the Than and Sattra’s
contribution to all over the world. Each and every Assamese people
should realize his or her uniqueness and richness as an individual and
as a member of the community with 'Thans' and 'Sattras' and
Government should protect and preserve the 'Thans' and 'Sattras’ as
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our national heritage. Again researchers and educationist should give
due importance to these indigenous institutions for further studies
with a view to developing ethics for sustainability of Assamese
community and its culture. ' o
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PartIll
Culture, Folk life and Values



Values in Karbi Folk Tales and Songs:
An Evaluation

Dr. Jatin Sharma

The study of folklore covers everything which is a part of the
traditional life of a folk and throws considerable light on the modes of
life and thoughts of the people. Folklore or folk life of a community is
studied in terms of folk literature, material culture, and social folk
custom and performing folk arts of the community concerned (Rich-
ard M. Dorson, 1972: 2-5). And folk literature has its own compo-
nents - folk prose narratives, songs, proverbs, riddles, chants and
charms. Karbi folk literature like that of any tribe of North-Eastern
India is very rich and varied and is reflective of certain values on
which a Karbi folk society rests. In a natural environment inclusive
of socio-cultural religious aspects of a society values are certain de-
sires and goals, aspirations and standards, norms and codes, morals
and disciplines which are considered fundamental to lead the
community's approved way of life. Values, relying on a state beyond
the question of being moral or immoral, may be individual or social,
cultural or religious, environmental or material standards used to judge
or compare, approve or disapprove things in relative terms as desir-
able or undesirable, correct or wrong, useful or harmful, necessary
or not. The values remind the folk of his or her own duties, liabilities,
responsibilities as individual and as a member of the community for
the survival of their culture and heritage, their society and its social
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. system. These values are the causes of the sort of uniformity seen in
the behavioral pattern of the members of the folk society of the com-
munity, constitute a lofty part of the heritage of the society and are
expected to be inculcated in by all the members of the community.
The Karbi folk tales and folk songs, accessible in primary and sec-
ondary sources, are reflective of an environment embedded in di-
verse ways of folk life which sustains the collective life of the com-
munity and their folk values. Karbi folk literature provides exposure
of their folk values to their younger generations in working situations.
It does not mean that these values are meant to keep them primitive
and away from modern knowledge but to let them live as the Karbis
committed to their culture and tradition and indigenous environment
and identity. In the present technology based world characterized
with moral chaos, obsession with money and machine, non-account-
ability to human and non-human others, the values are in crisis andin
a state of degeneration. Sustenance of human quality and values en-
sure the inner growth of a human being. The folklife of any human
community is never a distant outpost of the past and orchestration of
folk values can inspire a society in its way to a new worldview and
socio-economic realities. It has greater relevance to the present, and
its values can motivate the younger generations, the future leaders
and citizens of their land. In changing circumstances the Karbi folk
literature, the working constitution of values may play an educative
role, inculcate their folk values in the minds of the members of the
community right from the early part of their lives and make them
proud modern Karbis living with their values and heritage.

Oneness with Nature and Environmental Values:

Karbi folk life cannot be separated from nature, the most com-
fortable zone for them. They love nature, live with nature and learn
from nature the best tricks to address their problems and thus the
best way to live on. If the "Legend of Creation" (Sir Charles
Lyall,1997:70-72) and 'KarbiKeplang' (Jorsing Bey,2004:84-89) stress
on the importance of plantation and non-human beings for
sustainability of human life, Lo Keplang' (Dharamsingh Teron,2011:27)
refers to the importance of bio-diversity. Similarly the myth of Be
Langbe and Har Langbe (L. Teron & D. Gogoi, 2004:36-41) raises a
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voice against pollution of drinking water and for cultural assimilation,
and the legends of Rongpherpi and Thong Nokbe (Longkam Teron,
1998:51-61) reflect a sense of love for their land and community and
arevolt against any form of exploitation and marginalization. If these
properties of their heritage, portraying the total environment at the
centre loaded with environmental ethics, are read or told from envi-
ronmental point of views, will make their young generations under-
stand their land with its beauty and richness, its relation to their life,
language and culture.

The greatest challenge before the human race in the new mil-
lennium is to pass on a safe and healthy earth for the generations to
come. Mere formal environmental education will not work much if
the young generations are not made environmentally-oriented before.
Here, in the field of environmental education, selected Karbi folktales
will be a handy and effective tool. In changing scenario the story-
teller needs to be an environmentalist who listens to the voice of the
environment projected and communicate the same to the listeners in
a systematic and scientific way with a view to socializing and assimi-
lating them with their own land and its features, their folklore, their
socio-cultural, political and linguistic identities, introducing them with
the environmental issues and its effects, and bringing about neces-
sary changes in their attitude towards human and non-human as-
pects of their environment and inculcating in them acceptable behav-

“ior and environmental values. For example, the tale 'An Orphan and
a Vulture' (Dharamsingh Teron and Sikari Tisso, 2012:307-310) can
be retold to give exposure and.commitment to its indigenous non-
human environment and a 'give and take' way of life which makes
the total environment congenial to live in. The tale "Vokronso' (Ibid:
167-169) shows how sustainability of human life depends on exist-
ence of non-human beings and coordination between the human and
non-human environments. The tales like 'The Tiger's Revenge,
'Mangbon the Brute', 'The Tiger and His Human Twin' (Ibid:239:296)
are reflective of a Karbi indigenous environment with its folk way of
life propagating environmental values like importance of tiger and
maintenance of bio-diversity in sustenance of human life on earth.
The tale 'The Hog-deer of Pantisang' (Ibid: 10-11) with an exposure
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to the conflict between human and non-human environment is meant
to promote the idea that in a Karbi folk sqciety none but the ecosys-
tem is at the centre; the human is not meant to finish the other spe-
cies nor to exploit the natural resources but to live in harmony with
nature, help the needy and save the bio-diversity for sustainability of
their home. These tales can effectively reorient the children to build
an emotional bond between human and nature, to understand and get
them involved in their environment around and make them learn the
skills to act responsibly well for protection of their environment. It
will surely make them come forward to feel, understand and preserve
and fall in love with their own land, soil, air, river and water, wet lands
and agricultural fields, forest and hills, indigenous species and its vari-
eties, the beauty of their own language, culture and folklore and be
proud of their own identity. Karbi folk tales and their textuality con-
struct such great ideas as conservation of wetland and hazards of works
detrimental to environment. Modern readers of this type of literature

can share their concerns with the unfortunate environmental issues -

the endangered species of our flora and fauna, man-animal conflicts,

loss of habitat and so on. The man within is so trained and nurtured by

folk culture that it can feel the agonies of marginalized sections, conse-

quences of unequal and unsustainable developments. Such values

through their orchestration creating a genuine sense of eco-conscious-

ness, respect for their total environment with their language and cul-

ture, folklore and identity will be safe. Folk values can contribute to the

global objective of keeping the 'earth’ a sustainable home for the exist-

ing lives and the generations to come.

Articulation of Sub-alternity:

The term 'subalternity' here consciously avoids the critical no-
tions associated with and simply refers to the underprivileged Karbis
subdued and marginalized by internal or external forces or living at
the bottom layer of their society. Two types of subalternity are ar-
ticulated in Karbi folk literature- the sufferings of the Karbis as a
community and the poor and powerless, rural and ignorant Karbis as
individuals. The migration song 'MucheraKehir' (Jorsing Bey, 2004:
84-89), the legends of Thong Nokbe, Rongpherpi Rongbe (Longkam
Teron,1998:51-61), Larbin and Lirbon (Padumi Gogoi, 2011:49) por-
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tray the Karbis the subalterns as a community and record the plight of
the community in the hands of their strong political neighbours like
Ahoms, Jayantias etc. The tales of Dengrali, Larta, Didi, Dimmir etc.
(Longkam Teron, 1998:74-89) reflect the plight of the marginalized
Karbis in patriarchal social structure and in the names of tradition and
social norms. Didi and Larta are compelled to lead a humiliated life and
marginalized by the male friendly strict rules of 'Jirsong' and society.
Dengrali gets herself reduced to a tree out of shame caused by her
socio-culturally strong maternal uncle and raises a voice against any
sort of exploitation either of human or non-human environment. Dimmir
spitting at the mouth of economically and socially strong village head
protests against strong male's conspiracy and marginalization of women.
The tales of Hi-mu (BonglongTerang: 1937), Kave and Kadom
(Dharamsingh Teron and Sikari Tisso, 2012:92-94) etc. are the tales of
pain and suffering of women at the hands of socio-culturally strong
males. The Karbi women, obsessed with hesitation, a sense of loss and
tragic consciousness, can be read as the unfortunate victim of patriar-
chal authority. They are the means or objects of sustenance of the anti-
women patriarchal norms and ironically the subjects of execution.

The tale 'How the Monkeys were born' (Rongbong
Terang,1976:31-33) is reflective of the atrocities done to the mem-
bers of bachelors' dormitory by heartless leaders in the name of pro-
viding training or work culture which took away the pleasure of life
from them. The tale 'A frog and a Tiger' (DharamsinghTeron and
Sikari Tiss0,2012:207-209) is meant to inculcate such values of their
folk society that none is born to be marginalized and even the weak-
est with self confidence, boldness, cleverness and intelligenf:e can
raise his or her voice against the exploitative forces. The trickster
tales like 'Tenton and the Ploughman' (Informant: BinaTokbipi) show
cheating of the powerful by the powerless and inculcates sympat_hy
toward the poor and needy and develops a platform for them to raise
a voice against the powerful. The tale ‘The Crow and the Snake'
(Informant: Rumila Beypi) is meant to inculcate in the young minds
of the community that no one is born to be made subordinated for-
ever, rather the marginalized ones should fight for their right and es-
tablishment of their identity.
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Love and sympathy for the needy, subdued, exploited and
marginalized ones characterizes the Karbi folk society seen in their
tale world. Jangrecho, the orphan, the dominant character of the Karbi
folk tales is loved, taken care of and rewarded with beautiful heroine's
hand and kingdom. Jangrecho, the orphan in different roles is always
approved, appreciated and rewarded. Even the deity who betrayed
the orphan after getting married is never excused by their society in
the tale 'Orphan and King of Vices' (S.N.Barkataki, 1970:105-107).
The society is very much critical towards those who do wrong to the
needy people and go against the values of the society. Karbi folk
literature with such expression owns ability to make the younger gen-
eration understand the causes of sufferings of the community and of
the marginalized groups within and feel oneness with the plight of the
community and of the Karbis living at the bottom layer of the society.
Thus the subalternity articulated in their folk literature as referent to
the wronged community and the underprivileged ones may reorient
the target groups towards a better understanding of the right and
equality, justice and identity of all irrespective of gender, socio-reli-
gious position and status, economic condition etc. and may contribute
to the reconstruction of the value-based cultural selves of the young
ones through their folk literature who will not be merely sympathetic
towards but fight for the underprivileged Karbis in true spirit.

Representation of Women and the associated Values:

Karbi folk literature is reflective of how the women self is con-
structed and voiced in their narratives, society's attitude towards and
her socio-culturally structured roles, her reaction to those roles etc.
The women-oriented Karbi folk tales, myths, legends, love songs,
ballads, proverbs etc. are meant to socialize the girls, make them
disciplined and complete adult women, to mould their behavior in the
expected way to suit the patriarchal society, to teach them how to
live for others, to make them bearer of tradition and culture. The
woman world seen in the Karbi ballads and woman-centered tales is
essentially a tragic one. These narrate the tales of unending owes
and sufferings, pain and agony, anger and anguish of Karbi women
and are reflective of the Karbi folk society's perception of and atti-
tude towards women. The society has no objection if the strong male
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having a wife at home goes in search of a beautiful lady
(DharamsinghTeron and Sikari Tisso: 228-230), but punishes the faith-
less wife to roam forever with the cloud in the sky (S.N. Barkataki,
op.cit.). The husband is not sympathetic towards the pains of the over-
worked woman but physically assaults her for being pitiless towards
the males wasting time in idle (Dharamsingh Teron and Sikari Tisso:107-
112). Looking through a vulture feather the husband discovers animal
spirit in mother and wife and considers them the real source of familial
and domestic disorder. He never looks at himself through the feather
believing in the society's conviction that the male is always right, and
finally restores his life getting rid of the old one and married to a new
oné (Ibid:259-260). The maternal uncle who made Dengrali pregnant
and left her to a state of committing suicide goes unpunished (Basanta
Das, 2010:252). The beautiful girls without a brother or brother-in-law
are bound to suffer whose parents are poor and ignorant and the male
leaders of Jirsong' are not considered the guilty who even sexually
seduce the beautiful girl members and compel them to commit suicide
or make their life pathetic (DharamsinghTeron and Sikari Tisw:92-?4,
289). In spite of taking separation from the careless husband the wife
cannot get herself fully free from the so called emotional-sexual bond
of marital relationship and makes her husband happy assuring that he
would be the first to suck her nectar in her next life (Ibid:274~275).. The
society is indifferent towards the pains of the young mother feeding a
baby who is compelled to work harder (Ibid: 289). The wise old women
of wit and intelligence, practical knowledge and wisdom, secret and
special knowledge who can play crucial role in changing other people's
lives are marginalized by the society and letto live like beggar women
living all alone in a wretched hut in a deep forest. These tales o.f women's
sufferings not merely reflect the loss of womanhood and dlSl:lOIlOl' to
her inner self but mirror the Karbi folk society from sociological per-
spective. The male chauvinistic Karbi folk society appears biased against
women and leads the young girls to read critically the unequal man-
woman relationship and their uneven social position and provides them
scope to construct their character in their own way. )
Karbi folk literature is also reflective of the fact that the Karbi
women, in spite of living in a male chauvinistic and male dominated
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society, enjoy certain advantages as compared to their counterparts
among the non-tribals. After father's death the daughter inherits prop-
erty but can never be the household. Karbi marriage system is de-
void of bride price and dowry system. Divorce is permissible, child
marriage has never been a practice and widow marriage is preferred
in Karbi society. After marriage the girl does not change her sur-
name though her children take her husband's surname. A married
woman in a Karbi tradition maintains the rule 'Kaservi', i. e. while
walking she is always in front of her husband. 'Nihu Sarkan' is one of
such rule through which males are compelled to respect the ladies
like the wife of maternal uncle. The tale 'Vokronso' (Ibid: 167-169)
projects woman the protector of husband and 'The Legend of All
Women's Village' (Ibid:255-56) projects women the protector of the
village. In the tale ‘Mangbon the Brute' (Ibid: 295-296) the female
force in the form of an old tigress makes the end of the life of the
strong Brute who brought danger to the lives of the Karbis and their
culture. The tales like "The Sunbird and his Wife', 'Dog, Hyena and
~ She-Elephant' (Ibid: 107-275) ete. are reflective of female expres-
sive behavior different that of the males. The tales show that women
are capable of leading their life being free from the conveptloflal
order, pose a challenge against the patriarchy and male domination
and leave their husband's house in search of herself. The 'Tale of a
Dove' (Rongbong Terang: 34-35) portrays the Karbi woman, repre-
sented by the female dove, as the voice raised against colonlzathn,
exploitation and humiliation of woman self. The simple and submis-
sive female force in the tale suffers a lot in the hands of her strong
male neighbour, the intruder who consumes her children again and
again, compels her to shift from one place to another and kills her
husband and s finally killed and colonization is overthrown by the so
called weak female force and metaphorically raises a voice against
marginalisation of woman self and asserts respect and dignity of
women, equal place and position of women in their society. These
tales, if retold from women's perspective, may lead the girls to probe
into the causes of women's sufferings and finally to locate their place
in the male made society and to transgress their situation into a means
of 'search for self for themselves.
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Values of Historicity: v

Study of Karbi folk literature is the study of the masses of the
community, their worldview, migration and their earlier socio-economic
cultural religious and political affairs which may reorient the young
minds of the community as well as outsiders to understand the history
of the community from the below. The Karbi myths and ereation songs
which are all about gods and goddesses, folk belief, folk religion and
origin of objects are also expressive of the earliest worldview of the
Karbis. There are folk songs celebrating the existence of their earliest
villages like 'Amsikacho’, Klahupacho' and Lamthamkep', Miring
Rongchopi, TeronRongchopo, AkliRongchopi, Boroli-e etc. which
shaped and organized the earliest forms of the Karbi society. The
‘Rukasen Alun' (PhulmatiTeronpi:113-118) and the 'Sar Kebat Alun'
(Jorsing Bey:24-29) are reflective of how Grandfather Kashen and
Harbamon with gracious presence of Hemphu gave birth to deities,
rituals, worship, incantation, ways of purification, ways of life right from
birth till death and from their accumulated knowledge, wisdom and
imagination formulated rice-beer, bachelors' dormitory, village chief,
village administration, tales, songs, dance, rites and rituals etc. and graqu-
ally established the Karbi folk society and its sociology. Muchera Kehir,
sung on the third day of 'Chomangkan', can rightly be called the Oral
History of the Karbi community with the sense of historicity prevailed
throughout, historical life of the community with reference to their leg-
endary figures, historical characters, events and relation with other
communities of the region, their establishment of kingdom and migr?-
tion, of their battles won and lost, their socio-cultural custom, economic
condition, cultural assimilation etc.

The Karbi society is proud to have a good number of legends
constituting the oral history of the community. These are the r'ecords
of reality, expression of owes and sufferings, anger and angm_sh, €x-
ploitation and humiliation, valour and freedom of the community and
its members. The characters in Karbi legends like ‘Thong Nokbe',
"Waisong', Rongpherpi Rongbe', Larbin and Liorbon instead of hang-
ing after knowledge about the unknown are more concerned with the
well being and security of the Karbis, freedom and identity of the
community and remain busy in conflict with the oppressive neighbours.
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These legendary figures sacrificed their lives in their conflict with
outsider oppressors while internal conflict is shown in the legend of
Rongkhang. Further the Karbi kings like Har Pokkang, Kadeng Chiri,
Rongkhang, Rengbonghom, Waisong etc. are seen establishing or
ruling liberal Karbi state establishing capital at Socheng, abolishing
capital punishment, extending boundary up to Kapili Dhonsiri etc.
and are concerned with well being, happy and peaceful living of their
people (Jatin Sharma,2016:80).

The Karbifolk tales are reflective of the early socio-cultural his-
tory of the community. For example, the tale 'Ghalakghatk'
(Dharamsingh Teron and Sikari Tisso:35-37) reflects a Karbi land
with ‘Ronghidi', 'Kowansi' and '‘Chukcheng', river 'Lut, folk festival
‘Dumahi', community fishing, indigenous fish and fishing instruments
like 'polo’, ‘dupani' etc:, indigenous animals and insects, folk deities
like Mosondhori' and 'Langbar’, indigenous musical instruments like
'chen’ and 'murut’ and their folk wisdom that one is the master of
one's own will. The tale 'The Crow and the Snake' (Informant: Rumila
~ Beypi) is metaphorical of the painful historical past of the community
and their ever longing for a peaceful life. The historical tales of the
community are characterized with local historical elements. The Leg-
end of All Women Village' (DharamsinghTeron and Sikari Tisso:255-
256) gives exposure to 'Arloso Arong/, the village of all women which
had its trace in the time of Karbi legendary hero Thong Nokbe. The
tale records two neighbouring villages Miring-Murong' and 'Arkli-
Arklo' and deals with a long-running environmental dispute over the
sharing of the water of 'Marle' river. The tale projects Karbi women
as expert weaver, protector of village and community and leaves
scope for research in relation to the mythical women kingdom at
Kondoli of Nagaon District. The 'Legend of Baby Hill' (Ibid: 289)
narrates the historical background of calling the 'Putsari' range of
hills in western Karbi Anglong the ‘Baby Hill'. The tale also records
- factual account of sexual abuse and exploitation of women members

~ inabachelor's dormitory by the male leaders. Further the names like
‘Mikir-Hat', 'Ling-Lang' market; 'Kaziranga' etc. are expressive of
the fact that the region from Kaziranga to Puranigudam and from
Kathalguri to Kandoli via Chapanalla and Bamuni were initially in-
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habited by the Karbis. (Jatin Sharma, 2016:102-103).A scientific and
systematic study of the historical tales and legends will be instrumen-
tal in constructing early history of the community.

Moral Values:

Hemphu incarnated among the Karbis as Langmingpo and taught
the community certain moral ethics considered necessary for leading
a healthy social life and enjoying heavenly blessing. He neither quar-
reled with any villager nor envied others and inculcated in the com-
munity the values of non-violence. According to him one should al-
ways consider own self inferior to others, but perform own duty the
best and thus should show instance to others. He stressed on equality
of all and purity of body and mind and advised all to.live together in
peace with love and affection for each other. According to Langmingpo
people should always work with patience, self-control, farsighted-
ness and perseverance, faith on god and work with confidence. The
principles advocated by Langmingpo or Hemphu for the well being
of the Karbi people and their society as well are - purification of
body, mind and spirit, purity in whole life, nobility, humble and amiable
nature, rejection of ill temper, self dependent, competitive spirit in
mind and good sense, obedience, good dealing and self confident
(Mondal Sing Bey,2009:11). However in present day context the con-
cept of purification and purity can hardly attract the younger genera-
tion and remain relevant basically in ritual and religious activities. No
doubt these values constitute the backbone of the Karbi folk mind
and Karbi folk society. Most of the Karbi myths, legends and tales
appear tradition bearer, didactic and may be used to provide moral
lesson. For example, the village head SarMangbi is punished by the
villagers for not respecting Karbi tradition 'Honjengkekok' and Dengrali
suffers for not being moral (Longkam Teron:80-89). The tales are
meant to inculcate traditional moral values like innocence, constancy,
righteousness, fidelity, honesty, faithfulness, goodness in the young
Karbis and establish triumph of goodness over evil forces. The tales
reflect that the way of life approved by their folk society is the only
road to happiness and violation of which invites only punishment.
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Socio-Political Values :

The traditional Karbi society is characterized with good gover-
nance, democratic ideals, equality, fellow-feeling and a sense of co-
operation. 'Mei' the Village Council is the traditional socio-political
institution at the ground level in the Karbi state with distribution of
works to the portfolios like 'Sarthe', the village Headman, 'Kurusor’,
the priest, Richobacha', the Assistant village chief, Ferangke', the
messenger and 'Webarim', the coach. The 'Mei' under the leadership
of the 'Sarthe' performs various functions related to the socio-eco-
nomic, judicial and religious activities of the villagers. The 'Sarthe'
not only controls the day to day affairs of the villagers but also the
inter-village and intra-village issues. The villagers can remove a 'Sarthe’
if he is found inefficient. The bachelors' dormitory of the Karbis
Jirkedam' or 'Jirsong' is meant to train up the youths in all aspects of
life -socio-cultural, economic, religious and agricultural, handicrafts,
community-oriented etc. and to inculcate in them the democratic val-
ues, sense of cooperation, fellow-feeling, work culture, folk art and
craft and aesthetic sense. The Karbis strictly follow clan exogamy
and consider a marriage between a boy and girl of the same clan a
sin. The Karbis worship their respective totem and at no circum-
stance they kill the bird or the animal or cut the tree if it represents
their totem. Karbi Customary Laws are the properties of the com-
munity. There are certain Codes of Conduct traditionally followed by
the Karbis in their folk society. The Karbi folk society is character-
ized with equality of all and always longs for equal growth for all and
is naturally free from high or low caste politics, exploitation and sup-
pression in the name of caste, colour and race. People especially the
elders and office bearers are honoured in a traditional way according
to their social designation, role played in the cultural and religious
activities (Jatin Sharma, 2016:38-43).

" Folk Religious Values
Karbi Religion is animistic in nature characterized with its own
philosophical base, system of purification, worship of nature and its
- objects, ancestors' worship, worship of household, varying beliefs and
practices, religious experiences and behavior, deities and demons,
priests and sermons etc. The Karbis do not believe in the concept of
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heaven and hell but think that the final destination of the Karbis is
their ancestors' land. The souls are considered immortal and can take
rebirth to the corresponding clans. They believe in the concept of
unity of all things- earth, man, nature and ancestors' land. Within this
unity there is a duality between 'demon’ and 'deity’ well represented
by 'Hi-i' and 'Arnam' respectively. The unity and duality of the nega-

tive and positive forces and the balance between them are what con-

stitute the philosophical basis of the Karbi folk religion

(DharamsinghTeron, 2011:58-77). -

Under the strong Assamese ego or Hinduised centre the Karbis
with their own religion are compelled to remain in the periphery with
suppressed identity. People immediately start to identify the Karbi
deities with Hindu gods and read them from the centre. It brings
crisis to the deities of the Karbis and makes them suffer from colo-
nial ideology of the centre. Whatever the situation made by the out-
siders, the reality is that most of the Karbis are still with their indig-
enous religion and happy to take part in their religious activities.

Folk Medicinal Values .
Karbi Folk Medicinal values imply their traditional viewpoints
about and attitudes towards health and disease and the aspects asso-
ciated with. They worship their household deities like Hemphu, Peng
and the deity 'Hi-i' for the well being of their family members ensur-
ing a balance between the good and evil forces of nature. They a}so
celebrate the ritual "Vo Kartap' for curing 'maternal uncle.searChlng
disease' of a child. They also worship a few deities taking names
from diseases. It is not surprising that folk medicine is Stl-ll the only
answer for a poor Karbi living in a remote village suffering from a
killing disease. Karbi folk medicine is not merely ameans of curinga
patient but a socio-psychological therapy providing health to the en-
tire environment. To what extent worship to a household deity or the
ritual 'Vo Kartap' can save the life of a Karbiis doubtful,' but one
cannot deny the structural unity that it provides to the family or Fhe
community. The meaning and significance of Karbi folk rqedxcm.e
cannot be reduced reading it from the desk of modern me.du.:al sci-
ence but lies in own cultural background and its function in its fo!k
society. Waning of popularity of folk medicine among the Karbis in
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the context of spread of modern education and dissemination of sci-
entific knowledge is a fact. Plantation and preservation of the me-
dicinal plants will surely contribute to bio-diversity and to have a sus-

tainable home.

Social cohesion and integration

In present days celebration has become the life force of most of
the rituals of the Karbis. The limited participation festivals like mar-
riage, purification or worship of a deity are of immense significance
in the sense that these moments are not merely meant to assign new
role to the individuals or to ensure welfare of a family member or for
abundance of harvest but celebrated with a view to cementing the
individual's membership in the society and providing opportunity to
develop oneness with culture and community. The general participa-
tion festivals like 'Chumangkan', 'Rongker’ etc. let the Karbis to take
part in large number by virtue of their membership and belongingness
to the community and provide them opportunities to associate them-
selves with their greater socio-cultural occasions and to develop one-
ness with their folk ways of life. No doubt it promotes social cohe-
sion integrating the individuals to the society and culture. For ex-
ample, in 'Chomangkan', whether the souls of the dead are safely led
to the 'ancestors' land' or they are made free to take rebirth to their
respective clans or whether the boys and girls after taking part in
"Nimcho-Kerung' are sexually united to ensure new birth to compen-
sate the loss caused by death etc. are not so relevant as it were
before. Its;prime significance lies in the fact that it provides opportu-
nity for the individuals to identify and associate themselves with their
rites and rituals, folk belief and tradition, art and craft, songs and
music etc. and helps them to develop oneness with the community
and its culture. Thus 'Chomangkan', a celebration of death and re-
birth, fertility and regeneration, appears one of the prime means of
social cohesion in a greater Karbi folk society. In the present crucial
juncture of time for the community sustaining a struggle for long for
right and identity, the real meaning and significance of 'Chomangkan'
lies in its sociological function promoting the individuals' integration to
the community, developing a sense of community consciousness and
right and identity. Another important feature seen in their social cus-
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tom is the collective spirit and energy seen on the part of the entire
community. Most of the festivals of the Karbis start at family or
individual level but ends at the community level transforming a per-
sonal matter into a matter of community concern. In the structural
line, a proper understanding of the interrelations of the components in
relation to the complex whole certainly leads the young generation of
the community to understand the real meaning of their social folk
custom, its significance as a living and unifying force and its role in
their growth and development as a community.

Socio-Ethical Values

Karbi folk literature is not merely the source of transmission
of their socio-ethical values from one generation to another but also
expected to be the prime means of inculcating those values in the
young ones of the community. Goodness and honesty, justice and
righteousness and triumph of good, moral and honest over the evilr
immoral and dishonest are the prime values of life nourished in Karbi
folk society is well reflected in the world of Karbi folk tales and
songs. Cultivation is the prime recognized profession in their tal.e
world symbolizing work culture where all even the king with his
subjects are involved in the profession. That is why everyone
whether the king's son or a common man must work at the paddy
field and look for luck, name and fame in the rice produced, notina
world beyond human limitation. Love and sympathy for the poor
and the needy characterizes the Karbi folk society as seen in their
tale and song world. Betrayal, especially to husband, is never toler-
ated in Karbi society. The Karbi is a peace loving community and
they hate war and believe in living together in peace, equality of ?"»
equal growth for all and stress on acquisition of human qualities like
love, affection, fellow-feeling, kindness, help, sympathy and a sense
of endurance. Further love for tradition, respect for their glorious
past, and respect for their historical figures, acknowledge of the
contributions of their elders are the loftiest Karbi folk values trans-
mitted through their folk literature (Jatin Sharma, 2016:116-120) They
need to live with their history, the pleasures of the triumphs and
agonies of their painful past.
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Way to scientific thinking )

Sustaining Tradition and continuity, pervasiveness and variation
and travelling through time and space Karbi folk literature becomes
historically resourceful, culturally inter penetrating and socially rep-
resentative of their local features and national glory. It provides In-
sight into a collective psyche, accumulated thought and wisdom. The
human civilization or its surface growth does not necessarily segre-
gate the people from its root. Viewed historically, the study of folk-
lore presents before us a roadmap of a community's growth from
antiquity to modernity, from religious belief to scientific thought. The
point is that the so called unscientific past is not at all disposable,
rather the legend of creation reflecting their understanding of planta-
tion and other beings before human life on earth, teachings of Hemphu
constituting the inner self of a human being, village centered ways 07
social development undertaken by Harbamon, the tale of We Lor}gbl
and Har Longbi protesting against environmental pollution, teachings
of grandmothers like 'Marongpi', the tiger tales metaphorically sug-
gesting the importance of bio-diversity, the folk belief that fowl came
into being from serpent, the Muchera Kehir’ preparing for the present
through their past etc. are enough to give birth to reasonable, rational
or scientific thinking in terms of the present total environment and
lead the young generation of the Karbis to look forward and cultivate
scientific way of thinking.
A Sense of Duality amongthe Karbis

The Karbi folk literature depicting the existence of opposite
forces like spiritual and erotic in the socio-cultural, religious folk cus-
tom of the Karbis, sense of submission and aggression in their mythi-
cal and legendary characters, love for humour and obsession with a
sense of tragedy, longing. for order and living in chaos, hopes and
aspirations for a change with a sense of hesitation, wish to go to the
final destination the ancestors' land only to come back to the same
clan for living on earth, death and rebirth, degeneration and regen-
eration, purity and impurity, 'demon' and 'deity’ represented by Hi-i'
and 'Arnam’ respectively, 'Jangrecho' the Orphan the honest and the
trickster, the tiger the means of savior or damnation, the grandmother
the wicked and the wise, encouragement of women participation in
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bachelors' dormitory and their subsequent exploitation, projection
of demon's village at the vicinity of that of the Karbis metaphori-
cally suggesting the co-existence of good and evil, positive and nega-
tive forces etc. is reflective of a sense of duality inbuilt among the
Karbis. Now a days, the manipulation of folk self witnessed in the
caretaker of nature destroying a forest, savior of community be-
traying the race for individual benefit, bearer of tradition becoming
instrumental in degenerating the values and indigenous environment
has not originated from that sense of duality the philosophical base
of the community, but is the result of pollution of folk mind with
rootless materialistic zeal.

Negative Folk Values among the Karbis

From outsider's point of view Karbi folk literature is also reflec-
tive of a certain negative folk values such as ethnocentrism, obses-
sion with a sense of hesitation, fear and timidity, obsession with a
sense of tragedy, use of tricks and violence against the wrong-doers,
violation of human rights in the name rules and community works,
marginalization of women to a certain extent, anti-environmental jhum-
cultivation and forest-fire, deforestation, hunting of wild animals, com-
munity fishing pouring poison to river water etc. which appear detri-
mental to the welfare and development of the individuals and the
community as well. The tales and the songs reflect that the Karbis
right from their creation seen in 'Karbi Kaplang' are obsessed with a
sense of hesitation and tragedy, a feeling of unease and uncomfort-
able, a sense of sadness of being unfortunate which may give rise to
a sense of complexity in the minds of the young ones. A sense of
hesitation towards something or somebody new is seen in the char-
acters of the tales which is peculiar to the national character of the
Karbis. Such negative traits may be responsible for developing un-
friendly forces within.

Conclusion )
Karbi folk literature reflects their worldview, the way of life

approved and the values of life fostered by the community. The folk
tales and songs are reflective of a value-based Karbi folk §oc1ety and
violation of the rules laid down by society invites only pains and suf-
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fering. The real value of the folk tales and songs, as a source of
sociological data, lies not in its concern with particular persons or
incidents, but in its typical portrayals of situations, relationships and
attitudes towards life. These tales and songs are reflective of typical
pictures of Karbi familial relationships, social institutions, relation be-
tween an individual and society, society and nature etc. and the_sie.
pictures, when synthesized, provide a more balanced and compre- -

hensive view of the Karbi folk society and its values. Their folk val-. -

ues whether moral, socio-ethical, cultural, aesthetic, religious or envi- -
ronmental ones constitute the backbone of their folk society. Whetlier - -
their folk values are personal or community concerned, egoisti¢ or
universalistic, hedonistic or utilitarian, good or bad, relevant or irrel-
evant, in present day context these are realized in relative terms and
are undoubtedly the properties of the cultural heritage of the commu-
nity and naturally its future never lies in the attitude of the outsiders.
The values in a Karbi folk society whether familial, social, cul-
tural, religious or environmental ones are not inborn characteristics of
an average Karbi folk but are taught to and acquired by the folk through
oral literature, the process of socialization, interaction with nature anq
others, participation in community activities etc. Ina traditional Karbi
society the values are significant not simply for shaping the folk's be-
havior and individuality but for constituting the texture of their folk so-
ciety and nature of their approved way of life. Some of their traditional
values may be no longer relevant in present day society. But those
values whether good or evil, relevant or irrelevant, right or wrong, ar c
the properties or cultural heritage of the community and should be pre-
served in a scientific way if cannot be practiced or inculcated in. Now
it is the duty of the community and the students of folklore around to
ensure sustenance of the indigenous nature of the Karbi folk tales and
songs along with its traditional values especially the human, cultural
and environmental ones from the influence of the technology and moral

depravity of the modern world with a view to reorienting their present

generations to their indigenous environment, adjusting them with their

own culturally constituted world and thus enabling them to be not the

rootless modern but the proud Karbis of the global world living with

their own culture, history and identity.
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Assamese culture and language belong to none but to all com-
munities who have been living in the region since pre-independence
era contributing to the growth and development of Assamese culture
and language, formation of Assamese community and identity. No
one should ignore the interpenetration of the Karbi elements in for-
mation of cultural and linguistic, anthropological and sociclogical iden-
tity of Assam and the greater Assamese community. This study sim-
ply exposes the richness of Karbi folk tales and songs in terms of
their folk values sustained and its roles in reorientation of their younger
generation towards proper understanding and sustenance of their
environment in totality, culture and language, right and identity, but
leaves certain questions unanswered - what are the contributions of
the Karbis to the Assamese culture and folklore, language and na-
tionality? And the same question needs to be extended and scientifi-
cally addressed in the context of global India. What is precisely there
in the cultural and political history of Assam and India as well that
represents the Karbis and their land? No doubt they like to be a part
of Bihu celebration, but when the beauty and strength of their
Chomangkan will be realized by others? They strengthen themselves
with the teachings of Lachit Boephukan and Shivaji, but is there no
lesson from the margin to the centre through Rongpherpi, Thong
Nokbe or their tiger tales? The Karbis are not happy with the occa-
sional recognition of their needs and rights and carefully made expla-
nation of their cuiture and history by the advocators of the elite cen-
tre. Rather it should be acknowledged that they are undoubtedly a
strong peripheral reality contributing to constitute Assamese and In-
dian culture and nationality with their own uniqueness, folklore and
identity.
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