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ABSTRACT  The hill and the plain‘s tribesmen of
Assami India) kave boen subjocied to myriad of changes in
tha politico-socio-culiural life followding large-scale advent
of urbanization and westernization ever since the ffties of
this cenmury. The sieady flow of non-inbal up-country men
and materlals from the heanland of the country is verily
distoming the age-old iraditional and scsibetic way of life
of the besmen of Assam. The present-day tribol people’s
comcern e keep their socio-political identity in wacy is like-
Iy io ke metamerphosed in the wake of uninbermopied pen-
ctration of alien elements of culture. Tribal identity will
certabinly prove 1o be fragile considering the advent of the
msodern national and global trerds to usher in sclenific and
technological innovations in all walke of life.

INTRODUCTION

In Assam there are tribesman both in the hills
and the plains. Most tribal habitats located in
inaccessible and remote regions, are far off from
the din and bustle of urban complexes. It is a fact
that the Assam tribesman both in the hills and
the plains have lived an age-old isolated life;
they never in the history of their habitations felt
the need of having thorough transport and com-
munication in their own locality. Nowhere in
the tribal land the notion of distance and re-
mateness baffled a tribal mind. Distance or re-
moteness was structurally considered 1o be a
part of the way of life. Since known historical
times cach sedentary tribal group has lived the
isolated sell-content subsistence pattern of life
within the periphery of its own little tradition
(Redfield, 1955). Such an isolaied age-old sc-
cluded life, in the course of its long history of
existence, had occasional contacts for some dire
material needs o be fulfilled with the nearest
centre of urban life where abounded centres of
greal tradition (Redfeld, 1955), The occasional
interactions between a little and a great tradi-
tion, eventually get established as a perpetual

phenomenon, the former receiving feed-back
from the latter. In the process, the linle tradi-
tion borne by the tribesman, gets enriched and
refined as a result of protracted contact with the
Assamese, thenon-tribal bearers of great tradi-
tions, Motwithstanding the occasional casual
interactions between these two distinet groups
of people, the tribal had not lost much of their
cultural ethos and thercby maintained their so-
cio-cultural life in a steady form, with Litle
metamorphosis over hundreds of generations
till recent years. The tribesmen of Assam con-
sistently manifest an almost obsessional adher-
ence 1o the traditional norms, practices and pat-
terns. It can reasonably be asserted that tribal
norms and patterns dic hard, and the tribal life
gets very much characterized by a pood deal of
consistency, stability and immutability. These
featwres are formed in the social life through
highly effective kinship bond that remains ever
saturated with emotional feeling of attachment
and a sense of dependability in the face of most
unforesesn eventualities of life. Kinship rela-
tionships ramify all aspects of socio-cnltural
life —material, spiritual and aesthetic —binding
individuals in an unbreakahle bond of fellow-
fecling,
Tribal Tradition

A socio-historical perspective in the life of
a tribal community shows that its norms and
practices get built up over the gencrations with
little mutability or any trace of dynamism in the
formative process. These are moulded and
shaped and become steadfastly adhered 1o in the
people’s life. The multiple socio-cultural ways,
modes, methods and practices adopted and im-
bibed by each and every community member
get steadily but constantly internalized into a
normative pattern, that becomes an inherent
part of the individual's personality. It becomes
bound with the person concerned, developing
a sense of emotional attachment and a sense of
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impartibility from the mass of acquired socio-
cultural features. Most of the people's norms
and practices gel cemented in the people’s
psyehe through constant intra-community inier-
action. In the internalization of behaviour pat-
terns, Kinship relationships play a key role, as
stated above. As a system, il imparts the sense
of obligation and responsibility. Italso provides
a sense of securily against various odds in the
life of an individual, Man reposes confidence
in the efficacy of the kinship system of the com-
munity. The notion of joint responsibility intrin-
sic im the kinship relationships acis as a great
safety valve al the time of facing unforeseen
eventuality or life-crises.

The atoresaid general characterisiics are
clearly manifesied in the behaviour paiterns of
the tribal groups of Assam. Being aloof and
geographically isolated, as they lived practical-
Iy uptormid-lifties of this century, the inbesmen
build up the commumnity as the most dependable
and reliable support in life, An individual out-
side the periphery of the community 15 an anath-
ema and is never worth living his or her life. $i
provides a person with ground for internalizing
the behavioral patterns = the social norms — as
a member of the community. These are jealous-
Iy guarded and most assiduously preserved,
Folklores and folktales gel built up around the
traditional norms, Their effectivencss and im-
pact on the society are greatly admired, and
greal social values are assigned to those hold-
ing those in greal esteem. Oflen verses, songs
and ballads are composed depicting the glori-
ous and heroic deeds of the clan-heroes who are
frequently elevated to the status of mythical
beings with superhuman gualities. Protracted
internalized norms that are perpetually prac-
tised and followed are invariably given an aura
of sacred heritage hallowed by the names of the
amcestors, Any deviation from the established
norms tinged with the sacrosanct memory of the
lamented forefathers are fraught with grave
misfortune or adversity in the family.

Tribal and Non-=iribal Habitations

In Assam since long before the advent of
weslernization and urbanization, the tribesmen
used 1o have differential degree of exposure o
non-tribal world, The Assam tribesmen, irre-
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spective of their abode in the hills or the plains,
were cxposed first and foremost o the non-irib-
al Assamese people inhabiting the sprawling
Brahmapuira valley. The two groups of people,
namely, the non-tribals of the Brahmaputra
valley and the tribesmen of the hills and the
plains of Assam, have had since dim historical
past their own distinctive norms of conduet,
food-habits, economic persuits, ritual beliets

 and practices and various other socio-political

and acsthetic ways of life. The tribal people liv-
ing in the plains have had, however, easier and
more frequent access to the Assamese plain
dwellers than the hill-dwelling tribesmen.
However, in an historical perspective it could
be well understood that the Assamese and the
tribesmen mamtained a marked distance in all
sorts of socio-cultural relationships, barring a
few exceptions, Both the groups of people
maintained their swn separate distinctive socio-
ethnic identity and existence, There are cxplicit
variations in the ways of life lived and followed
by the tribal and non-tribal people of Assam.
Such variations are seen in respect ol spoken
languages, acsthetic ways and manners of life.
Basically Assamese has been serving as the lin-
gua franca among the various ethno-linguistic
groups; it, however, fails to bring a true culiur-
al symthesis among various ehinic groups,

Materially and intelecially relatively ad-
vanged non-tribal Assamese people of the val-
ley as being precursors and torch-bearers of
sophisticated advanced life-ways in Assam are
obsessed with a notion of superiority in relation
1o the followers of the "lowly " ways of life, that
1%, the tribal ways, The notion of superiority in
the behavioral ways om the part of the non-tribal
Assamese people has been acting as a hialus
between the tribal and non-tribal folks in As-
Sam,

Motwithstanding the aforesad socio-culiural
barricades and disparity inhibiting emotional
integration and interaction between the tribal
and non-tribal groups of people, there has been
transient get-together and exchange of news,
views and goods and services. Regular weekly
markets inthe neighbourhood of a cluster of As-
samesc villages are the only forum for get-to-
gether, and those serve as means of communi-
cation between the tribal and the non-tribal
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Assamese [oplks. These markets use 1o provide
the two groups of people with opportunities for
interpersonal communication and for selling
and buying or exchanging of household goods
and agricultural produces. Tribal men and
women are regular visitors to the weekly mar-
kets in the plains with their home-grown sale-
able produces. And on their way back home,
they buy scare goads like salt, match-boxes,
kerosene oil, mill-made clothes, glass wares
and glass beads, cosmatics, etc, The markets
thus serve as the most regularly haunted ground
for transient bul important social interaction
omee ina week, Ethno-social history of the peo-
ple of Assam speaks eloguently of these week-
Iy get-togethers as occasions for binding on ev-
erlasting social friendship, at times not exclud-
img the ritual friendship or the classic concept of
heing shekha between a tribal and a non-tribal,

Enculivwration at Work

In the context of the above delineation, it is
pertinent o assess the iribesmen's attitude 1o
their socio-cultural ways of life that has in re-
cenl years come under the vortest of formida-
ble forces from outlandish sources. Present day
tribal culiures, are constantly subject to on-
coming stresses and strains in the form of myr-
tads of alien norms, practices and ways of life
that are invariably accompanied with numerous
malerial gadgets with extraordinary devices for
manipulation and labour saving wiility. These
material components that are available with
utmost ease from international markets serve as
Lthe source of aesthetic pleasure and comfortable
life-ways at minimal effort. These having had
universal appeal and acceptability have
achieved naturally spontaneous entry into the
households of the tribesmen of Assam over the
last few decades. Apart from the outlandish ma-
terial components, one can visualize unprece-
demed development spurt in many other socio-
cultural aspects of life. The structural change in
the Azsam tribal cultures come (o the forefront,
when one ponders over the indigenouws tribal
coneepls of distance and time. In the classical
pre-development days, these concepts were the
part of the total life, whercas presently these wre
conceived of as having distinct separate entity
and value, and accordingly in tune with the

changed notion, the work-norm gets re-adjust-
ed and mobilized. Also the concept of value in
the im-put of human physical labour has dimin-
ished, but 1t has come (0 be enhanced with the
addition of man's intellectual propensity and
contents. The list of in-coming material wealth
and intellectual contents that kave reached and
influenced all sections of population every-
where not excluding the tribesmen of Assam,
can well be lengthened to comprehend the enor-
mity of the unprecedented spurt of the formida-
hle outlandish diseardant forces in the form of
industrialization, urbanization and westernizas
uon. In Assam, these have penetrated every
nook and corner of the society, including the
age-old secluded and isolated tribal population.
People of the first and second ascending gener-
ations in the tribal socictics of Assam in their
prime of life had never been accustomed Lo
witnessing such unprecedented development
dash in every aspect of socio-cultural life.
Presently, by nearly the fag end of this cen-
tury, with the acquisition of alicn material goods
and adoption of heterogeneous modes, practic-
5 and norms of life, inevitably there has ush-
ered in a good deal of metamorphoses in the
age-old traditional ways and means of life.
Empirical ohservations contfirm that tradition-
al tribal family, marriage, kinship systems, rit-
ual paiterns, beliel-systems, eic. have been un-
dergoing steady modifications over the last few
decades under the impact of the modern west-
oriented forces, [0 might be noted that metamor-
phoses in the material and aesthetic behavioural
patterns of the tribesmen of Assam have come
about relatively rapidly in the post- 1950 de-
cades compared (o the earlier years, thanks o
the recent development of transportation and
communication in the inlernational as well as
national spheres. Apart from the changes in the
spoial norme and practices, cultural and age-old
practices have manifested large-scale changes.
Primitive hunting and gathering as means of
subsistence hivelihood have diminished, and in-
iensive production methods are being widely
resorted toin the recent years, Tradinonal weav-
ing, dress and personal decoration patterns,
cooking methods, house-building material-
cum-process, agriculiural practices, eic. have
also manifesicd changes. and new methods and
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practices are being resoried to by the plain and
hill dwelling tribesmen of Assam.

The recent development in the means of
tramsporcitionand communication has resulied
in great mohility of men and material, concepts
and ideologics, norms and values inlo the trikb-
al habitations. Influx of non-tribal traders, busi-
mess men, indostrialists and skilled and un-
skilled labowrers and a host of various other
workers has considerably metamorphosed the
indigenous tribals’ psyche concerning their oh-
sessional attachment with the place of birth and
pursuit of primitive vocations,

On the backdrop of the above delineations,
in view of the rapid culture contact with in-com-
ing alien material and non-material cultural
clements, the ethnographers tend to believe that
im o time the traditional tribal cultures would
be on the verge of disappearance and be re-
placed by modern west-oriented neo-culture
complexes, In consonance with this belief,
however, so lur the tribesmen of Assam have
not opted for. or been swepl away wholly by,
neo-cullure components, On the contrary the
indigenous tribesman’s cholce 1s still a deter-
mining one. A good many neo elements are
despised and those hardly find any access into
the tribal community life. People's choice still
has its cxclusive role and it is this that sifts the
nnes acceplable from amidst the despicable or
the defesiable,

Nelru's Principles of Tribal Development

Motwithstanding the people’s incompatibil-
ity o cerlgin norms and patterns of in-coming
culture elements, on account of these being
highly formidable and mobility-prone, it was
feared that the tribal cultures might be over-
whelmed and swayed by the alien in-coming
ones. More specifically, around the very on-set
of the second half of this century, apprehen-
sioms ran high that the Assamese, the dominant
nan-tribal community in the Brahmaputra val-
ley, would eventually overwhelm and engulf
the primitive satellite groups of tribesmen. In
the pan-Indian context, the Assam iribesmen's
socio-political position was thought to be vol-
atile and vulnerable, and liahle to be quickly
battered and vanguished, The portent of swal-
lowing up small isolated groups of tribesmen by
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the pan-Indian dominant immigrants or neo-set-

tlers was indeed alarming. The fear from this

ominous eventuality was needed to be assuaged.

In this context it is worth referring to the Fore-

word by Jawaharlal Nehru, the Prime Minister

of India al the period, to the second edition of

FPhilosophy for NEFA by V. Elwin. With regard

o the tribal problems in India. Nehru evolved

fve fundamental principles for tribal develop-

ment which he mentioned in the Foreword.
The five fundamental principles are as fol-
lows :

(1} People should develop along the lines of
their own genius and we should avoid im-
posing anything on them.,

{2} Tribal rights in land and forests should be
respected,

{3} We should try to train and build up a team
of their own people to do the work of ad-
ministration and development. Sometech-
nical personnel from ouside wall, no doubt,
be needed, especially at the beginning. But
we should avoid introducing oo many out-
siders into tribal territory.

(4) We should not over administer these areas
or overwhelm them with multiplicity of
schemes. We should rather work through
and not in rivalry to, their own social and
cultural institutions,

(51 We should judge results, not by statistics or
the amount of money spent, but by the qual-
ity of kuman character that 15 cvolved.

The scrupulous adhercnce to these funda-

mental principles of Nehru over the last five
decades has preserved the irbals' inherent ba-
sic rights and interests and saved them from
ruthless exploitation by neo-settlers traders and
usurious money-lenders. Atthe same time over
the years, norms for tribal administration have
been so followed as o enable the tribesmen 1o
develop their own genius. Over the last half a
century, tribals have nowhere been aver-
whelmed in Assam nor is there any trace of
decling of the tribal inherent ethos, thanks o the
scrupulous ohservance and following of Neh-
ru's principles.

This, however, does not mean that tribal soci-
eties in Assam have remained steady and un-
changed, Myriads of changes thal have occurred
both in the materials as well as non-material



TRIRAL TRADITION AND THE PROBLEM OF IDENTITY 1IN ASSAM 147

life-aspects, as noted in the foregoing pages,
have virtually enriched the quality of tribal life,
refined the traditional methods and practices
and last bul not the least, widened the arca of ex-
plottation of the livelihood means of the people.
Development in terms of acquired material
components and improvement in the system of
roads, transportations and communications,
eradication ol erstwhile infectious killer diseas-
es have cumulatively made present day tribal
life more comfortable and aspiration-prone than
life in the Grst half of this century. By and large
the improvements have come about without any
perceptible erosion in the tribal traditional ethos
of life.

CONCLUSION

In the context of the aforesaid observations
on tribesmen's socio-ethnic existence in Assam,
it is worthwhile to understand if the newly ac-
quired, highly disparate material elements of
culture in combination with the new wiys and
means of life would keep the tribesmen’s socio-
ethnic identity unaliered in course of time.
Could the aforementioned Mehru's principles be
effective in shiclding the wribesmen’s basic
identity intact?

Cilobal enculturating forces that are presently
swaying world wide are indeed formidable
sparing no indigenous culture of the world on
a small or large extent. These forces emanale
from the phenomena of industrialization, west-
ernization and urbanization. Against these in-
coming phenomena, survival of any non-Wesi-
ern cultural identity, be it tribal or non-tribal,
is a doubtful proposition. A tribal cultural iden-
tity. in view of multiple elements constituting

the culture, 15 somewhat more volatile and sus-
ceptible to change, being loosely or weakly in-
tegrated than a non-tribal one. A non-tribal cul-
ture as it generally becomes based on prodract-
ed history behind it, turns out to be more resis-
tant and less resilient than a tribal culture, A
non-iribal culiure, therefore, can relatively
withsiand the external onslaughts compared to
a highly volatile tribal culture.

Further in the face of the non-iraditienal
alien advancing elements of culture intruding
into the land of the Assam tribesmen over the
last few decades, the gep-physiographic and
bio-socio-cultural environments have deformed
considerably necessitating a good deal of re-ad-
justment of the pristine traditional tribal life-
ways. [n the wake of continuous ré-adjustment,
in almost all aspects of traditional life patterns,
there would inevitably be ever more increasing
inflow of alien elements without any respite.
Under the rapidity of inflowing forces, hardly
could the optimum level of absorption and im-
hibition of the alien elements ke determinable,
Under such emerging circumslances, Over pro-
longed period within the life-span of the present
day and forthcoming youngsters, associated
forces like horizontal and vertical mobility are
likely toeffect dispersal of population on a wide
scale resulting eventually in obliteration of trib-
al identity. Trabalism may, in the context of
universal glohalized culture, turn out to be an
anathema.
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