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CHAFTER I

INTRODUCT ION




INTRCDUCT ION

This is a study of the Bishmpriyas, North-East
India s a multi-ethnic region, arxd the Bishmupriya {is
one of the promi;zent groups of the region., Members of
this ethnic group préfer to be refered td as 'Bishmapriya
Manipuri' at least on formal occasions. Cachar district
of Assam, areas around Agartala town in Tripura, and
Commilla and Sylhet districts in Bangladesh have a sube
stantial and prominent concentration today.

In October, 1983, the Govermment of Assam took
the decision to include the Bishmupriya Manipuri language
as one of the mediums of instruction in the primary stage
of education in Cachar and Karimganj districts, In
February 1985, the Government of Tripura also took a
similar decision; i.e., to recognize Bishmipriya Manipuri
as one of the mediums of instruction at the primary level.
The decision of the Government of Assam to provide
recognition to Bishmpriya Manipuri language as medium of
métmction sparked off a severe controversy on the justi-
flcatién to recognize Bishmapriya as a 'Manipuri'
language, The Government of Manipur “expressed their
resentment on the decision of the Government of Assam and

raised objection” thz_at ntthe Manipuri language is one and



only language that has been accepted as state language of
Manipur from the time of Maharaajas of Manipur. And there-
fore, there can be a language spoked by the Bishmpriyas
as 'Bishmupriya' language but there can neirer be a
'Bishmipriya Manipuri language' ... The Bishmipriya
language is not a constituent part of the'ManL;uri language,
‘as such, it can not claim the use of the word "Manipuri® as
"Bishmupriya Manipuri language ««.% |

The Govermment of Manipur objected to suffixing
the word Wanipuri® after "Bishnupriya" as; accordi.ng to
them the Bishmupriya are not Manipuris’

Again, “the decision taken by the Goverrment of
Assan to introduce Bishmupriya Menipuri Language at the
rrimary stage of Education asg a medium of instruction in
the districts of Cachar and Kariz’ngaxﬁ, was warmly welcomed
by the Bishmupriya ... 'It may be recalled at this stage
that Mr. G.A. Grierson in his Linguistic Survey of India-
mentioned the mumber of Bishmupriya Manipuri speaking
population of 23,500 of whom there were 1000 speakers in
Fx‘ampur ahd the remaining 22,500 speakers in Cachar and
Sylhet (now in Bangladesh) as recorded in 1891. Vith due
regards to such a popalation of high cultural heritage the
Bangladesh Government have already recognised the
Bishmipriya Manipuri and provided broadcasting facilities



in this language at the Radlo Bangledesh, Sylhet and have
taken up adequate measures for their materisl and cultural
development. The Government of Tripura also have
recognised the Bishmupriya Manipuri language, published a
Fortnightly Jjournal in this language and have taken up
other measures for implementation of introduction of the
language and for safeguard of their other interests. It is,
therefore, clear that the aforesaid Govermments have always
been treating the Bishmpriyas as a major section of
Manipuris, ... From this point of view,etbe opinion of
Government of Manipur may be considered quite irrelevant
and the Govermment of Manipur can not, however, act as the
guardian of the Bishmipriya Manipuri speaking population of
Assam and Trz.pura‘. |

This controversy provides the cue for the present
8 tUdy.

"The Bishnupriyé situation offers a challenging
opportunity for anthropologists and other social scientists
for ethnographic and comparative study of an ethnic group
with the intention té.study its social history and dynamics
of ethnicity, |

The attempt to write about the Bishmupriya presents
some crucial questions which emerge from the above refered

controversy on suffixing 'Manipari' to the name of the



Bishmpriya., The questions are: (i) the social history
of the Bishmpriya, and ( {i) ethnography of the
Bishrupriya now inhabiting Cachar district of Assam,

The focus on the social history of the Bishmpriya
is with the intention to trace the origin df distinctivé
identity of the commnity, the'Bishnupriya. There are two

‘questions related with this: (a) the history of the origin
of the Bishnupriya Manipur as a distinct ethnic group, ami
(b) the process associated with the continuity and mainte=
nance of this identity. In relation to the first part of
this question we will have to take our attention to
Manipur, the original abode of the Bishmupriya.

The second part of the study is devoted to an:
ethnographic study of the Bishnupriya in Cachar district
of Assam, This has been made with the intention (a) to
identify the salfent social and cultural characteristics
of the Bishmupriya, and (b) how these have 'functioned’
(served) as basis of maintaining their distinct identity

in Assam,

A So far very little written information is available
on the Bishmipriya. Much has been to be done to reconstruct
their history of origin (in Manipur) and their migration
( to their present abodes in Assam, Tripura and Bangladesh).

This was one of the reasons that the present study is of a
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rather exploratory depending mainly on ethnography and
reconstruction/compilation of available historical
references, The main thrust of the present study thus
ig to compile sufficlent ethnographic information on the
Bishmpriyas, It is expected that this will help to
outline the social, cultural and historical contexts of
*politics of ethnicity' among the Bishmupriya.

In Chapter 3. I have t.fied to compile information
relating to 'the people (the Bishmupriya) and their land'.

This contains discussion, the distribution of the

Bishmapriya, their demographic characteristics: and
distribution, amd their geographical distribution,

Chapter IV deals with 'The Bishmupriya Identity -
Higtorical Survey'.s A review of this history takes our
attention, for obvious reasons, to Manipur the original

‘abode of the Bishmipriya.

The Bishmapriya, on their part, make two Claims:

First, that they are \tha original inhabitants of Manipur,

and not the Meitel.> The Bishnupriya claim that "Manipur

is an ancientﬁ:( Aryan land ruled by Inmdo=Aryan people for
several centuries, and that the Bishmupriya are the Indo-

Aryan people and the first Cultured ruling race of Manipur,
while the Meitei are the Mongolian people and later

ngrants to Manipur“




The Meitel, the main inhabitants of Imphal valley,
in Manipur, are followers of Vaishnav' sect of Hinduism,
The second claim of the Bishmupriya relates to this. They
claim that, compared to the Meitei, they are the 'original
and true *Vaishnava', feference to mythology ard
historical eviéencés is cited by the Bishmapriya to impress
their claim, It is interesting to note that both the
Meitel as well as the Bishnugffya trace their origin to

Babrubshan, the son of Chittrengada by the third Pandava,
‘Arjuna, of the Mahabharata epispdes®. The question of tné
origin of the Bishmupriya has its share of myth as well as
history,

They have an interesting history of migration to
their present abodes outside Manipur, In Chapter III, I
have tried to presedt an exploratory overview of migration
of the Bishmipriya from Manipur to their present abodes in
parts of Assam, Tripura and Bangladesh.

Besides origin and migration thi& chapter also
deals with language and literature and their cultural fomms -
dance and masic,

<f7 1gggj§§§§§5gfiya language is of the Indo~Aryan group,

pZ
whereas that of the Meltel is of Tibeto-Burman group. The

Bishmipriya language may have a number of Meitel words, but
it is nearer to the Bengali amd Assamese language, with



which it shares many words., Through the study of their
language and literature it is possible to trace out the
origin of distinct identity and the process assoﬁ.ated'
- with contimuity and maintenance of this identity.

Ordinarily one gets acquainted with the Manipuris
through the famous Manipuri dance armd music. Much
attention has been given to trace out the myth of origin
of dance ard music and the mode of performance to know
about their social history.

Before we proceed to the substantive parts of
étt{dy of the Bishmupriya, it will be useful to maske a
concise but brief discussion on conceptual clarification
and theoritical discussion, So, in the chapter iI, I have
tried to put the relevance of the conceptual frameworks
presented with reference to the present study. The
theoretical and conceptual review has been made with the
hope that these will suggest the appropriate indicators for
the study of the Bishmipriya phenomena,

Chapter Wideals with the 'Ethmographic study of the
Bishmupriya in Assam’, The main crux of the conflict
between the Bishmpriya and the Meitei has been more heigh=
tenfgd and pronounced outside Manipur, In terms of cultural
and social traits, the dividing line between these two
ethnic groups is rather very thin, The cultural armd social



difference between the Bishmapriya and the Meitel is
occasional rather than frequent. The only difference is
that what is .soccasional in practical terms, has been
made pronounced and prominent in Assam while in Manipur
it has the tendency of levelling.

In the study attempt has been made to identify
salient social and cultural characteristics of the .
Bishmipriya and how these have functioned to maintain
distinct identity. The study also compares the socio- |
cultural traits of the Bishmupriya with the Meitedi onc the
one hand, and with the Bengali on the other. This has
been undertaken with the intention to outline the pattern
0 f culture-transfer and culture-accommodation as revealed
by the Bishmupriya in context of two situations, (4)
historically, in the context of Manipur ami ( ii) contempo=-
rary in the context of Cachar district of Assam.

The point relating to method of study which needs
mention is about the source of data and the method of data

collection,

Much data of the present study is from secordary
published material and interview of 'knowledgeable
Bishmpriya's Not much preciss, and systematic information
is available about this ethnic group. The more substantial
part of writing on this community is by public leaders and



scholars from this community; such as M.L. Choudhury's
*Manipurer Itihas', D, Dattal s *Agsamer Itihas',

M.K. Sinha's *Manipurer Prachin Itihas', L. Sinha's
'Manipuri Radleela', S. Sinha's 'Manipurer Itihas',

K.P. Sinha's 'Prabaniha Mala', All of these are either
in Bengali or in Bishmupriya Manipuri language (Béﬁgali
Seript). The Izﬁian historian R,/1, Nath's *The Background
of Assamese Culture' has pmduced useful book in English.
The writings in E.nglish are mostly in the form of 'Let
History and Facts Speak about Maniparis'.

Data havealso been collécted by intensive
ethnographic study of two Bishmupriya villages. In Cachar
disfrlct there are 16 villages which have a substantial
Bishmpriya population, Some of these are inhabited by
Bishmupriya only., I have classified these as ‘Bishmupriya
villages' and 'mixed villages'. For the present study we
have selected one 'Bishnupriya! and one 'mixed' village.
Ethnographic data on the sociO=—cultural ard economic
aspects of life of the Bishmupriya has been obtained from
these villages. For the sake gf comparison, some town
dwelling Bishrupriya, those from Silchar, were also inter-
viewed, I visited each house in *Bishmpriya village*
‘mixed village', i.e. in Bhakatpur and Kabirgram, respec-
| tively. The full census of population of all households
in two villages were taken, For Silcher town, a sample of
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50 households were selected out of 108 households. The
sanple was further selected in such a way that it contained

the people from different economic categories.

The data on life cycle and anmial cycle wvere
collected by personal as well as group interview, In this
type 0f interview, the interview exercises no control,
provides no direction and has bn brief or pre-determined
set of questionsto ask. I merely engaged the interviewee
about his experiences and feelings.

Most of the villagers do not keep personal .
documents of their feelings, modes, reactions, etc. to their
socisl milieu., So, I took case history to collect detailed
information about the particular events and to show the

variation,

I then drew genealogical tables because genealogical
knowledge plays an important role among people who can often
trace back several gensrations and identifsf> a large mumber
of collaterals by name., Through this method I knew about
the marital relationships as well as their locations.

, In the field I directly observed whatever practica=
ble. I attended Bishmupriya festivals and marriage ceremony
to obsefve their behaviour during these occasions., It gave
me an opportunity to check on their narration and to note

discrepancies between narration and actual performance.



11

In all cases, for accuracy I collected information
from several persons on the same topic, I also collected
information from the above mentioned threé placesg with a
view to cross-checking or for noting variations, if any, on

the same topic,

I must admit that it will only be a third person
who will be in a position to judge how far I have succeeded
in being objective in presenting my data on the Bishnupriya
with whom I have been living from my childhood, from whom I
received hogpltality, frarkness and 1ove..

As mentioned earlier, the present study is with a
linmited purpose, It is towards partefulfilment of the
M, Phil course, It is the product of nearly six months of
field study during 1986 for a dissertation which is one of |
-the requirements besgides written courses, for M,FPhil evalue=
tion, The results of the present study have provided very |
strong stimilus to accept the challenge to study *"social
history" vis-a=-vis dynamics of ethnicity,



Chapter = 11

CORCEPTUAL CLARIFICATIONS 4ND THEORETICAL
DISQUSSIONS
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CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATION AND THEORETICAL DISCUSSION

The Bishmupriya situation offers a challenging
opportunity for anthropologists and social scientists for
ethnographic and comparative study of an ethnic group with
the intention to study its social history amd dynamics of
ethnicity.

?neA relevance of the conceptusl L£rameworks may be
presented with reference to the present study.

tCommunity’ and *ethnic group' are two terms vhich
possibly an anthropologist; and so also other social
scientist will like to use to refer to a phenomena like the
'Bishmpriya’s The two terms are not mutually exclusive,
they are rather overlapping in many senses. They represent
two different levels of perception by' the soclal scientist.
A community is a2 permanent aggregate of persons and is
defined as “a collectivity of persons who share a common
culture and reside in a relatively limited space or locality...
soma vwriters use the terms soclety and community synonymously
as and vhen they speak of the national cmunity”. ( Ximball,
Young gt al. 1962). An ethnic group con be defined as a
community which shares common (1) biologicsl, (ii) social=-
cultural and (1i1) historical traits. Ethnic fidentity 15 the
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consciocus realization part of a community's idiology. The
two terms have been conceived in two different contexts

and with &ﬁferent perception of the reality, iHence the
distinction should be taken as not only of semantic value

but also of operational value, Ethnicity, as mentioned
above, needs to be taken as an 'ideology'. This ideology 1is
quite often within the wider context of political nationalism,

Now, what is 'social histopry' and *how to study social
history'? These are two questions on which much learned work
has been produced. Social anthrapolo'gists;' political
scientists, and historians have devoted their attention to
this, while conducting the present study some of the main
works ’on this, speciallﬁ with reference to Iniia, had been
consulted, It will be useful to meke a critical review of
the different views on the above mentionsd context.

For the present, in view 0f our operationzl needs,
ve have considered the views by different scholars, and
adopted the following simple sequence 0f argument to define
social history and to determine the strategy to study it. Ve
have this strategy helpful in the study of the Bishmupriya as
outlined above,

Social history in the nmost simple terms can be
defined as the history of s society. In operational terms
such a definition of social history can have two possible
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dimensions « {1) the history of the origin of the community
and (1i) the 'soclal aspect' of the history of the soclety.
In the secord context of the definition of social history,
$S80cial' is concelived as distinct from !economic', !'political?
ard "religious’ history of the community, These distinctions,
as nentioned eariier,. are more operationzl rather than
theoretical. Zach of these four aspects, viz.,, socisl,
economic, political and religicus, are (1) intimately inter-
linked, acd thus (ii) any phenomena in one of them has its
influence on the remaining three, In the present study this
stari relating to the definition of 'social history' has been
taken as it is expected that this will help in discription
and analysis of 'dynamics of ethnicity' among the Bishmupriya.

Refering back to the language controversy mentioned
earlier, the dispute was in regard to adding the suffix
*HManipuri' to the name of Bishmpriya, There are two opposing
views on this, There is the view of the Bishmupriya who
Justigy this, and there is the view of the Meitei who context
it,

The auestions (a) social historian would like to
address himself to will be: (1) how do the groups maintain
 their social identity, and, in the tone to explain this (ii)
what imiicate the distinct social identity. Barth (1969) %is
critical of the traditional conception of ethnic boundaries
which allows us to assume thst bourdary maintenance is



unproblematical ard follows from the isoalation which
itemized characteristics imply: racial difference, cultural
difference, social sgparation and language barriers, sponte-
neous and organized enimity", Barth is critical of this
traditional definition as, according to him such a perception
leads us "to imagine esch group developing its cultural and
social form in relative isolation?, There is some useful
commentary on this traditional definition, as criticized by
Barth above, The commen‘cahy is with specific reference to
situations in north-east India, The Ccommertavyis by

E. Leach on the works of Hutton, lMills, Parry and others on
the hilly peoples of north-east India, According to Leach,
"in all these books it is taken as (axlomatic that the group
which speaks a distinct language or dialect is, by definition
a separate tribe oi tribal section, Each such section is
then treated as a distinet cultural and ethnographic entity
with a distinct history and separate contirmuity in time ...
The Sema and the Angami (Nagas) are geographically adjacent,
but they are not represented as interacting in ény institu-

| tional sense. This whole approach seems to me to rest on
false premises.” Assuming, therefore, that geographic contact
inevitably leads to constant interaction, Barth has reduced
the ethnié groups into 'categories of ascription', According
to him 'ethnic group only persist as significant units if they

leR 4 ¢F
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» imply marked differences in bghaviwr, isey persisting
culturel differences',

A close logk at the above mentioned debate helps to
locato the imiicators in terms of which the phenomena of
enmergence of ethnic identity, end its contimity, can be
studied., In the case of the Bishmupriysa, we need to identify
the Ycategorics of ascription’ with the Bishrupriya which
distinguish them from the Meitei, | in more precise ﬁems, in
terms of which the Bishmupriya claim to be different from the
Heitel tut at the same time cloim to be Manipuri and the
true, rather original, representatives of Vaishmavisa in
HMandpur, '

Refering back to the cue to the present study, the
recbgaition of Bishmpriya ag a language for medium of
ingtruction in Cachar district of Asgsam, This situation
represents an gxanple of *identity crisis’, a wlmmtien of
the situation, It is mentionsd that “in the process of
political development an identity crisis occurs when a
comminity fimds that what it had once unguestionally accepted
ag the physical and psychological definition of its collective
self are no longer acceptable under new historic conditions®
(Pye, 1971). One of the forms of identity erisis with ethnic

BFOupS,
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The controversy relating to the identity of the
Bishnipriya as 'Manipari’ can be viewed from this perspective,
It will be interesting to note that the crisis is only with
the Bishmpriya living outside Manipur. The Bishmprlys now
residing in Manipur have either to a great extent merged, or
subdued their distinct identity vis-a=vis the leltel
identity. lioreover, there does not apparently exist any
situation of crisis of ethnic identity for the Bisnmipriya
novw in Manipur, as by the very fact of their living in
Manipur, they are 'Manipurit. |

It is often argued (Pye, op cit,) that "there are
two basic ways in which identity crisis based upon ethnic or
subnational groups, can be resolved, either by assimilation
or by accompdation based upon some degree of matual respect

and toleration,®

Karl Deutsch (1953) has suggested six dynamic
fzctors thst appear to determins the rate of assimilation:
degree of similarity of communication habits; level of lear-
ning capacity on the one side and the teaching eapacity on

~ the other; the frequency of contacts; the materiel rewards
ard penalties; the values and desires of both groups; and
finaily the exlatence of any social and political symbols ard
actual barriers to assimilation, On the basis of these
considerations it would seem that relatively few of the

*identity crises in the currently developing world are likely
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to be resolved by assimilation. Resolution by accomoda=
tion requires not only a degree of tolerance but a belief
that the common suppert of nationhood is more beneficial
to each group involved than is their separate amd competi-

tive existence, Thils too is a troublesome auestion",

The controversy apart, the aforementioned analysis
provides a framework for the study of dynamics of ethnicity
anmong the Bishmupriya, Besides the above two approaches, we
need €0 search for an 'approach' which will answer yet
another questions, the genesis of ethnic identities., The
above two approaches, by Barth and by Pye, focus attention on
(1) attributes (Barth) and (1i) process of interaction
(Pye, Dmutsch), One, a survey of relevant literature on the
question of emergence of etiunic identities it has been fournd
that social scientists dealing with this question have identi-
fied three possible reasons for the emergence of ethnic
identities, These pessible reasons can be: (i) manipulation
of economic and political resources., According to this expla=-
nation, it is interpreted that in a particular territory, at a
particular point of time, a social group (comminity), with
some distinctive identity characteristics, may attempt to
manipulate the situation for its own economic and political

interests,
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(ii) There are others who argue that the rise of ethnicity
tekes place in situations where soclal mobility is diffi=-
cult, They argue that the rise of tribal identities in
 Indla hzs been because the Hindi soclety does not have any
provision for according social status to the tribals, as a
result of which primordisl collectivities have assumed
pronounced ethnic identities,

(ii1) There is' 2 third category of explanzstion, This inter-
prets the rise of ethnic identities as the outcome of
'process of survival!, The threat to 'survival' for a
community arises when there is change in the context of the
living in the community. This explanation defines change

in terms of change consequent to rise of education, political
awareness, technology, commgnication, ard all that goes along
with these, The 'survival theory' considers the earlier to
explanations as 'too restricted!, Perhaps they are. In fact
we need to examine each of these three, in combination amd
with necessary modification,

The sequence of events, such as recognition of the
Bishmupriya Manipuri language as owe of mediunms of instruc=-
tion in primary level of educstion in Cachar district and to
bring in daily 15-mimites programme in Bishrupriya from AIR,
Silchar, and recognition of the Bilshmpriya as one of the OBC
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(other backward classes) in Cachar district by the
Government of Assam, suggest that to a great extemt the
procesa of emergence of district identity of a Bishmupriya
commminity may have its origin at another point in the
history of this commnity, tut it became neightened and
reinforced through process of 'manipulation of economic

and political rescurcest!,

The theoretical and conceptual review hss been made
bacause these suggest the appropriaste indicators for the
study of the Bishmpriya.



Chapter - III

THE SOCIAL IDENTITY = A HISTORICAL SURVEY
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THE BISHNUPRIYA IDEKTI‘I‘Y - A HISTORICAL SURVEY

There : is deep controversy between the Meitel and
the Bishzmpri&a on the use of the suffix *Manipuri' along
with the name 'Bishmupriya’, The controversy is quite
entangled and demands to be understood in its proper histo-
rical and contemporary perspective.

As mentioned earlier, the Bishmupriya is a commu=
nity the origin of which in its present form is traced to
- Manipur, As at present we find the Bishmupriya inhabiting
Manipur as well as some places outside it, mainly the
Cachar district of Assam and parts of Tripura and Bangladesh,
These Bishmupriya who are ocutslide Manipur give their full
name ag 'Bishmipriya Manipuri'. The lMeltel object to the
Blshrupriya using the 'suffix' Manipuri along with their
name,

There are two situations. It will be interesting
to note the contrast between them, One situation refers to
the Bishmupriya in Manipur today. This refers to the
Bishmupriya in the place where the identity of the Bishmpriya
in the present form emerged. Thils is the Imphal valley of
Manipur, where the Meltel form the major population grouv.




The other situation relates to the Bishmupriya presently
inhabiting territories outside Manipur ( the Cachar
district of Assam and parts of Tripura ard Bangladesh),
In each of these territories the size of Meitei and ~
Bishmipriya population is more or less equal.

- The Meitel object to the use of the designation
'Bishmipriya Manipuri' by the Bishmipriya residing outside
Manipur., The Meitei feel that the use of the !suffix’
Manipuri by these Bishmipriya, i.e. those living in Cachar
district of Assam and in parts of Tripira and Bangladesh,
gives the impression that the Bishmupriya represent the
'rv;anlmri' commnity, The Mleltei want to avoid any such
situation which should gi; the 'wrong'! impression that the
Bishnupriya represent (all it may mean) the 'Manipuri'

community, To strongly emphasize this apprehension, the
Meitei seem to go a step further to prove that the
Bishmupriya is not a commnity indegenous to Manipur, even
“those living in Manipur today are ! M N

Any study on the soclal history of the Bishmupriya
requires a close 100k on sone of the questions, such as
vhether the Bishmipriya is a commnity with its origin in

Hanipur ? @emat is its history ? In the present study we
will attempt to review the avalilable historical and mytholo-
gical references commonly c¢ited by each, viz, the

Bishmipriva and the Meitei.
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The question of the origin of the Bishmupriya has
iis share of myth as well as history., There is the myth
that the origin 0f the Bishmpriya can be traced back to
the days 61‘ Mahabharata, This is cocmmonly referred to as
the "Babrubahana legeni®, This version of the origin of
the Bishmpriys is strongly pat forward by the vocal leaders
among the Bishmipriya presently living in Cachar district of
Agsam, Some 0f the leading nsmes in this connectlon are
M. K, Sinna, Se Sinha and L.B, Sinha. Each of these has
written on the origin of the Bishmpriya, as well on the
culture of their community,

There is a strong belief smong the people of
Manipur that the history of Manipur can be traced back to the
Manipar mentioned in Mahabharata, This view is to a great
extent shared by both the Meltel as well as the Bishmpriya,
The latter, however, are perhaps the more vocal advocates of
the similarity.

Acco:ding to them, "Arjuns, third Pandava of the
Mahabharata at the closing time of visiting pilgrimages
towards the eastern side of India entered Manipur and married
Chitrangada (daughter of Chitravahana). Arjuna got = son
named Babhrubahana by Chitrangada and offered him to
Chitravahana accofding to the promise made at the time of
marriage. After doing this he left Manipur for Hastinapar
and reached there ultimately. A few years after Arjuna again
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came to Manipur during the time of his roaming with the
sacrificlal horse and faught with his son Babhrubahana

and was severely defeated by the latter, However, Arjuma
was saved ultimately and he invited his son to be present
in the Aswamedha at Hastimapur. Accordingly, Babhrubahana
attended the ceremony and returned to Manipur with
tVishm-murtit offered by Yuddhisthira, Babhrubshana then
placed Vishm image in Manipur and erected a temple over
it, In accordance with the name of Vishmi, the temple is
known as Vishmupuri and the placé. ?ishmmr, which became
the ¢apital of Manimur., In this way, Babhrubahana began
to rule Manimr with the regular worship of the 'Vishmi-
mrti' and the descendants coming from the royal family of
the Kshatriya King Babhrubahana have been kmown as
Bishmipriya Manipari since the épic age as they have been
worshipping the Vishmi image as keen devotees since that
time, "

To sum up the version, it stands thuss

Firstly, Manipur of Mahabharata is identical with
modern Manipur of eastern India,

Secordly, King Babhrubahana of the epic age is the

progenitor or the ancestor of the Bishmpriya sect of
Manipuri, He brought the Vishmu image to Manipur from
ﬁastinamr and built a temple over it. The place where the
temple was erected is called 'Bihnupurd, recently named as



Bishenpur, The temple is known as 'Bishmupuri' tenple,

Thirdly, the term 'B.ishmpriya' has been agsociated
with this sect of Manipurl since the epic age as they have
been worshipping the Géd 'Vishm' as the keen devotees since
that time. |

II

Ees-ides the mythological interpretation of their
origin, as forwarded by the Bishmipriya, it is possible to
locate a number of interpretations based on historical
evidences, It will be interesting to note that interpreta-
tions of this category are forwarded by both the Bishmpriya
as well as by others. It moy be recalled that the
Bishmipriya strongly advocate the claim that they are as much
original inhabitants of Manipur as the Meitei. In this
connection the Bishmpriya further claim that they represent
the true and original followers of 'vaishnaveism' in Manipur
and the Meitei are the later Waishnav' followers. In other
words, the Bishmpriya claim a superior position for
themselves as compared to the Meitei as they are 'the tre
vaishnava® in Maniﬁur..

It will tmus be interesting, in this connection, to
revievw the versions as forwarded by (1) the Bishmpriya, ami
{(ii) the Meitei., In this Section we will review some of the
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nistorical references on (a) the origin of the Bishmpriya
as an ethnic group, and {b) on the origin of Vaishnavigm
in Manipur with apecial reference to the preceeding
question,

The Bishmpriya claim that “Manipur is an ancient
Aryan land ruled by Indo-Aryan people for several cembu-
ries, and that the Bishmupriya Maniparis are the Indo~Aryan
people and the first cultured ruling race of Manipur, while
the Meitei are the longolian peorle and the later immigrants
to Manipur, 7

Hodson and some British administrator-scholars who
preceeded him traced the origin of the Meitei to some of
the Naga tribes inhabiting the valley and the neighbouring
areas, There is a mention in one 0f these writings that
7gince their conversion to Hinduism, the Meiteis have
claimed themselves a Himdoo descent,” This claim, in his
report of the Eastern Frontier, Captain Pemberton rejects,
and says "we may safely conclude them to be descendants
from a Tartar Colony from China, ! (reference, -Hodson, 6).

According to a Meitel scholar, "The original people
of Manipur belong to the Tibeto-Mongolite group. The
latest analysis of the Manipur Hindus, however, has shown
some considerably anount of mixed blood among them, The
entry of the Brahmins into the Manipur valley bring the
last 500 years was the principal factor accounting for the
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mixed blood, The immigranté vere mostly males, They
becane Meitei Brehming, married Meitel girls. .... The
history and the cultural growth of Manipur will have to
be studied and understood in the light of (these) |
circumst.ances eese There are many modern scholars
especially in Manipur who claim that the Manipar Valley
civilization is ancient in the true sense of the wrd, The
author, however, would not like to share any false belief
in a conception of the past history of Manipur which ig
the ocutcome of false pride now entertained by many in this
respect.” (Tombi Singh, 1975, 49).

Coming to the reference of the Bishmipriya, the
Meitel argue that "the emergence of this community ( the
Bishmipriya) in the context of the recent history of Manipur
must have been consequent upon the contacts between the
kings of Manipur and other commnities, especlally the
eastern zone, comprising of Assam and Bengal." (Tombi Singh,
1975, 100).

R.M., Nath, has produced a scholarly treatise on the
' Background of Assamese Culture's According to him, "It is
quite reasonable to surmise that the Austric Khachais
(Khasis) who have submitted to the influence of the Bodo and
the Asura cu).mré and stayed in the plains of Kamrup, what
that country was over-run by those races, gradually turned
into a mixed race with mixed culture and language. At a
later time due to a fresh political turmoil in Kamrup instead
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of migratinb to the Khasi and Jaintia Hills where they
were socially bamned by 45 8thodox batch of their

race, they migrated further eastwards and settled in the
valley of the wide Laktak lake or Khala ard were even
known as the Khalachais, King Khongtekcha established an
alliance with thé powerful Emperor of Kammp‘of the
Mlechha dynagty amd requested to send an army. At h;s

request an army of Kamrup came and settled in Manipur, This
people nixing with the Khalachais controlled the affairs of
the state for several generatians. The head quarters wvere
at Bishmupur, s0 named after the mt-elary deity Vishm,
Their language developed ints a mixed dialect separate from
p_reval ent in Manipur and they were designated by geparate
name 'Bishmpuris' now pronsunced asg 'Bishmpriyas' to
distinguish them from the Meithel who came. afterwards,®

In summing up the version and in arrangi.ng the
different points of it into a few lines for the convenience
of our discussion, the version stands thus:

Firstly, wvhen the Bodos and the Asuras over-ran the
country, 'Kamrup' the Austric Khachais came from the Khasi
and the Jaintia Hills ard settled in the plains of Kamrup,
and they mixing with Bodo and the Asuras formed a mixed race
with a mixed language and culture,

Secondly, they (the Austric Khachais) at a later
time due to fresh political turmeil in Kamrup instead of
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migratir;gkﬁo the Khasi and the J aintio.Hillrs from where
they vere socially banned by the orthodox batch of their
race migrated further eastwards snd settled in the valley
of the wﬂe Lake Loktak.

Thirdly, they were known as '*Khalachais' as they
were living in the valley of wide Khal.

Fourthly, King Xhongtekcha of Manipur requisitioned
a Kamrupi army by establishing an alliance with the then
Enperor of the IMlechha dynasty of Kamrup and this army
mixing with the Khalachais (those who were living in the
valley of Loktak Lake) formed a mixed dialect separate from
_that prevalent in Manipur, |

Lastly, they ( the mixed race) were designated by a
separate name 'Bishmpurias' now pronsunced as 'Bishmapriyas!
to distinguish themselves from the Meitet,

In 'Assam District Gazette, Vol.9, Part III', B,C.
Allen wrote, “"The Bishrupriya Manimri almost fbrm a
separate caste and are sgaid to be the descendants of 120
Hinda families of different castes, who were brought into
valley by Garib Nowaj in the later part of eighteenth century
to teach the indigenous inhabitants of the valley the_ custons
of Hindus. They intermixed with the people of the country,
but after a time the Heitheis came to the conclusion that the
nevw comers were of inferior stock and they are now regarded
with certain measure of contempt. Both parties style then
selves Ksnafriyas ard in Manipur intermarriage with one
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another is allowed",

When we analyse the version into pieces for the

convenience of our discussion, it stands tms:

Firstly, the Bishmupriya are said to be the descen-
dants of 120 Hinda families who belonged to the different

cagtes.

Secondly, these Hindu families were brought into
Manimur by Garib Nowaj in the later half of the 18th century
AoDoo

Thirdly, Garidb Nowaj brought them to teach the
natives of the country the principles of Hinduism,

Fourthly, both the parties the Meithel and the
Bishmipriya style or call themselves Kshatriyas and inter-
marriage between them is allowed in Manipur,

According to some of Bishmpriya Ieéders, nthe
Bishmipriyas are Manipuris who came o Manipur from Laksmipur
(in Cachar) with a Salogram (Vishm-image) called 'Vishma!
which was thought to be possessed of peculiar sanctity and
which was thought to be carried to Cachar from Manipur by
Marjit earlier. The party that brought it back crossed the
hills first and stoppéd at Bishnupur where the path descends
from the Laimathol Hills into the plain, They were then sent
to Ningthoukhong ( situated in Manibur) and the duty of
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vlhen the version is analysed into pieces, it
standg thuss

-Firstly, the Bishmpriyas are Manipuris who from
Laksmipur of Cachar to Bishmupur of Manipur carried and
brought the vzsm-mm, which Marjit took with him in
his fiight to Cachar earlier. |

Secondly, from Bishmipur they were sent to
Hingthoukhong where they were employed as grass-cutters for
‘Raja's gtable.

In "G.A. Grierson's Lingiistic Survey of Indian",
E. Gait wrote, “The Bishmipriya are the descendants of some
low~caste Bengalee Hindu who were brought captive by some
king of Manipur, and Bishnupriya is a language of those

captives®,

According to Prof. N. Tombi Singh, "It is possible
‘that some kings might have brought some of them (Bishmpriya)
and allowed to settle in Manipur. The installatibn of
Bishmu temple five hundred years ago could be one of such
occasions, The story has it that the king Kiyamba was in
frantic search of men from across the western border to ‘help
in preparation of Kshir (rice cooked in milk with sugar and
tasty ingredients) for the Vishru duty, received as a
present from the king of Siam, For the Vishru temple and the
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their mumber increased in Manipar even after the king hed
shifted his palace to the northemeastern part of the valley.
In the history of Manipur they are not mentioned anywhere as
of any significance till the‘time of Rajarshi Bhagyachandra
who 1s reported to have married a maiden of this community,
thereby leading to birth of his sbn who later on became to
Be knowvn as Kalaraja. The Rajmmar'families in Ningthoukhong
- trace their origin to Kalaraja., In die course of time the
community left Manipar in large numbers during the time of
mass evacuation into Cschar, Tripura and Sylhet during
Manipur-Burmese war:. The descendants of Kalaraja stuck on
to ‘the motherland along with some of their relatives. They
have now been completely absorbed in the Manipuri commnity
leaving no trace of any distinctive vhatsoever, The pomila=-
tion which left Manipur in the exodus towards the west also
included Manipur Muslims and the community now known as the
Bishmpriyas. "

In accordance with the version of Dr. K.P, Sinha,
an eminent Bishmupriya scholar and Researcher, there existed
in Manipar a Kingdom named *Bishmpur Kingdom' dﬁring 1hthe
15th Century, People of 'Bishmipur' were designated as
*Bishrupssria’ The term 'Bishmupriya' has mitated from
'Bishmipuria' and is now in much vogue.
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Criticism

*Babhrubahana legend' when examined with keen
discernment is fraught with severe defects:

First, there are reasons to doubt whether the
present Manipur is that of the epic. | In the *Mahabharata'
by Krishna Dwaipayana Vyasa, the name $Manipur' occurs in .
two different places. The first is in the *adiparvat, i.e.
on the occasion when Arjuna goes to the forest, and the
secomd, in the 'Aswamaha‘ parvé, the occasion of Arjuna's

roaming with the sacrificisl horse,

In the 'adiparva' of the Mahabharata, five brothers
of Pandava had to go to the for‘est.for twelve years. They
first went to'Gangadwara {modern Haridwar in Uttar Pradesh)
and with many Brahmins well=versed in the Vedas took shelter
there for a few days to perform the Tarpana ceremony for his
fore=fathers, One day when Arjuna got down into the water of
the Ganges and took his bath, after performing the aforesaid
ceremony, Ulupi, the daughter of Nag-raj, Ananta, caught and
brought him to her residence and requested him to marry bher,
Arjuna did the same and returned to his dwelling place on the
bank of the Ganges. With the Brahmins he then went to
Hiranyavindim, one of the holy piaces situated on- the foot of
the Himalayas, After ablution in Hiranya Vindhe he
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descended from the Himalayas, proceeded towvards the east and
entered 'Anga'! (moderm Bhagalpur) 'Vanga' (a large part of
Central and Southern and eastern Bengal), and Kalinga
(modern Orissa), respectively, The important thing which
needs t0 be mentioned here amd demands attention is that the
upholders, like l,K. Sinha, Sena Sinha, and Lalbabu Sinha
have not referred in their writings about Arjuna®s marriage
v}ith Ulupi, and when jrjuna stayed on the bank of the Ganges,
at Haridwar, Such an escapement from mentioning this
important incident is probably due to the reason that if they |
mention Arjuna's marriage with Ulupi in between Indraprastha
and Gangadwara when Arjuna stayed for a few days, their
Manipur of the present day with Ulupi's paternal house like
modern Nagaland which being far away from the basin of the
Ganges lies on the eastern border of India, cannot be identi-
fied with Manipur of Mahabharata, -Again, lr, M.K. Sinha has
made a remark most probably to coﬁf iwr;epumpi‘ s paternal land
in modern Nagaland that the Nagas did never advance towards
the west of Indla from east Bengal. But it is a fact that
though at present there is no state known as Nagaland governed
by the Nagas in the North, middle and South India, yet in the
remote past there was the Nagas rulling in different parts of
North, middle and South India, Now, if Arjuna married
Ulupi~Naga during his stay on the bank of the Ganges in North
India, as the author of the Epic refers to then this Naga
daughter Ulupl might have been the daughter of one of the



Naga kings who ruled over North India centuries before
Christ. |

Another most interesting fact which may be mentioned
here that Pandit Lalbatu Sinha has mentioned ®Arjuna’s
marriage with Ulupi on .tbe' way to Hanipur after leaving
Kalinga when the former stayed on the bank of a river in
mod‘efn Sylhet district®, But the originsl Epic written by
Krishna Dwapayana Vyasa describes the performance of this
marriage ceremony between Arjuna and Ulupi at Gangadwara,
and does not present anything about it as stated by Pandit
Lalbabu Sinha, S0, such description made by the above
Pandit is nothing but an artificially created fact and it is
so to say a tendency to bring Arjuna towards modern lManipur
of east India to identify it with Manipur of the lMahabparata,
Having been completed the visit of all the tirthas in Anga,
Banga and Kalinga, Arjuna crossed Kalinga and some other
regions, proceeded along the ses-coast slowly seeing the
scenery of the Mountain lMahendra and reached Manipur vhere he
married Chitrangada and got a son named Babhrubahana, Here
the course followed by Arjuna after his departure fronm
Kalinga to the entrance of Manimir seems not towards the east
©f India, but towards the south of it, It is seen that after
crossing Kalinga and some other regions Arjuna seeing the -
scenery of Mahendra Parvata proceeded slowly along the sea-
coast and reached Manipur. Here there is no refergnce to
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Arjuna's going end turning towards the east from the time
of crossing Kelinga to the entrance of Meanipur.

From this above account, it msy, therefore, be said
that the mountain Mahendra of the Epic age includes the
whole Eastern Ghatl and that as Arjuna entered Manipur along
with the scea~coast seeing the scénary of Mahendra Par\rata,
Manipur of Mahabharata may lies in the sea coast of modern
Tamil Nadu. | |

Any remarks mzde by any person should not be taken
for granted without scrutiny. It cannot be said that,
these remarks are true simply because B.C. Allen has said so.
According to B.C, Allen, the Bishmipriya were brought to
Manipur in the later part of the 18th Century (during the
reign of Gharib Nowaj). But during the later part of the
18th centui‘y, Gharib Nowaj was already succeeded by his
grandson, 'Bhagyachandra', So, this view should not be taken
for granted.

The view given by some of the Bisﬁmpriya leaders that
*the Bishmpriya entered Manipur during the reign of Marjit
which was thought to be carried to Cachar from Manipar by
Marjit earlier' is too hollow to deserve any consideration,
Marjit first came to Cachar in the first part of the 19th
Century (most probably between 1802 A.D., =~ 1803 A.D.), again
the Bishmpriya entered Manipar during the first part of the
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19th Century (between 1813 A.D. to 1819 A.D), with their
fully developed langnage. Bishmipriya ienipuri language

is quite different from that of the Meitei. Bishmipriya |
language is of Indo=Aryan group, whereas that of Meltei is
of Tibeto-Burman group. The Meitei speaking people stayed
in Cachar only 12 to 18 years, so it is not possible for a
whole community to learn an entirely foreign language
zs:;thin such a short period, specially in the absence of any

political or economic pressure.

Secondly, according %o view mentioned above, the
Bishmpriya Were' originally Meithet speaking people. But
this cannot be supported beczuse facial features, complexion, ‘
etc, 0f these people are quite distinct from those of the
Meiteds.

According to Prof., Tombi Singh, the Bishmpriya
could be formed from the illegitimate issues of some Meit:el

king,

As against this view, the following arguments may
be put forward, Such a view cannot be accepted bgcause in
the world history there is no such precords gvidencing the
evolution of a vast ethnic group from the illegitimate
issues, Moreover, such a view stands against the civilized

taste and temperament,

The opinion asserted by Dr. K.Po Sinha is not
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acceptable on the ground that there is no documentary or
historical record as to the existence of 'Bishmupur
Kingdom',

R.Ms Nath's and E, Galts' versions may be taken
for granted with scrutiny, However, both of these remarks
are partially correct, '

The Bishmupriya may be the descendants of some
low=caste Bengali Himus because culturally and linguisti-
cally they have some similarities with the Bengalis.  Again,
gimilarities also exist between the Bishmpriya and the
Kamrupi of the 14th century,

Migration

Originally from Manipur, the Bishmupriya are now
found also in parts of Assam, Tripura and Bangladesh (refer
Map on distribution),

The Bishmipriya were originally confined only to
the surroundings of Lake Loktak in Manipur. The principal
localities vhere these people were living are now known as

Khangabok, Khuman, Mayon and Bishenpur,

A review of history takes our attention to causes
of such migration which is closely inter-linked with social
history of the Bishmpriya.
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The settlement of the Manipuri (both the
Bishmpriya and the Meitei) now Bengali areas in Bangladesh
dates as far back as the elighteenth century. Manipurts
contact with the mainstream of Indign culture and religion
started through the erstwhile East Bengal, now Bangla Degh.
The higher education after British conquest of Manipur was
received mainly through the educationsl institutions in
Dacca and Sylhet by the forerunners of modern education in
Manipur. This accounts for the Manipuri population in
Bangla Desh. They are concentrated more or less in districts

of Sylhet, Mymensingh and Comilla.

The settlement of the Bishrupriya in Nabaduip is
accounted for only by the deep interest they took in
religious affairs and the incessant regular flow of Manipuri
pilgrims to these sacred places.

Causes of migration of the Bishmipriya as well as
of the Meitei in Cachar have been ascertained from histori-
cal records., Two causes mapy be assigned to migration,
namely, internal conflict among the princes of Manipur and
repeated attacks by the Burmese. Internal conflict had been
the major cause of migration during the first part of the 18th
century while Burmese aggression became the cause of

migration during the perioed from 1797 A.D. to 1826 A.D.

The history of the internal conflict he_xs been
documented in "Cacharer Itibritta by Upendra Chamira Guha,
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according to which a grave situation engulfed Hanipur

after the demise of 'Pamhaiba’, the king of Manipur. The
other name of Pamhaiba was Gharib Nowaj (1714 A.D. =

1754 A.D.) who succeeded the throne after killing his
father but he was also killed by his son *'Jitsai‘,

Pamhaiba had many sons but there are no record of exact
number, However, he had either eleven or more than eleven
song as there is a record of his eleventh son ngmed Dharsai.
Amongst all the sons, names of Shaimsai, Jitsal, Bharatsai
ard Dharsai have been recorded in the book titled *Cacharer
Itibritta' indicated above. It may be assumed that his
other sons either did not live long or have any political
participation, !Shamsai' was killed in 1754 A.D. by his
brother Jitsai who was in turn driven away in 1761 AeDs by
other brothers and took refuge in 'Jaintia’., 'Bharatsai'
ruled during 1761 A.D. to 1762 A.D. Nothing is mentioned
as regards whether Dharsal enjoyed the throne or not. It
may be inferred -ithat both Bharatsal and Dharsai had good
relation with each other, Internal conflict extended upto
the reign of grandsons aml great grandsons of Gharib Nowaj.
Gurasham and Jaisingh were the two sons of Shamsai (Grandson
of Charib NowaJj). Gurushsm reigned between 1762 A.D. ard
1763 A.Je He was physically handicapped and his younger
brother Jaisingh used to assist him in administration, There
is a clear record of Burmese aggression (1763 A.B.) during

the reign of Gurusham, However, this aggression could not
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eliminate the rule of the Manipuri Princes, Jaisingh
sucCeeded Gurusham and ruled till 1798 A.D. when his
eldest son 'Rabindra Chandra' succeedéd him and reigned
till 1800 A,D, He was killed by his second brother
Madtuchandra who in turn was killed by his younger brother
Marjit, Marjit en.jgyed the throne till 1819 A.D, when
Manipar faced one more Burmese aggression, Marjit fled

away as result of this aggressiocn and took refuge in Cachar.

The princes of Manip;r were highly ambitious feor
knighty powers, Therefore, history of Manipur haé recorded
inmme:able instances of patricide and fatricide. Intemal
coz/:i’licts raised ugly head paving the way for aggression by
thé Burmese. Internal conflict initiated migration and
- migration took crucial shape due to Burmese aggression,
Influx to Cachar took place for obvious reasons, Cachar is

very close to Manipur and shares a common border.

The following informations recorded from authentic
record such as 'Cachpr under the British Rule' by J.B.
Bnattacharja, may be presented regarding migration of the
Bishmupriya and the Meitei, due to Burmese aggression during
the last part of the 18th century, |

During the reign of Jai Singh in Manipur, i.e, in
1797 A.D. the Burmese invaded Manipur. The result of the
fight was unfavourable to the Manipuris who had to retreat,



the valley again being occupied after a series of
sangainary £ights, all in favour of the Burmese, Jai Singh
was forced to fly to Cachar, from whence he made his way to

Assan,

During this occupation of Manipur, the Burmese
established a descendant of the former tloirang Rajas on the
throne, named Kelemba, This raja reigned under the protection
of Burma for three years, Jai Singh then returning from Assam;
on his arrival Kalemba at once fled to Burma, and Jai Singh
resumed his rule. Kelemba's brothers again, a year after this,
Invaded Manipur, and forced Jai Singh again to fly towards
Cachar, Jai Singh resigned the raj to his eldest son, Rabino
or Labino Chandra. Rabine Chandra only held thé raj three
years vhen he was killed by orders of his younger brother,
Madm Chandra, After three years iMadhu Chandra was driven out
by Chourjit Singh, and proceeding to Cachar, obtained aid from
the raja of that place, whose daughter he had married, vdith
the men and arms ttus obtained, he immediately returned to
Manipur, and fell in a sanguinary engagement, fought at the
western base of the hills, in which the Cachar force was

routed after fighting for two days.

Chourjit Singh did not enjoy his temre of power for
any length of time unmolested, for another brother, named
Marjit, commenced intriguing against him, A series of fights
took place, emding in the defeat of lMarjit, who fled to Cachar,
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Marjit in his flight took with him a celebrated
hockey pony, which the Cachar Raja's brother, Govind
Chardra, coveting, attempted to induce Marjit to part with
it., Failing in this, he forcibly siezed it, an act which
was afterwards to get him into seriocus trouble, for
Harjit - never forgave him, Seeing tne hopdlessness of
expecting any ald under the circumstances firom the Cachar
Raja, Marjit betook himself by sea to Rangun, -and-there
asked for aid from the Burmese king, to cnable him to gain
a footing in Manipur. This aid was &fforded him, and he
succeeded in expelling Chourjit, who fled to Cackar,

- About four years after the flight of Chourjit,
Marjit determined upon invading Cachar to revenge himself
for the loss of his pony, Govind Chandra, who had taken it, .
having succeeded his brother as Raja. The force of the
Manipuris mumbered no fewer, accoring to an old survivor
of the force, than 10,000 men, Entering thé territory of
the Cachar RaJja, an engagement was fought at a place called
Rongrur, on the right bank of the Barak, and nearly opposite
to the present station of Cachar, in which the Cachar Raja,
who had only about 1,000 men well armed with mugkets, had to
retreat, Next dasy the Manipuris crossed the river, and
sacked and burned the raja's palaces, The Raja had
meanwhile retreated to Hilakandi to the south-west.
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Leaving one thousand men to garrison Cacnar, waich
he placed in charge of his brother, Chourjit, and putting
another and younger brother, Gambhir Singh, in possession
of certain other portions of the district, he, with the
remaining of his force, returned to Fanipur, |

For a period of three years peace was uninterrupted
in Manipur, tut during this interval Marjit Singh appears
to have meditated throwing off the yoke of Burmese supremacy
at the f£irst opprortunity. A change of kings occurring in
Burma, the new ruler sent a message to Marjit, demanding his
presence as a faudatory, ‘Marjit, after consulting with his
officers, determined upon refusing to obey, amd re';lied to
that effect, The result was another invasion of the Burmese
in 1819, The Manipuris resistsd for seven days, but were at
last overcome, arxd Marjit fled t Cachar, Juring this inva=-
sion the Burmese, great mumber of the inhabitants £fled the
country and sought safety in the adjoining districts of
Cachar anl Silhet, swelling the Manipari colonies in those
districts, which were at this time gradually forming from
the aggregation of the people who had settled down after
flying from the Burnmese.

When Marjit fled to Cachar, that country was still
in the possession of the two brothers, Chourjit and Gambhir
Singh, for, although the Cachar Raja had attempted to



dislodge the brothers, he had failed ard was then residing
on the borders of the Silhet District in the British
provinces.

} The Burmese remained meantime in possession of
Manipure A prince of the name of Jagu Singh, a son~in~law
of Gharib Newa)] was made nominally Raja. In Cachar, during
the interval mentioned above, four Hanipuri princes resided
there, Chourjit, Marjit, Gambhir Singh and a younger brotner,
Biswanath Singh, Chourjit Singh assumed to be raja amd
resided at Sunai fukh to the south of the district., HMarjit
took up his residence to the soutbewest, in Hdallalandi,
Gambhir Singh and Biswanath Singh in Kalyne and Bikrampur,
near Badarpur, Cachab thus remained a prey to the deprada=
tions of the fugitive Manipuri princes, From the time when
the Manipuris are repeatedly attacked by the Burmese and the
period when Cachar was occupled by the Manipuri princes, most
of the llanipari (both Meitedi and‘ the Bishmpriya) were

compelled to migrate to Cachar of Assam, Tripara,



Chapter - IV

THE BISHNUPRIYA IDENTITY - REVIEW OF
. INDICATORS '
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THE SOCIAL IDENTITY - REVIEW OF INDICATORS

There has been a great controversy between the
Bishnupriya and the Meitei on the use of the nomenclature
'Bishmipriya Manipuri' to identify the Bishmupriya and
their language ( this has been mentioned earlier).

The Meitei feel about themselves that they only
-constitute the real Maniﬁuri as they are the people inha=-
biting the land of Manipur from centuries even before
Christ, According to the Meitei, the Bishmupriya are the
desceniants of some Bengalees who entered the land only a
few centuries back. Accordingly, “the Meiteis call the
Bishnupriya *Mayang's, i.e., 'foreigners' or 'westerners'
and held that the Bishmupriya should not use the term
'Manipuri' either before or after the term 'Bishmupriya’,
to identify themselves arkl their language. Coming to the
reference of Bishmipriya Manipuri language, the Meitel
argue that the Bishmpriyaqgot Manipuris because "they
have a dialect absolutely strange to the Manipuri language
(i.e Meltei language) in structure and original character.
It look like more deformed Bengall than Manipurit, (Tombi
Singh, 1975, p.100), -
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It should be noted that the Bishnupriya also,
quite contrary to the view of the leitei, hold that '‘mere
similarities of a few elements are not sufficient to prove
" that Bishmupriya Manipuri language is a dialect of one or
the other language.

The present chapter discusses about:

I, Language

According to Grierson, "The Bisanupriya language
is of Indo=-Aryan group®, Here we discuss about the presence
ofy characteristics of Bengall and Assamese languages in
Bishmpiiya language as well as about the existence of the
Bishmuppiiyain Menipur diring the first part of the 20th
Century; the view of the Bishmupriya to prove that
Bishmpriya language is not dialect of other language.

I, Literature

It contains the nature of growth and development of
Bishmpriyé literature which also prove the existence 0of the
Bishmpriya during the 16th Century as well as their
distinct identity, '

IiI. Cultural forms -- A) Dance, B) Music, C) Food,
D) vress and Orngmnents.

Here I have discussed about the Bishmupriya culture
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forms through which they have maintained their distinct
identity.

I, Language
According to Grierson, "The Bishmipriya 1anguage
is of Indo=-Aryan group” (this has been mentioned).

Works of both Indian and Baropesn scholars bear
testimonies to the presence of characteristics of both
Assanese and Bengall languages in Bishmpriya Hanipari
language., To support this position a few quotations may
be put here:

2A tribe known asg Hayang speaks a HMongrel form
of Assamese known by the same name, They are
also known ags Bishmupriya Manipuri, The languasge
possesses .-characteristics of both langiages
(Assamese and Bengali), tut at the same time
differs widely from both® ('Linguistic Survey of
India* Vol. V, Part I, G.A. Grierson, 1903).

Again another more quotation may be mentionad hepre;

“Mayang, one of the languages spolken in the Polyglot

state of Manipur, may, however, be classed as a
dialect of the language {Assamese)" {tImperial
Gazetter of Imdig' Vol. I, 1907).
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The similarities between Bishmpriya Manipuri
language with Bengali and Assam language are prominent.
Efforts wvere mede by some people to pmire that Bishmpriya
is an offshoot of the Bengall or Assamese language.
According to the Bishmpriys, 'this claiom is utterly
unfeunded®, |

| On this point, the opinion of K, P. Sinha
(Bishmpriya teacher) mist be put forward:

Miere similarities of a few cloments are not

sufficient to prove that Bishmupriya Manipuri is

a dislect of on2 or the other language, In

reality, the similarities occur from the common-

ness of the origin of these langaages, 'Magadhi
- Prakrta' being their common origin,®

Secondly, as there are similarities, so there are
remarkable dissimilarities. The distinctive features of
Bishmpriya Manipari language age as' fcllews:

a) The difference in verbasl forms according to
difference in gemler distinguishes Bishmupriya Manipuri
language from llodern Bengall amd Assamese. For example,
ta Jarge = he goes, tei jeiriga = she goes, 3;; karar = you
(male) are doing, ti karsuri = you (female) are deoing,

Xa gesilgza = he vens, tel gesiliga = she went,



b) The difference in verbal forms according to
difference in nucber vanished from Bengali ard Assamese
before the 10th century A.D. while Bishmpriys iManipuri
langaage retains this character. For example,

mi karsurd = I am dolng, ami kariya = we are doing,
ii kartel = Thou wilt do, tuni kartaray = you will do,
ta karegil = he did, ;b_gga, karesila = they did,and so on.

c¢) Bishmipriya language has a few case affixes
~of its own, e.g8, the 3rd case-ending: =la = with (morela =
with me), the 5th case ending: =ta (rantz = from -

moranta = from me),

d) Bishmupriya language has develdped a
comg:l.ete =t form for the future temnse, which are mot found
in Bengali end Assamese languages. For exemple, mi kartau
= I shall do, ta kartai = he will do, etc.

e) For the third person singular, Bishmpriya
langiage has two forms «- masculine and feminine; for
example, ta = he, el = she,

£) The vocabulary of Bishmupriya langusge

includes more than 8,000 words which occur neither in

Bengali nor in Assamese,

No work has yet been done to represent the
vocabulary of Bishmpriya language, lir, P, Sinha has,
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however, compiled a dictionary of this language, which
now‘exists in the form of mamuscript. In this dictionary,
about 30, C00 words of this language have been entered, 02
them, from a rough calculation, *tatsamas' (Sanskrit)
number approximately 10,000; tadbhavag (i.e. words derived
fronm Saaskrit) found in other language, such as, Hindi,
Benpgali, Assamese and others, approximately 8, 000;

* tadbhavag® peculiar to Bishmupriya approximately 2000,
Meitel approximately 3,5000, Perso=Arabic approximately

2y OOQ, English approximately 700 and words obscure origin,
approximately 1,300, The other words of Bishnupriya
language are hybrid words formed by the combination of wrds
derived from Sanskrit and Meitei.

Let us try to exemine the nature of developmant of
Bishmpriya Manipuri literature.

II. Literature

Actual literary culture of the Bishmupriya
Menipuri language begen during the second quarter of this
century, No written document of the Bishmupriye literature
prior to this period has yet be_en fourd, There are, however,
some mudiments of folk literature of this language, which are
older in origin and are handed down through oral trcdition,
These elements of Bishmpriya literature originated during
the pericd from the middie of the 16th century to the last
quarter of the 20th century.
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~ Aceording to MNr, K. P, Sinha's, sBishmupriya
lianipuri Bhashalattar Ruprekha®, the history of Bishmupriya
literature can broadly be divided into two periods:

1) Ancient or Folk Bishmupriya Manipuri
literature (from the middle of the 16th
century to the last quarter of the 20th
century), ond

2) liodern Bishmupriya literature ( £ronm the

. 2nd quarter of the 20th century onwards).

The Ancient or Folk literature of Bishmupriya is
represented by folk-stories, folk songs, folk rhymes amd
proverbs, Among the folk stories, those relating to Apan
or *fool} those relating to imaginary kings and queens,
princes and princesses and those relating to thé seven
daughters of !Sarahal! or "Sararel' are most important of
the folk songs, the most important are the Rain~Invoking
Song' and the Madai~Saratel Song, The Rain-Invoking Song
represents a2 non~vaisnavite éarly religion with 'Pakhsnpa’
or 'Pahanpa' and 'Sarafel' as the most prominent goda, The
lanmiage of the song is also archaic amd is replete with
words of Tibeto-Burman origin, Horeover, this song depicts
a norrible azﬁ long-staniing famine caused. by draught, Such
a famine occurred in Manipur during the 1st quarter of the
16th century,
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The Madai=Saralel song represents a religious and

cultural conflict in the Bishmupriya society. Saralel
represents a society which is against the practice of
tgaking meat and wine. The language of this song is clearly
understandable, From these and other facts, it is said
that it was composéd during the middle of the 18th

century, i.e, after the propagation of the Bengal Vaisnavism
in Manipur.® ’

The Hodern Bishmpriya literature may be divided
into two stages or, into two types: (a2) Early and (b) Late.

 The Bishnupriya literature of the Early Modern
period is marked by devotion to God ami Love for the
Bishmpriya language arnd culture, The Bishmupriya litere=
ture of the Late Modern period is markel by the loves and
‘feelings, hopes and desires and joys and sorrows of the

uriters,

The Early Modern Bishmipriya literature was initia-
ted fouring the second quarter of this century by four
writers, namely, Leikhomsena Sinha of Singari, Madan Mohan
Sharma of Sanicchara, Amisena Sinha of Ciparsangan and
Golkulananda Gitgwami of Ratai:chara. Leikhomsena Sinha is the
author of a drama entitled 'Manipar Bijoy'. Madan Mohan

Sharma is the author of a number of 'Kirtana' « type of works,

namely, 'Balipinda', ‘Harishchandra', *Subal Milon’.



'Tilottama', *Basak', 'Sudama Bipra', etc.. Amugens Sinha
also wrote 2 number of *Eirtana' - type of works based on
the YRamayana', namely, !'ingada=Raybart, ¥Saktisel',

! Taranisen Badh', *Nagapasg', 'Hahirabon Bedh', ete..
Gokulananda Gitiswami produced different types of works.

ile compo gad

a) a few 'Kirtans' = type of works, namely,
*NoukaeBilag', 'Bagak’, 'Mathur!, etc.,

b} a mnber of songs relating to social
information,

¢) a few poems, and
d) tw dramas, namely, ‘Matrimanegal Gitabhinay!
and 'Samaj Sanskart

Of those four writers, Colulananda Gitiswami is
the most popular because of his depth 9f feeling and refined
tagte as revealed in the 'Kirtana's and songs relating to
social reformation, Durgacharan Sinha of Patharkandi wrote
s drama named *'Babhrubahan' which was staged during the
thirties 0f this century,

’ There are some liviag writers who are even now
following the Sarly liodern trend, They ars, Xrishnadhan
Sinha, Gardhara] Sinha, Rohinl Rajxunmar and Gzur ltiohan Sinha,
Aohini Raj Kamar hag, of course, written some poems of late

modern type s8lso,



A bronch of znoaern Bishmipriya poetic literature,
namely, Vaisnava *Pzdavali', which is $o be included in
the Early Yodern typeo, desei'ves special mention., At
present, a keen endeavour is being made by some 'Padakartas’
or uriters of 'FPadavoli's to present the Radhs~Krispa-Lila
in Bishmipriya language, The most remarkable of these
tPrdakarta's are Costha Bihar Sinha, Chanmani Sinha,
Separup Sinha, Kartik Chardra Sinha, Bijay Sinha, Sudhanva
Sirwe, Birendra Sinha, Gadai Sinha amd Braja Kumar Sinha,

In the Late liocdern Bishmpriya literature, there
are & nunber of pocts, dramatists, short=story writers,
novelists and essaylstgy O0f the dramatis_ts. the moat
pomilar are:

1) Golopsena Sinhz, the writer of ‘HManipur Viday?

and 'Futra Paricayt,
2) Asvini Kumar Sinha, the uriter of

‘Harischamira', ! Sabitri-Satyvabanit,

'Pratynbartan', etc.,
3) Indra Xumar Sinha, the uriter of *Haribala

E-hori', 'Eailase Lailat', *Jarasandha’,
'Semsag', etcC.,

4) sSudhava Sinhe, the writer of a number of
comical dramas ami founder of a dramatic

association called 'Fagiram',



5) Birendra Sinha, the writer of 'Xalantik
Dakat', 'Himir Kathay Ghar Ha Bhagiye', etc.,

6) Debadatta Sinha, the writer of *Sumati', and

7) Chamdra Kanta Sirha, the writer of Barunir
Kriti and *Bhrigu O Puloms'.

Almost all the dramas are successiul amd reveal the
refined taste of the writers.

Short-story writers are very small in mmber., The
most successful shortestory writer is Brajsndra Xumar Sinna,
the writer of stories iike 'Sikadeini', Ugtara, Leimato
Belihon Hamaniy Pare, etc. After him, mention may be mede
0% Imdra Kumar ZSinha-, ﬂxe writer of Fostaphis, Dhala Cithi,
Chabi, Hunar Arini etc. All these short stories bear
testimonies to the mimste observation, deecp fesling and
refined taste of the writers, Of the younger generation,
Shyamananda Sinha, the writer of 'Aje-Babulok (a collection

of stories) and Smriti Xumar Sinha, the writer of stories
like Kauhan, Xethakpi Gatenei Phul, etc. are the successful
short-story writers,

Dsgayists are also very smell in mumber, The few
ogsaylsts found are
1) Knli Prasad Sinha, the writer of a rumber of
espays on social problems and Bishmipriya
lingzistics,\ and



2) Brajemdrs Kumar Sinha, the writer of a
mumber of valuable essays on Chanda or

metre end grammar,

After them, the name of Barun Kumar Sinha, the
writer of 2 few essays of literary criticism may be
mentioned., Srimati Kumkum Sinha, the writer of 'Soviet
Dese M1i' deserves special mention as the only successful

writer of 'accounts of travel'.

Among novelists, Nangkupi, the writer of
‘Macuhama Nan Temuwalen' arnd Srimati Kumar Sinha, the

writer of 'Jaya' are worthy of reference.

Poets of this period are mumerous, 0Of them, the

most successful ones ares

1) Hadan Mohan Mukhopadhyay, the writer of
'Tenna Kelktak', 'Thaige', etc.

2) Senarup Sinha, the author of 'Satanir
Khoauran' and a number of Padavalis of high
rate,

- 3) Brajendra Rumar Sinhs, the author of 'Lehao
Fulgare', 'EZlar Khuttel', etc.,

4) Dhananjay Rajkumar, the translator of *Omar
i{haizam' and )

5) Chanira Kanta Sinha, the translator of
Kalldasa's 'Megheduta’, ard



6) Kali Prasod Sinha, the author of !Zlar Mala'
and *Kavitaeliala'.

Moreover, the names 0f Chandra Mohan Sinha, the
author of Cinkheir Fla' and 'Bhut Bhabisyata Leha';
Gopinath Sinha, the suthor of 'MNingin Arati' and 'Kanak
Methel's Nil Madhav Mukherjee, the author of 'Surar Nilan';
Harekrishna tukherjee, the author of '¥eirik', Shyamaenarda
Sinha, the author of 'Ransk Matau'; Bimal Sinha, the author
of 'Aggmj..i.ta_' are worthy of reference.

III, Culture Forms - (A) Dence, (B) lusic, (C) Food,
(D) Dress ami Ornazments

Ae Dance: Manipuri, both the Bishmpriya and the Meitei,
today is best introduczd through their dances, The dances
of Hanipur are part and parcel of Manipuri culture, having a
distinct individuality which wvas built up during the course
0f several cneturies and carries the stamp of contributions

from small kKingdoms ard princlpalities.

The history of the development 0f Bishmpriya
dances and music may be divided into two parts., The first
part covers the period preceding the entry of Hindu cult into
Manipur while the second will cover the Hirdu period,

The folk dances of the Bishmipriya fall in the first
part vhereas the classical dances, such as Rasleela, etc, are



originated during the Himdu peried.

The dances performal by the Bishruppiya have been
brozdly divided into twdo groups: (a) Folk dance and
{b) Glassical dance. [Each of these two types of dances

has its own importance andi glory.

(a) Folk dance:

The most interesting folk dance of the Bishmipriys
is 'Varan-dahani nritys'. The song sung during the
performance of this dance is cealled 'Varanedapaniecla' or
rain calling song, The purpose of such dance and song is
to incur pleasure of ' Imdyq= God of rain,

Myth of Origin:

’ Long long agp Manipur have veen occupicd by
several tribes, the principal of which, were named Khu'mul,
Luang, Moirang and Meitlei, A Kmumul kirnd was defeated by
a ‘:fioirang king several times. Once more the Khumul king
wanted to try his fortune ami proposed in his ministerial
council t attack the Moirang kinglom, His younger brother
Chamei objected to this, wherefor the enraged king insulted
him and ousted him from the meeting hgll., Chamei, thus
insulted, left the kingdom alone, Seeing him thus leaving,
a maid-servant { beti) followed him with a few clothes for
him, ihen the prince noticed her, he asked her to go badk,
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But as they were by then far 2:*9@ human habitation, it
was not possible for her to go back. The pizince, followed
by the maideservant, reached the *XKabru hill' where he vas
cordiazlly received by the Xukis, After a span of tinme,
Chamei had an issue through the maldeservant, Gradually,
three yesrs passed away, During the period, there was o
rain in the Kmumal kingdom, as a result of which, a severe
£anine came upon the land,

Astrologers say that rainlessness has bean caused
by *Eshanpat (God), who is angry because of the insult
shown to Chamei by the king, They advised the people to
bring Chamei and ?Beti® back to thé kingdom, Betl is being
brought and when she reaches the vast field, she is welcomed
with various suspicious things and conseguently she
proceeds gorgeously like the God of Wealth (XKuvera).

Chamel is hesitating to come, The women are
abusing him and the angry old persons tell them to welcome
him with cogl and samd instead of incense, It is his good
luck, they say, that though he is very poor, 'Fabanpa' has
nnt panished him,

Rain is coming graduslly. The women are glad amt
are prorosing to dante with their hair locked and with

flovers in their ears.
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The folk dance of the Bishmpriya as naz'ratecl
above is the most renownad ancient folkdance, From the
reign of Moirang king this folkdance has been handed down
tarsugh oral tradition. It is belleved that this dence is
endowed with the power of czlling forth rain, Accoxdingly,
in times of drought both man and woman folks assenmble in
the dry field in a circle at dead of night and sing the
divine song accompanied by dance with a veiw to calling
forta rain, |

b) Classical dance

ithen the Bishmupriya and the Meitei in Manipur
enbraced Hinduism on a mass scale, g new and rich tradition

of Nat Samkirtan and Ras Dances gprang up in Hanigur,

The Ras dance 1s the most vwidely known classical
dance of the Bishrupriya, It is originsl in composition
and sophiticated in presentation, All the Ras Leelas of
Hanlpr are dance=-dramas which hsve the Vaishnavite reli-
gious theme of the life and love story of Radha and Krishna
as their central and one contimicus subject matter., Thay
are based on the various episodes in the life of child
Krishna, There are six important Ras Leelas and 2lmost
everyone of them is celebrated seasonally on a particular

day of particular month of the year, Thsey are



(1) Maharas, {(2) Vasaen %as, {3) Kunjaras, (4) iityaras,
(5) Goparas and (6) Udukhalras. The first four narrate
the amorous play of Krishna with Radha and the Gopis amd
the lest two which are also known as 'Rakhalras' depict

his adventuras and pranks with the Gopas,

| Origim

King Bhagyschanira who reigned in Manipur from
i763 t 1798 A.D. is regarded as the originsl creator of
the Ras Leela dance of Manipur and-three specific Ras
composition, viz,, laharag, Vasantras am funjaras. He
was a great devotee of Sri Krishma, During his reign,
Pramanand Thakur, the f£ollowesr of Chaitanya Hahaprabim
came to Manipar f£rom NBengal., Under his influence, the
king adopted Geudiysa Vals navism as the state religion
which eventually replaced the Ramandi faith that hed been
the religion of the state since the time of king Garib
NowaJ, in the beginning of the 18th century.

King Bhagyachandfa wés a scholar and an artist,
It is said that once the king had a dream in which
Sri Krishna appeared and asked him to carve out His image
£rom a certain jac&-fmit tree then growing on the Kaina
Hill, about 18 miles to the south=east of Imphal and to
vorship the image. Accordingly the king went to this hill,
located the tree ard an image resembling Lord Krishna who
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appeared in his dresn was carved out of the weod under

his keen supervigion, This imige was then installed with
due cersumony, in the specially erected temple of Govindji
at his palace at Imphal. On the day of the consecretion
cergmony, Shri Krishns agein appesrel before the king in

2 vision when fhe vas in o trance aml asked hinm W
institute the Ras dance as a ritusl offering to this
honsur; the Lord then diwvulged the setret of the mystic
art by demomstrating it before the king, Thus, the famsus
Rag damce of Hanipur took shape. It may, however, be
mentioned here that the Res dence is not an aliogether now
form of dorce, It is believed thaty, a2t the instance of the
Ring, some Gurus of Maonipur merely recomposed :md rechorgo=
graphled a new dance-form from the then existing tradi-
tional dance-forms of Manipur, In the first Ras Leela
performed in 1769 A.D., Princesg Lairoibi, dsughter of king
Bhagyachandra, acted the part of Shrimati Radika, Since
that tine, a» specisl annexture known ag Ras Mandev, hasg
been erected in front of every Vaishnava temple in Hanipur
for holding the Ras Leela festivals. |

&5 hos beon pointed out above, Bhogyachamidra is
credited with having created laharas, Kunjras and
Vasantras, Luring the reign of Haharsja Cembhir Singh
( 1825=1834 A.D,) Gostha or Govaras was composed, amd during
Baharaje Chgnﬁra Kirti singh's rule Nitya Ras was performed,
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Since then the traditfonsl Gurus of Manipur have been
perpetuating and innovating the scquences and composition,

"Rajorshe Bhagyachsndra delineated his attitades
concerning the Ras Leela as follows: "About ome thing,
houever, evaryons of us has to be very careful. Our whole
trzditional 'dances are considered ritusls perfomed for the
satigfaction of Ged. In this Ras Leela the dances are
performed by (:ﬂd apd hiz beloved Gopis without any
| avwdisnce, It has a different footnoting altogether. The
total effect of the dances ami the dialogues and the music
muot be in consonance with the real spirit of Raas, In
compoging the dances, the choreography, the basic poses of
the eyes ard the movements of the different limbs of the
body, care hss %o be tken so ‘t_nat theloﬁmr aspects of

humon emotions are not arcused in the audience,

The following suggestions were approved:

a) The faces of the Copls have to be veiled;

b) The participants will avoid communication even through
the gestures of the eyes with the audiences

¢} 'The enclosure to be mamsl the Rass Mendal will be closed
o the pomsparticipants in the Raas;

- 4) HVoveaents of the lower part of the body should be mach
‘pestricteds

@) The costume covering the lower part must be quite thick
tut graceful and artistics |



£) The movements of the hands and the upper part of the
body too should be within strict rules amd only
suggestive of the relevant ideas sought to be expressed
by the CGopis in their play with Sri Govindji',

The expert took due note of the bagic ideas explained
by the king Bhagyachandra apd worked hard to produce the best

in their own spheres©.

Upually a Ras-Lecla is performed in a Rag Handav, a
big structure built in front of a Vaishnav teaple. It is
also held, nowe-az=days, in a special 'mandav' uilt for the
warpose at a8 suitable place, .4 ¢ircular stage with four
entrances preparcd with bamboo and wooden strips, placed in
the heart of the Ymardav?, - This stage is nicely decorasted
with flowers, crespers, leaves amnd paper~cut designs. Tane
birds like parrots are alsp placed there, Occasionally a
bower made of artificial flowers and flora is raised in the
mandav arxl stuffed birds are kept there to ¢reate a sense of
reality, Petals of multi=coloursd flowers with or without
vernilion are showered, 0f£f ard on, on the participants from
above during the performance of the Ras Leela, There are
traditional texts lying down specific rules with regard to
dimension of the stage, auditorium, decor and arrangement of

seats,
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The classical music that provides the ground work
of the dancew-drama has a subtle melody of its own.
Oevotional songs written in Sanskrit, Brajabali and Bengali
by Valshnava poets of Bengal are beautifully set to
traditional tunes and incorporated inm the sequeres of the
Rasg Leela. As these gongs are mt understood, wrd for
word, by the msjority of the people, modern public opinion
iz in fLavour of adopting the Hanimuri version of these

sensitive lyrica,

¥ a.z—_*iatians in El.erfomamg

Generally, the sequences of~theﬁstory of a Ras Leela |
are strictly observed. There is, however, room for one to
interpret the emotional content ¢f the story in one's own
way by varying the ccaposition of dance and music plegesy
Thus with the passage éf time minor varistions have been
introduced in the performance of a Ras Leela according to
the different schools of zemé. Apart from this kird of
variagtion, there exists a disparity of ampther nature
between the Rag Leelas perforned at the palace and sutside
the palace,

In the Ras Leela performed at the paiace there are
no persons taking the parts of Radha and Krishna, for, the
images of Radha and Krishna are teken out from the temple

and they are deemed to be the characters participating in
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the Rag Leela, But in all the Ras Leslas performed at
Vemes other than the Ras tMandav of Sri Govindajdi at

the palace the parts of Radhe ami Krishna are played,
respectively, by a girl ard a boy or by two girls, Thus
in any ovent, the Vaishnav sudience avail themselves of
the spportunity of witnessing the dance of these two
delties. 1t may be pointed ocut that in the Lirst Ras
Leels instituted by Bhagyachamira at the mandav of

Shri Govindaji his own daughter acted the part of Radha,
because at that time the image of Radha had ot yet been
carved. The image of Radhe which is now in the temple of
 Shri Govimdji was o leter addition,

(1) Hsha Rag

On the occasion of Vastraharan, i.e., sgtealing of
garments of tae Copis by Shri Krishne, Krishns promised
to glve the Gopls the pleasure of his company on a certain
full=moon nighte In order to fulfil this promise, Shri
Hrishna went to Vrindaban and played on als flute on the
full-moon night of YKartika', Being spellboumd by the
enchanting tune of the flute Radba and the Gopis quit
thelr work and set sut to meet Krishna. Thelir mental
thirst was quenched only when they sgw Krishna ard out of
joy then perf.améd trags' with him. when the Gopls became

top self-conscicus and thmgat themselves to be much zore
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foxjtmate ﬁhan 6tnér women, Arishna digappeared with
Radha in order to curb the pride of the Gopis,

Next, 1t was the turn of Radha to suffer tne
pang of separatlion,- Hrishna degerted her too, because she
considered hersslf to be mors fortunate than the Gopis,
The Gopis became restless =nd enquired, in vein, of the
vihereabouts of Krishnes, to the trees, the birds and the
animals, Instead. they found Radha in agony and searching
for her Lord. The tears of sorrow washed away thelr pride
and Krishnsa reappeared on the scene not as one person hut
og ®@any. There were as aany Krishnss as Radﬁa and the
Gopis, Thereafter they danced in joy and performed *ras'
in coasnmic harmony, Krishna,' then bid them good-bye,

2) Vagant Rag

On the fulle-moon nignt of Baisekh, Krishna, Radha
ard the Gopls assembled to celaebrate Holl, the spring
festival of colours. During the celebration of the festi-
val, Chamirabali mansged to steal away into the heart of
Krisghna with the result that he began to pay exclusive
attention to her., To Radha who had long dedicated herself
to Hrishna, this was an unpardonable offence, She cast
awsy the blue veil that was a token of her love for Krishna.
Out of umbrage ari Jealousy, she left the scene ard took
rofuge sullently in a bower with a few close friends. Eut
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the lovelorn Radha could not erase the nenory of
Erishno from her mind, altbough be was cut of her sight.

“hen Krishna found Radha without hsr vell te
realised his mistake and left Chandrabali for Redha., le
implored, in vain, the trees, the birds ard the animals
to £ixd out Aadha, Yhen at last ae approached her, she
refused t see him, But her anger obbed away gradually

at the sincere and repeated apology of Krighne, Thus she
vas rasconciled with him and they performed 'ras' togcether

with the Gopls.

3) Xunj Rag

It is ths first Ras Lecla performed in Menipur at
the nowly constructed kag ilandav of the palace on the day
of the consecration ceremony of Sari Govizadaji. ' Kanj!
oeans a bower, On the night of *Asvin’® Krisbna, who loné;ed
to ravel all nigzht in the compsny of Radha and Gopis, canme
to the heart of a bower of Vrindaban end played on nis flute
making a clarion call, gEnchanted by the magic of his flute,
Radha and Gopis left thelr housese to meet hin,

In the casg of a performance at Mandav of
Shri Govindaji at the palace there is no Krishna Abhisar,
i,c., coming to Krishma to meet Redha and the Gopis, as there
i3 no character of Krishna, This holds good in the case of
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other Ras Leslag as vell, which are performed at the
palace,

4) Nitya Rag

It has been observed already that all the fas Leelas
other than Nityes Ras are perforﬁxed on gpacific days of
specific season, HNitya Ras has no much specified tinme for
its performance; it can be performed on any day of the
year. The theme of this 'Rasg' is comparatively simple, In
this Ras Leels, there is no separation, no sense of anger
and fear, and the smﬁm of happiness flows Ceaselessly
through its course. Radha and the Gopls secretly set out
to meet Krishna, They fimd him and dance in ecstasy and

perform 'ragt,

5) Gostha Ras

This festival is performed on the eight day of
Kartika, Narad visited the palace of Nanda and taught
Belram amd Krishna how to milk the cow and also how to
breed the cattle, The two princes worshipped the saint who
gave them blessings, and left the palace. At the request
of the shepherd boys the kind and the queen sent Balaram
ard Krishna with them to terd the cattle, In the grazing
ground, they Joyfully danced ard played with & ball, tUben
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demons '"Dhemkasur'! and *Bakasur' came and frightened
the boys Balaram amd Krishna killed them respectively.
After destroying the evil spirits, they returned to their
respective homes with the cattle, The festival is cle
celebrated to commemprate this occasion,

6) Udukhol Rag

This festival is performed in October-licvenber, It
silows a small slice o:lf the life of child Krishna, Krishna
grew up as an unconirolable child full of vmiséhief. He
and his friends stole butter and curd and ate them up. They
also teased the Gopis who came and complained to mother
Yegoda, The mother tied her child to the 'Udukholt, a
wopden mortar for pounding rice as s punitive measure. But
the unruly Krishna escaped by dragging awvay the Udukhol,
Thus he set himself free. 'Udukhol' ras is performed to

commemprate this :0ccasion,

The orchestra of dancing consists of 'Mridang' or
" RKhol', Manjira and flute, Sonetimes the dance 1s also
accompanied by a chorus of 4 to 6 lady singers, The band
of khol players is knovn as '"Dhumen' and they occasionally
mmber from 15 to 40, sit_usually in the north-western

corner of the Raselandal.



It nay be meixtioneﬁ here that the Bishmupriya
dance remained mostly unknown to the rest of Imdfa till
it was brought to the lime 1ight by Rabindranath Tagore
who felt the greatest charma and deepest pathos of the
Bisampriya dance and masic from Sylhet, -Cachar and
TIripura, Nr., Tagore was so much ilmpressed by this that he
spared ro time to introduce the teaching of Bishmpriya
Menipuri dance in his Vigwabharati at Santincketan in the
carly part of this century amd gain popularity throughout
India, The dance masters of this society, who were
recruited in Santineketan are Senaruk Sinha, Mahi Sinhs,
Nileswar Hukherjee, otc, Guru Bipin Sinha, the Bishmupriya
dance master has given a philip in spresding the classical
dance of the Bishmpriya Manipuri all over the world,
specially in Burma, Japan and Rurope.

B. Husic

Unlike the mugic of the rest of Indiz, Bishruppiya
music has developed mainly as an accompanimient for the

dance,

The history of the Bishmipriya music before the
16th or 17th cenmtury is shrouded in darkness and, practically
no document hag yet been found regarding the music of the
Bishmupriya of that time, The music of the Bishmupriya from
the nmiddle of the 18th century onwards, is, however, clearly
mentioned in the historical works of both the Imdian ard the
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western scholars.

The neo=Valshnava movement, which started in the
middle of the 18th century in Haniwmr, brought in its
train a wlde culture of msic,

- The wveishnava music of the Bishmupriya is rich
and remarkable in its tone and variety, and wag reformed
in Manipur in such a way that it expressed itself as a
distinctive culture of the Bishmuppiya, It agreatiy he}.ped
the new religion to spresd like wild fire,

The devotionsl song kmown as 'Kirtana' is the most
important among the Bishrupriya. It is sung either by an
individusl or by a group of peoples It contains the
quintessence of the cult of *Bhakti'. Thepe is m
Bighmpriya home which does not recite a couple of verses
fron the 'Kirtana'® on religious amd festive occaglons or in
case of ailment of a family member,

The Bishmpriya sugical tune called *raga' compri=-
sing four sounds of ttai'y, 're', 'na' and !to! by which
Kirtana are gtarteds

It is remarkable that a traditional song which is
invariably sung by the Bishmupriya is known as 'Khechuri
Pali'., The 'Rhechuri Pali' have been borrowed from

Sankardevag! 'Xirtano=GChosat,
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The misic of the Bishmipriya is provided by some
~kinds of instruments like ’pung', ‘drum', *flute', ‘concht,
*shalls' and a trumpet like 'horn'. 'Israj’, ! tanboura!
also give the main melody and other instrument like

t cymbol?! provide and additional rhythmic effect.

C. Food

Besides dance and music, food is one of-tne
important culture=forms in terms of which, we need to ztudy
Bishmpriya identity.,

The principal food items of the Bishnupriya consist
of rice, dal, bvegetables and fish, Apparently, this is
not markedly different from the standard memu of the Meitei
or the Bengali. '

Food habit of the Bishmipriya has undergone a change
zfter their conversion to Vaishnavism, Originally, the
Bishmipriya were meat eaters. After adopting Vasihnavism,
their food habits changed, [Meat eating is prohibited umder
Vaishnavisem,

The early Bisnmupriya consumed liquor, After
adopting Vaighnavism, meat and liquor were abandoned,
Interestingly, mest~taking and liquor-drinking are, mow,
considered as social offences énd very mich looked dovn uron,



(2) Items and time of eating

Their fopd~habit should, enecessarily, be viewed
from three angles of visgion as far as the standard of food
items in poor, middle class and rich families is concerned,

A middle-class family can afford a square meal of
moderate standard, Their 'prata rash' (breakfast) consists
of' either bread or beaten, or rice or puffeld riqe with tea.
‘They also teke rice with dal, vegetables arnd fish,

The most general and common !madhya-bhoj' (lunch)
conprises dal, friel vegetables such as potato, bringal,
. pumkin, etc,, fried f£ish and fish curry. 'Naighe-bhoj'
(oinner) consists of food-items as that of 'mzdhya~bhoj’.

The poor famillies cannot afioid to have such mem
{ as described above) which is too costly to them. Therefore,
their menu is much curtailed., The simplest memu of - .-
' prata=rash' (breakfast) to such families consists of puffed
rice or beaten rice with tea. In the morning they also take
boileéd rice ard dry-fish ¢f different preparations. Very
o ften, several Adry fishes { quantity depemiing on the mmber
of family members) are kept on the surface of boiled rice
contained in a pot, The vapour generatéd from boiled rice
melts and softens the dry-fishes which get diseminated
throughout the whole quantity of rice and this rice 1is
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distributed to each member of the family., Boiled rice
soaked in water in the previous night (rice in the
process of fermentation) constitutes a good !prata rash'
for the farmers who take this rice with dry=fish prepars=-
tion before going cut to cultivation. They consider this
rice as source of their energy for working in the field.

The '"medhya~bhoj' of poor families consists of
rice, dal, vegetables, nOnce or tuice in a week, they can
afford a meal with a meru consisting of £ish, vegetables,

etc.

The ricé families haintain a good standard of their
dicts, They take a 'prata rash' consisting of egg, bread
and butter, parota with vegetable curry, etc, Their
madhya bhoj' amd 'malsha bhoj' consiéts of rice, dal,
different vegetable preparation, various fish preparation,
milk and curry. '

In religious and socisl ceremonies mem consists of
impressive palatable items such as ghee, friel vegetables,
dal, fried fish, fish curries, curd, sweetened rice, etc,

| The method of preparation of food items are fundamen-
tally similar to that of the Bengalee except that they use
chilli in relatively large quantity and thst paraboiled rice
is much preferred by them, 'Kshir' (rice cooked in milk with
sugar and tasty ingpedients) is used in speciel occasion,
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There is a traditional or comontional pattern in
serving the different items of 2 memu. Initially ghee
with fried vegetables 1s served. Then comes dal ami
Zried vegetables, This is followed by vegetable curries,
Next in the turn of fish-items conseguent to which tomato
sauce is served., 'Kshir' constitutes the next item, This
Indicates the conclusion of 'madhya~bhoj' or 'naisha~bhoj'.

Je Press srd Ornaments

Dress ami ornaments (particularly of vwomen) of the
Bishmpriya indicate their distinct identity.

The dress of the men does not differ materially
from that of the Bengalee and coasists of the 'dhuti' and
a *koorta' or shirt, In winter, they wear ‘chaddar' (a
piece of cloth) or coat, generally having ni_gh collars.

Shoes are seldom worn,

The principal garmentfor women is of two kimdsy
Ordinary type of garment is called 'amsluri' or 'Lanau' a
single coloured coarse cloth with laces on both sides
lengthwise, while the other type of garment, the more
gorgeous one, is called 'telaphuti®! or 'caksabi' which is
alep a coarse cloth with lengthwise stripes and embroidered
on both sides lengthg:ise.
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'Analuri’ or *Lansu' is folded round the body,
under the armpits and tucked in by the hand at the side
of the body. 1In length it reaches the ground, bt as
this would be inconvenient in walking, it is hitched up
about holf way to knee, amxd tucked in again at the waist,
'Analuri' or 'Lanay' is made in cotton and the commoner
patterns are red, green, blug yellow. At the top amd bot~-
tom of the garment is a broad margin, on é:hicn geometrical
figzrés or patterns of varicus kirds are sewn by hand with
silk or cotton thread of varicus colours., Over the
'amlurd® or 'lansu'is vorn a white sheet, which is folded
in the usual manner, the face, however, being left
uncoversed, This sheet is known as 'lp-ns-phi', 1In the
cold season a short jacket with long sleeves is worn, The
material is usually velvet or zatin, black, green, blue

being the favourite colours.

Female children, until puberty, wear 'analuri' or
'lan=u' round the waist, the upper part of the body being

The religious festivals afford an opportunity for
specisl garment such as 'telaphati' or 'caksabi’.

In 'Ras dance' the costume of the players, musicians

and chorus girls is extremely beaitiful snd rich in colour,
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The female dancers wear a tight velvet bodice, the short
sléeves of which are ornamented with a twoeinch band bf
gold thread embroidsery, an extrévagantly full skirt which
swings above the ankles in gréat graceful curves, ard
convolutions of its endless yards, This skirt is of zgreen
and dark red silk bordered round the hem with a wide bamd
of sequins; and tiny round, oval and square pieces of
coloured mirrors are sewn in scattered profusion over the

whole stuff of this attractive garment,

A broad stip of white cloth is bourd tightly about
the waist to accentuate its fragile slimness above the
widely svirling folds of the skirt, Tucked into the waiste
bard of the skirt and worn over it is a veil of the finest
gauze=like material striped with basnds of narrow silver
ribbon, The sight of all this splemdour is in itself a
feast of besuty, particularly when in rhythmic movements,
the silver amd the seguing arxd the bits of mirror catch and
reflect sparkling light in all directions,

The heéd-dress of the girl dancers consists of a
smgll conical cap of velvet trimmed with a mnarrov bamd of
pearls at the edge of having a spray of perals hanging from

the pesk,

Krishna himself wears a yellow silk 'dhoti', secured
at the waist by a silk scarf with long tasselled ends., The



upper psrt of the body is free from clothing, but plenti=
fully adorned with necklaces, armlets and bangles. The
head=dress is richly Jjewelled crown surmcunted by a2 tuft

of peacock feathers, emblem of Krishna,

As regards the dress of males, ‘dhuti' amd
Ykoorta' were rote very familiar to the people before the
reign of king Gharib Howaj, s@all apparels were used by
them in general., aAfter the advent of Vaishmavism of
Sri Chaitanys, *dhuti' and 'koorta' became the principal

dress of the nesles.

As regards the femsle dress, upto the first part of

| the 20th century, umnmarried girls used to wear two piecCes

- of garments, Tuae principal garment hung from the walst amd
the second was used to tighten the breast_. The married
women used one piece of cloth hung irom the breast and
another pilece of cloth from the head over the back. Towards
the first quarter of the 20th century, the piece of cloth
used by unmarried girls to tighten their breasts was replaced
by the blouse, and the married women also begen to use
bloauses in addition, During this time, the blouse of

' khermacl' or velvet ornamented by dots of lime and later on,
by ‘camaki', a2 kinmd of fine tin~plates, was very populat. At
the next stage, i.c. during the forties of the 20th century,

ummapriage girls began to use 'csaddar' in sddition,
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Ornanents

The principal orngments of women are 'heilant
*liksai', *pundarei', 'thapak', nacika, *Thamka' or
*Cameit, etc, ‘'Heilumm' 'liksai', 'pundarei’, *thapoic'

are meant for the neck, *nocika’ for the nose, 'Jhanks'
or Camel' for the ear, and wristlets of big size, for the
vriat, HMen do not wear ornaments except ring, All these

ornaments are made of gold,

Sumnary

The foregoing discussion reveals that the
Bisi;mpriya lanipuri language is different from the Meltel
language. The Bishmpriya Manipuri language is of Indo-
Aryan group, vhereas, that of the lMeitel is of Tibeto=-Burman
group. However, the Bishmpriya Hanipurl language has
drava sustenance by assimilating wrds froa the Indo=aryan
and Tibeto=Burman language, Iioreover, Bengall 1anguage hed
exerted the largest influence on the growth and fommation
of the Bishmupriya Manipuri language,

It can be remarked that, though not wide in range,
the Bishmpriya literature has by now developed a congidera=-
bly high standard. Despite its short history about thirty-
five or forty years, it can stand comparison with the

literature of neighbouring languages.



In the discussion of culture forams such as dance,
music, food, dressg and ornaments, it becomes clear that
there is no significent difference betwsen the .Bishmpriya
and the Heitel axcept folk dance, I have discussed at
length the noture of the dfeveloisment of the Bighrupriys
folk dances during the pre-Hindu period in Manipur. The
folk dance of the Bishmipriye, namely, 'Varan-dahani

‘nritya' is not practised by the iHeitei. On the other band,
the Meitel folk dance presented in the course of a 'Lai
Harooba festival is not practised by the Bishmpriya,

Moreover, Rain=invoking song is the oldest follk song
of the Bishmpriya., FHeeaning of the aong, reveals that the
song was composed probably in the 16th century which supports
the earliest existente of the Bishrupriya in Manipur,

' Rag~lL eela® and *Kirtana',=the greatest features of
the Bishmpriys culture, have got egual prominence in both
the Bishmupriya and Heitei. Ilembers of these two ethnic

groups feel proud for this.

As regards the food, dress ard ornaments there is no
significant difference between the Bishmupriya and the Heitei;
they ére‘differed from Bengali particalarly in respect of
dress, The traditional dress of the Bengali wonmen is !'sares'

whereas that of the Bishmupriya is 'analuri' or 'lansu’,

In cenclusion, it may be sald that through these
features (as described above), the Bishmipriya has maintained
their distinct identity,



Chapter = V

THE PEOPLE AND THEIR LAND
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THE PZOFLE AND THEIR LAND

In this chapter attempt has been made to survey
the distribution of the Bishmupriya and some related demo=-
graphic characteristics. Material in this, focuses attern-
tion on the Bishmpriya =t two levels, At the macro=level,
" in terms of their distribution in north-east India and the
neighbouring country of Bangladesh, and at micro-level,
through analysis of information obtained by survey of two
Bishmipriya villages of Cachar about the land and their

demographic characteristics,

I. Listribution

As we may be acquainted by now, the Bishmipriya
originally is a community from Manipur. In Bishenpur
district, the areas surrounding the 'Lok-tak! lake in
Imphal vallej are identified as the original place of the
Bishmupriya, Formerly Bishenpur was the capital of Manipur
and the.Bishrmpriya were concentrated in Bishenpur ( formerly
known as Bishmupur). In the history of Manipur, during the
17th and 18th century, the Bishmipriya migrated to other
places particularly to Assam, Tripura and Bangladesh,
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Two causes may be assigned to the sut-migration
of the Bishmpriya from Manipur. One of the causes of
thelr cut-migration has ‘been the intermnsal conflict
between.the princes of Manipur, ard the secomd cause has
been the repeated attacks of the Burmese on the Manipur

Kings,

In the 18th century (1709=1748 A.D.) during the
reign of Gharib Nowa], many internal conflicts started,
Gharib Nowzaj had a rmmber of sons, There are no record of
the exact mumber of sons of Gharib NowaJj. Amongst the sons,
the names of Shemsai, Titsal, Bharatsai and Dharsail have
been recorded., Shamsal was killed by his brother Jitsai
who was in turn driven away by his other brother Bharatsai
vho was also killed by hls another brother, These were
conflicts on the successior :to tbe'thmne. Royal palace
conflicts, however, contimed even after Gnarib Nowaj, The
period of reign by Bhaya Charmdra, the grandson of Gharib
Nowa], was full with internal conflicts. These internal
conflicts in the royal palace led to migration to places
outside Manipur. For nearly thirty-nine years between
1709 A.D. to 1748 A.D., which were the period of reign by
Charib NowaJ, his son king Bharatsai and gramdson
Bhagyachandra, many princes migrated to neighbouring Cachar
in Assam and then to further places like Tripara and Sylhst
district, During these migrations along with the prince
his followers also migrated.



The contimuocus conflicts in the'royal palace, for
nearly f£ifty years was one of the prominent reasons for
the migration of people from Manipur to places outside.
These migrations were occasions when many people from the
Manipur valley moved to neighbouring Cachar and settled
there, These marked the beginning of rise of Meitei and
Bishmpriya settlements in Cachar and other neighbouring

places,.

Daring the reign of Bhagyachandra (i.2, 1707 A.Dh)
the Burmese invaded Manipur. The result of the fight was
unfavourable to the Manipuri., Bpagyachandra was forced to
fly to Cachar; from Cachar he made his way to Assam where the
Ahonm king received Bhagyachandra amd his.queen with affection
a2nd honour amnd Bhagyachandra married the daughter of Cachar
Raja.

The Burmese again invaded during the reign of Marjit.
The result of the iﬁvasion wag unfavourable to the people of
valley in Manipur. During this invasion, Marjit with a great
munber of the inhablitants of the valley of Manipur fled to

Cachar,.

e thus find that due to internal conflict among the
princes of Manipur, and the repeated attacks by the Burmese,
the Manipuri were compelled to migrate to Assam particularly
in Cachgr,
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There is another feature which needs mention, This
also relates to the oubd-migration of the Meitei and
Bishmpriya from Manipur during the 18th century after the
conquest of the British. The people from the valley of
f«’;a_nipdr developed the urge to seei education, This took
them to Bengal, all that was between Nabadweep and Cachar,
Nabadweep was the cen‘Ere of Chaitanya Mahaprabhu,

As a result of the above mentioned sequence of
events related with the history of the Bishmpriya, today
the Blishmpriya inhabit quite a number of areas ocutside.
Manipar, According to one rough estimation made in 1966
(K.P. Sinha) there are about 90,000 Bishmupriya in India
and about 45,000 in Bangladesh, In Bangledesh, they are
concentrated more or less in the districts of Sylhet,
Mymensing and Comilla ( refer on map on distribution), In
India, they are concentrated in parts of Assam, Manipur and

Tripara,

In Assam, they are concentrated in Cachar district,
The other places of Assam which deserve mention are those in

Lakhimpar, Nowgong, Sibsagar, Goalpara, Kammup and Darrang,.

According to the census of 1951, the total popule~
tion of Manipuri/tieitel in Assam is 89, 144, According to
the 1961 census the population figures of the Bishmpriya
and the Meltei are 15,055 and 88,962 respectively which
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become 33,591 and 87,279 according to 1971 census.

The census of 1951 was community based, and thus
all the Bishmipriya were recorded as Manipuri, The census
of 1961 was language based, and thus the Bishmpriya
recorded themselves on basis of their languages This |
forms one of the main arguments of the Bistmupriya te press
their case for s distinct identity but within the wider
Manipuri identity., It is interesting to note that the
population figures of 1971 provided an oprortunity to the
Bishrupriya to claim their distinct identity at a totally

new level,

In Assam, out of thé total Bishmipriya pppulation of
33.59’!, the major tulk, i,e. 33,440, are in Cachar, So the
Bishmpriya speakihg people constitute 99.6 percent of the
total population of Assam, It 1s interesting to note that
between the rural and urban areas of Cachar district, there
is a distinct difference in the gize of the Bishmupriya
speaking people, Out of the total population of 33,440, only
1383 Bishmpriya are living in urban areas.

The Bishmpriya in Cachar are céncerrtrated in
dixteen villages, namely, Bhakatpur, Kabirgram, Singari,
Nayagran, Chenkhure, Kalinjar, Dutpatil, Machughat, Bhubaneswar
Nagar, lohanpur, Narsingpur, Bhatirgram, Hatirhar, Rajnagar,
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Santipur, Sayadpur. Tvelve villages are "Bishmpriya
villages® and the remaining four villages are 'mixed
viilages'!, i.e, in these four villages, besides Bishmpriya
there are a few Bengalis also, Kabirgram, Noyagran;
Dutpatil and Narsingpar are mixed villages. In this study
we will present an ethnographic profile of Kabirgram (a
mixed village) and Bhakstpur (a Bishmpriya village).

II. Bhakatpur and Kabirgram - the two villages

Bhakatpur is situsted at a distance of 3 kms. to
the south=west of Silchar town of Cachar district., This
village is bounded by Chenkhuri Road on the Ngyth-west,
Kathal Rozd on the north-eagt, National Highway Road on the
north-west and Kabirgram village on the south-east,

Situated at a distance of 5 kmg, is the village of
Kabirgram, lying to the south=west of Silchar town of Cachar
district, This village is bounded by Chenkhuri Road on the
south-west, Bhgkatpur village on the north-west, Singari
village on the south~east and Boaljoor Khal on the north-east.

Bhkat pur is é large village covering.a total area of
2046 acres with a population of 392, Kabirgram, the mixed
" villsge, is smaller in size, with 618 acres and has a popula-
tion of 150,
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o historical records relating to the actual
founding of these two villages are available. The old
people in these two villages, however, have some
information regarding the past history of their respective
villages. It has been passed on to them by their fore-

fathers.'

The village 'Bhakatpur' is inhabited by the
Bishnupriya who migrated to this land nearly 200 years
back. So far as the nomenclatuie of 'Bhakatpur' is
concerned, the few of the migrants were extraordinarily
devoted to God, First of all they constructed temples of
God 'Radhskrishna'y, and it has been found that in every
household there was a separate room where each and every
mnember of the family worshipped God, because the peoOple
were religious minded so the village was naned as
'Bhaksapur' ( the place of devotees). After few years the
word 'Bhaktapur' has been modified into !'Bhakatpur'.

The village 'Kabirgram' was initially inhabited by
the low-caste Bengali (Hindu) people. Most of ﬁnem were
fishermen by profession, These Bengali people found
Kabirgram as their most suitable habitat because 'Kabirgram'
contains a good number of natural fisheries., The word
'Kabir' means 'of the poet'. The 'Kabirgram' was named
after a Bengali poet of that fishermen grdup whose name is

not now known to the people nor there is any record of it,
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The Bishnupriya bought the land from above ment ioned
Bengali ard settled there.

The village BhlaKatpuritself is not built according
to a definite plan. A wide main street 'Bhekatpur Road!
lies in the cnetre of the village. Residential houses are
built on both sides of the rosd. Majority of the dwelling
houses of this village lies in the socutheastern side of the
main road, i.e., 'Chenkhuri Rozd'., The houses of the village
are arranged in row wise. Every household possesses land
encugn to build a house leaving a space 9f ten or more feet
around the house. The households generally build their
houses, not exactly in the centre of the plot of land tut a
little in the rear portion of the house is greater than the
space behind the house, The arrangement is done for the sake
of convenience only, because after the day-break the inmates o
of the house perform their day to day work in front of the
house. There are many narrow lanes passing through the
village in all directions, Houses of this village are

arranged close to these lanes,

In the maln settlement of the village Kabirgram, two
parallel streets run approximately north~west. Two short
lanes connect them at the two extremes of the settlement and
a third one connects them through the centre of the village.
The houses are arranged in rowwise on both sides of the

strecet.
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Settlement

The houses are of three types. They are as follows:
(a) Mud huts with thatched roofs
(b) Mud-welled houses with tin roofs
(¢c) Brickewalled houses with tin roofs,

Tne majority of villagers live in hcﬁses_with md
walls armd tin‘roofs. All the houses face eastward, in which
direction they have a large open verandah, In this
verardah the family sits during the day, and in it the work
6f the household is carried onm, excepi cooking, waica is
performed inside, In the southside of the verandan is the
seat of honcur. Here a mat or cleth is laid for the head of
the family, upon which no one intrudes. The rooms of
Bishmpriya typical houses are only three. The rooms are not
provided with 2 bright sunlight as there are few windows in
the_typical houses of the Bishnﬁpriya.

In front of the main house there is a clear court=-
yard, In many cases the courtyard is well=washed and kept
clean, But at the harvesting season, this area iz used for
thrashing area., Just at the middle of the courtyard a
'Tulsi' is planted.

At the sides of the main house there are cattle sheds,
bullock-sheds, The kitchen is separated from the main house.



A small granary is built usually near the house
and food supplies for the year are kept here. Like most -
of the Bengalls, who have no common'granary for the whole
village community, the Bishnupriya have no common granary
for the whole village community, the Bishmupriya have a
separate granary for each house, Commohly, a small
kitchen garden is attached to the house to grow vegetables,
the people may convert it into a small field to grow crops

like dal, maize, etc., or a small scale,

The garden is enclosed either by bamboo or wooden
fencing to protect the growth against their domestic
animals like cow, goat, etc.

The houses of both the villages are generally
scattered throughout the village.

Generally the house is built with the joint lazbour
of tYe members of the village who he;p one another in
building a house for every household of the community.
Sometimes remunerstion in cash or kind is required to be
paid for the labour,

Water Source

No water facilities have been extended to the area by
the government, There ere no common source of water within

.tne villages. Nevertheleés, the village is rot thrust into
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acute water crisis because there are ponds in every

households,

Educational Institutions

There are two L.F. schools in Bhakatpur and Kabirgran,
There are no High School in Bhakstpur and Kabirgram, One
High School is situated st Chenkhuri, From this high school
Hany good students were produced, This school leads this
village towerds advancement and amelioration of the condition
of the villagers. This school was naméi after the name of

Late Prime Minister Jawahgsrial HNehru.

Besides these, one music school 1s situated in the
‘Bhakatpur. About 30 students of both Bhakatpur ard Kabirgram
are trained in music in this school,

Religzious Place

There are two temples or préyer houses present in
Bhaketpur. In Kabirgram, there is only one temple. The

villagers perform their religious functions in these temples.

Post Office

There is a post office in Bhakatpur waich 1s situated
at the south of the village, There is no post office in
Kabirgram,
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Police Station

There is no police station in Bhakatpur and
iKabirgram. Rangirkhari Police-station of Silchar serves
as the Police Station for all villsgers of Bhakatpur and

Kabirgram,

Shop, larket and Club

There are three shops in Bhakatpur and two shops in
Kabirgram., Most of the shops are place at Chenktmuri Roed
from which the villagers get their daily requirements, These

shops are owned by the Bishmupriya of those two villages.

There is no market place inside the village. The
villagers come t0 Silchar or Chenkimri for marketing.

There are two village clubs, one in Bhakatpur ani one
in Kabirgram, The adminigtration of the club 1s regulated by
a committee consisting of a President, Sectetary sl some
other members, Each member contributes a sum of money fixed
by the general body from time to time as club-fee monthly.
The primary functions of the club are to develop art and
© literature and the condition of the village by constructing
roads clearing nasty things of ponds, etc,

Cremation grournd

The Bisnmipriya cremate the dewi body on the bank of

a river or near water place. As there is no river in the



villages, there is a particular place used as a cremation
ground which is near to the entrance of the village
Bhakatpur,

In Kabirgram, cremation ground is situated towards
the south=east of the village.

I1I, Ihe Two Vi;;aggs = Salient Characteristics

In this Section and the next chapter we will make
an attempt to outline some salient, demographic and
ethnographic characteristics of Bishhupriya villages. For
this purpose we have selected two villages, Kabirgram and
Bhakatpur. Both the villages are located near to Silchar
town, Due to some constraints a more representative
village could not be selected. The present study, in many
-viaysy, 1s a preparatory investigation, hente the results of
this can be tzken as base for a more detailed investigation
proposed to be taken for the doctoral research. +The
information and analysis in this Section and the following
chapter are the ’micro-level"analysis mentioned earlier.
Bhakatpur is a Ypure' Bishmupriya village, while
Kabirgram i1s a *mixed' village. The information on these
two villages is on basis of 'field work' conducted during
1986,
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iIn Bhakatpur, there are 73 families with a popula-
tion of 392, comprising of 235 males (60%) and 157 females
(404).

In Kabirgram, there are total 25 families., This
is a 'mixed village' inhabited by 20 Bishnupriya villages
and 5 Bengali families. The population distribution is as
follows: 20 Bishnupriya families with total population of
150, and 5 Bengali families with total population of 35. In
terms of some of the gross demographic characterists. There
is hardly any apparent difference between the Bishruppiya
ard the Bengall in these two villages. Sex ratio and
average family size, in terms of both these characteristics
there is no difference bletween the two communities, The
average family size among the Bishnupriya in Kabirgram is
7.5 while it is 7 among the Bengali., Similarly, while the
sex ratio among the Bishmurpriye is 57:43, it is S54:146
among the Bengali.

In the tw villages, the male-female sex-ratio
betueen 1951-1986 ig:

Iable 1
( per 100
Bhakatpur Kabirgram males)
(per 100 males) Bishrmupriya Bengali
1951 116 118 116
1961 106 11 108
1971 95 89 101

1986 4 66 73 75
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Source: For figures of 1951 to 1971 Census of 1961
' and 1971. Figures for 1986 are from village
census conducted by the author during her
field work. |

It may be noted from the above table that the
percentage of fcmalé population has gradually declined
from 1951 onwards, Till 1961, the mmber of gemales was
more than that of the males, in 1971 the number of females
has declined, In 1986, the number of female has declined
considerably. The causeé associated with this decline, amd
the biological and social implications of this are some of
the important areas whicb need to be investigated in depti.

The reason for the disparity in the sex-ratio and
the steady decline in the sex-ratlio are not quite clear,
However, some preliminary investigations, it will appear

that a number of factors are responaible in this comnection,

Marriage is an important institution among the
Bishmipriya, obviously. The figures relating the marital
cordition of inhabitants of the twp villages reveal some
characteristics which demand mention, wWe find that in the
two villages, while the Bishnupriya in the age-group of 16 to
20 years are mostly umnarried, Many among the Bengali in
Kebirgram are married (married - 2 ¥, 1 F3; Wnmarried - 2 M,

2 F)e There is only one exception, in Bhakatpur, while one
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, Table 2
/

Harital condition in Bhakatpur and Kabirgram

? 1
% Bnakafpur i Kabir gram
5 . E Bishmpriya g Beng!ali
A:Unmarried ;Marr'ied ! Unmarried f Married § Unmarried ;Marri.ed
{1l F {m F {H F /M F ! H F iN F
0=10 40 63 = = 26 10 = = 5 5 - -
1 1"'15 12 26 - - 20 S - - 4 3 - -
16~20 8 30 = 1 7 8 - 1 2 2 a "1
21=25 13 16 1 17 - 6 4 3 1 - 3 A
26-30 9 8 12 20 - 5 8 5 - - 2 1
31=35 2 - 13 11 - - 10 8 - - - -

36=40 = = g 15 - - 6 &4
b1eb5 = = 9 7 = = = 3 e e . oa
2
2

46=50 = - 10 = - 1 - e e =
51255 « =« 10 5 = - 1 - - - -
56~60 = - 5 7 = - 1 1 - e - -
61+ = = - 9 5 - - = 2 e e e =

Source: Villgge Census comducted by the
author in 1986.
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girl gets married.

. Another feature which shares our attention is
that while in both the Bishmupriya amd Bengali community,
boys and girls get married by the time they attain the age
" of 29 years, in Bhakatpur as well as in Kabirgram there
are sone who are stillAunmarried even much after this age.
It may be noted from the table that in Bhakatpur there were
2 males in the agee-group 31 to 35 years who were urmarried.
Similarly, in Kabirgran, there were 11 girls in sge=groups
21 to 30 years who were still umnarried. These filgures
suggested to investigate the reasons for these boys amd girls

in the two villageé to have remained unmarried,

The usual trend was that among the Bishmuipriya, in
both the villages, the boys and girls would usually get
married after they attained the age of 21 years.

By ard large, in relatioﬁ to other feature, there
is hardly eny difference from characteristics revealed from
~ the two villages. The total size of available Bengali
population in Kabirgram is so small that it will not be

advisable to derive any conclusions about them,

It will be evident from table 3 thst by and large
Bishrupriys women get married between the age group 16=20
yrs. This supports the figures from the foregoing table,
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Table 3

Age at Marriage

Percentage of total married

-
[}
3
Age at marriage g women
¥ ¥
5 Bhakatpur f Kabirgram
6 -~ 10 yrs 25 7%
11 - 15 yrs 25 25%
16 « 20 yrs 3455 _ 304
21 = 25 yrs 318 204
26 - 30 yrs 835 10%

31 = 35 yrs 5 8%

Source: Village census conducted by the author during
field work.

Table I
Level of Literacy

3] -
' Bhakatpur ; Kabirgram
%ﬁﬁgﬁng’l Percentage of total ! Percentage of total
Population j Bishnupriya population
| Male Female | Male Female
Illiterate 76. 4 86,7 8.3 85
Literate 1«3 207 3 3 6.3
Primary 302 506 502 665
Middle School 3.8 2,0 3.6% 1o 1
High School 70 2 0.5 8.1 - 11
Intermediate 7.6 2.5 .5 -

Graduate 9 - - -
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The above table reveals that the percentage of

illiterates is fairly high in both the villages.

In Bhakatpur, the percentage of literate males and
females are 23.6% and 13, 3% while thet of Kabirgram are
21. 7% and 15% respectively.

According to 1961 cenzus conducted by Gaonburah, the
percentage 0f literate males and females in Bhakatpur are
15.6% and 8,83, wheress in Kabirgram these are 14.2% and 6,3}
respectively,

Although the number of the illeterates is larger
than that of the literates, yet the tempo, at which education
is spreading in Bishrmupriya villages, clearly indicates that,
by and by, the Literates will outnumber the illiterates.
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Ecommz

The economy of Bishmpriya villages in Cachar,
deperdg mainly on agriculture, In this section we attempt
to briefly examine the salient characteristics of the
econony of Bhakatpur and Kabirgram, Both the villages are
located near Silchar'town, and this for obvious reasons has
influenced the economy of the tw villages, Employment in
heighbouring Silchar has attracted many males in the two
villages.

Modes of subsistence of the villagers in Bhakatpur
and Kabirgram are presented below:

Iable 5

Economy, Modes of Jubsistence

¥
)

lode 0f subsistence E Bhakatpur i Kébirgram
s Number of | &émggr 9; E%L%ﬁ
{ Families} Bishmu=- : Bengal
; j_priva
Agricalture 44 (60:%) 13 (623%) 3 (603%)
Partly agriculture and 18 (25%) 4 (22%). 1 (25%)
partly other occupa=-
tions
Occupations other than 11 (15%%) 3 (163%) 1 (223%)
agriculture
Total 73 (1003%) 20 (1003%) 5 (100%)

Source: Field work conducted by the author in
1986. '
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The table presented shows that more than half
of the total number of families in both Bhekatpur and
Kabirgram depend completely on agriculture, 60% of the
total mumber of families armd in Kabirgram, 62%
Bishmpriya family and 60#% of the total mumber of Bengali
family depend on ag:_’iculmre.

The percentage of family depend mainly on agri-
culture, but are supported by other occupations in
Bhakatpur (254), In Kabirgram 22% families depend on
agriculture mainly, tut have some other secondary source

of income also.

There are 15% of the total families in Bhakatpur
depend on occupation other than agriculture. The percen-
tage of that type of Bishmipriya famiy in Kabirgram is 16%
ard Bengali family is 20,

The other occupations may be classified into

various types,

The munmber of families in Bhskastpur and Kabirgram,
which depend 'partly on agriculture and partly on other

occupations' are as follows:
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Table 6

Mumber of families deperding on both agriculture

and other occupations

) Y
t , !
Types of other g Bhakatpur g Kabirg'ram
occupetlon  } winhar of families | Bishmi- ! Bengall
H | priya :
i H H
Government 8 (L4, 43) 2 (50%) 1( 100%)
employment
Teaching 3 (164 2%) 1 (25%)
Priest 2 (11.2% 1 (25%)
Trade 1 (5.6%)
Labourer 4 (22, 2%)

Source : Fieldwork conducted by the authof in
1986,

The above table éhows the rumber of families depend
'partly on agriculture and government employment! as fairly

large in both the villages,

In Bhakatpur, the rumber of families which depend
partly on agriculture and partly on teaching and labourer

are quite encouraging,

)



In Kabirgram, among the Bishimpriya families
which depend partly on agriculture and other occupation,
half of the total mmber of families depend on agriculture
arnd teaching and half depend oxi agriculture and priesthood,

There is no Bengali families in Kabirgram which
depend partly on sggriculture and on other occupations
besides agriculture and government employment,

Table 7
Number of families absolutedly depend on occupa=

tions other than agriculture

. g Bhakatpur § Kabirgram
Occupations i Number of families | MNumber of families
3 i Bishme- f Bengall
5 | E priya '
Government 6 (5445%) 1 (33 3) b
emnployment .
Teaching 1 (9. 1% 1 (33, 3) x
Priest . 1 (9. 1%) 1 (33.3) X
Trade ' ~. .~ . =~ 2 (18.2%) |
‘Labourer 1 (9. 134) 1 (100%)

Sources Field work conducted by the author in
1986,
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_ The above table reveals that in Bhakatpur large
mmber of families depend absolutely on goverrmment
employment, The mumber of famillies which depend on trading

are also encouraging,

In Kabirgram, the rnumber of Bishmupriya families
which depend absolutely on government employment, teaching

ani priesthood are same,:

It is interesting to mote that none of the Bengali
family absolutely depends on other occupation beside
labourer,

The above discussion helps to infer that the
villagers are mow tending to be absvrbed largely in govern=
ment employment and trade that may be available to them
within and outside the village.

@) Land

The net area of Bhakatpur and Kabirgram village is
2046 acres and 618 acres respectively, Out of this, the
total area of cultivable land in Bhakatpur ani Kabirgram
come to 1455 acres and 408 acres respectively., In Bhskatpur
1455 acres of land are distributed among 62 families, ard 4C8
acres are distributed among 21 families in Kabirgram,

In all 1455 acres are under cultivation in the valley,
1, 206 acres are classedeas 'dry lami', locally known as
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'Danga', for this area is irrigated entirely by the rains;
and 249 acres are classed as 'wet land', locally known as
'sol', as extra irrigation is available, Although the dry
land occuples a propertionately wider area, it is less
productive than the wet land,

In 1985=-86, out of the total viliage lard revenue
of Rs, 3114,00, only Rs, 1084,00 vere derived ag reverue
on dry land, and the rest came from wet land,

The wet land is further classified into *'abi',
~'§§23','énd 'do fagla' land. In the abi land seeds are
sown in the rainy season (June to July) and harvested in
mid- or late winter (November to Jamary)., This type of
land occuples 98 acres and yields a revemue of és. 630/~
per years, In the tabi land sowing is done in winter
(October to November) and the crops are harvested in summer
(April to May). Tabi land covers 120 acres in the village
and yields a reverue of Rs. 1150/= per year, Finally 31
acres are classed as dofasla or two crop land, As the name
suggests, crops are sown and harvested on this land thrice
every year, DMNotwithstamiing its small area this land yields
a reverme of Rs, 250/=, All this wet land is 4irrigated by

channels from 'Boaljoor Khal'.
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b) Ihe pscicultural Year
In late summer (the end of May) the agriculturists
keep their fields clear for ploughing, Invariably there
is some rainfall during this period which softens the
ground and makes it possible for them to start ploughing,

About this time they go to the Brahmain to £ix an
auspicioug day for plant-ing vegetables in their field, Some
astrological and superstitious beliefs also gulde farming
operations in the village, The priest, after consulting
fixes an auspicious day for sowing seeds and plants,
}Th'ursday ard Saturday are considered inauspicious, hence

sowing is not done on these days,.

Beds are kept ready well in advance, and on the
appropriate day suggested by the priest seeds are sown, In
the rainy season almost everyone grows some vegetables amd
these are in most cases the only vegetables regularly eaten
in any part of the year, The favourites among these vegetae~-

bles are: bean, gourd, bringals, etc,

i/hen more showers have fallen, a late variety of
rice is sown in carefully made beds to be transplanted into
regilar fields later. In the first two weeks of June
operations started in lste May are contimed, Light showers
at thls time are further utilized to complete the ploughing,
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Sowing of millet is also contirued, Late varieties

of paddy are now directly sown into the fields, In the
second half of June the rainfall is generally regular and
satisfactory, usuring this time people must complete their
sowing millet, Groumd-rut, linseed and other 0il seeds
are also sown during this period, All these crops are
grown on dry lasnd as they do not require any extra irriga=-
tion, FPFor a month and a half after this the sowing paddy is
contimied, A month after the sowing, weeds are removed
from the fields, Labour is usually hired for weeding the
wet flelds, but in the fields on dry land this is done with
a forked plough designed specially for this purpose. After
the weeding they proceed to manure the fields, Many people
use an artificial fertilizer which they buy from the
Agricultural Department of the Assam State Yovernment,

The harvesting of millet, as well as the other first
crops, has to be completed by October to early ltiovember, This
is the busiest season for most cultivators, Between the
harvesting of these crops and the sowing of 'rabi' crops such
as gram, castor etc, the interval must be as short as
rossible,

With the advent of winter the 'rabi crops', i e
gram, castor, chillies, mistard, onions, garlic ard other
varieties of o0il gseeds are sown, All these are dry land
crops. With the exception of chillies, onions, gariie, which
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are irrigated roughly once in a week, the other crops do
not reqire any irrigation, Most of these crops are

ready for harvesting in three to five months, With the
completion of the sowing of these crops, the agriculturists
sow the secondl crop of paddy, Fields are flooded with
water from the irrigation tank, For the secord crops an
early variety of paddy is generally chosen., The crop ripens
in three to four months, vhen the harvesting is over, the
farmers get; a brief spell of rest and leisure,

If we work out the average for the different items
of expenditure inaurred in agricultural activities, we find
that the expenditure on seeds is the most important factor,
accounting for nearly 603§ of the total amount spent, The
other important items of expenditure are land reverue = 20%,
wages for hired labour - 10%, maintenance of hire of plough
and cattle, mamure and land improvement account for only
about 10% of the sum spent in both villages of Bhakatpur
and Kabirgram,

Those who have no land, as well as those who have
very little land, are left with the alternatives of either
working as whole-time agricultural labourers or of cultiva=-
ting land taking on lease (Bagi). Persons choosing the
second alternative, either pay the ouner of the lam a fixed

sum of money every year, or they give him a quarter or one=-
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third of the produce., Generally, only inferior quality
land can generally be had on lease, V¥With hard work and
financial investment this land can be improﬁed, but
unfortunately this is impeded by several factors, If, the
gsame persbn contimies to hoid the bagi for certain fields
for a number of years, accopding to law he gcquires semi-
p roprietory rights over them, The landlbrd ddes ot want
this to happen, and solwitb a view to safe~guarding his
own interests he leases ocut his lLamd to différent persons
in different years, A short=lease is naturally mot
corducive to land improvement, for the persons cultivating
the land does not risk any investment in it, If'he does
improve it, in one of the following years the landlord nay
lease it out to someone else who offers to pay more than the

pérson who improved the lard,

The land belongs to the family, and normelly the
head of the family exercises control over it. On the death
of the father,.the land and other agricultural property -
such as tools, implements arxdd livestock = are distributed
equally among the brothers. In very special cases, with the
consent of all the brothers, a widowed sister is also given
a small share. But this is a gratulty rather than a right-
ful share.
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¢) Equipments

It is hoped that every cultivator would have a
ninimim of agricultural tools ard equipments of his own,
but, unfortunately this is not so, The well=to-do families
are definitely in possession of almost all important tools
ani i.mplgments, but those that are poor marriage thelr work
by borrowing them from others or paying the necessary
charges especially for the plough, Among, the indispensable
tools which must be kept by each family or .cultivators are
axe, sickle, plough, etc, ‘I’he axe 1is used for removing
useless plants and cutting woods, the sickle for reaping
paddy and wheat plants, plough for cultivating land,

It will be evident from the foregoing analysis that
agriculture, land-based activities, is the maln source of
subsistence for majority of the families in both the villages,
This notwithstandiing, there is variation between the families
on basis of the amount of agriculture land rossessed by each
fanily,

d) Size of landholding

The population or family of the village has been
. Givided into four-broad categories like 4% B’ C, D, Those
who possesses land between 80-100 acres are A categ)ril,

vhereas those who have it between 20-80 acres are of B
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category., Similarly, persong or families possesging 1=20
acres of land find themselves in the category of C, whereas

the rest between O-1 acres are under the category of D,

In Bhskatmur, the percentage of A categories of
people is 6% whereas the percentage of B, C and D, catego~

ries of perole are 173, 504 and 27 respectively.

In Kabirgram among the Bishmipriya the percemntage
of categories of people is 5%, The percentage of those whb
are of B, C, D categories, are 10%, 574 and 28j% respectively,
There 1s no A category of family among the Bengali of that
village whereas the percentage of B, C, D categories 6f

family are 20#%, 45% and 35%, respectively.

In both the village the percentage of B and C cate-
gories are highest and that of A category is lowvest,

The economy of the village is only partiaslly self=-
sufficient, Besides agriculture most of the villagers have

to depend on service or other professions,

Political Organisation

The political organization of the Bishmupriya in -
Cachar deserves special mention, ore correctly, this aspect
of Bishmupriya society demands close attention and analytical
understanding., This is mt because the description of



114

poiitical organization forms one of the aspects included in
ethnographic deacription made by anthropologists, This
notwithstarding, we can idemtify some special reasons for
close attention to the pattern of political organization of
the Bishmpriya in Cachar,

nPolitical organization has been defined structurally
by reference to institutions that regulate the use of force
(odeliffe~Brown, 1940; iWeber, 1922% Almond, 1960) and
functionally with reference to social cooperation and leader-
ship ( Schaperas, 1956.; Mair, 1962). Political organization
can be described in terms of the process of decision-mzking
found in a given population (Easton, 1953; 1957; Macridis,
1955), All these schemes identify political organization
with discrete social units, 'societies' or *political
communities', within which force is controlled or excluded,

ard valid decisiommaking is directed amd cooperation obtained"®,

Tbé political organization of any commnity performs
tuwo important functions, Firstly, and more obviously, it
organises the distribufion and use of power and authority at
different levels within the society. Secondly, the rolitilcal
organization of a commnity, more importantly, helps in the
maintenance and contimuity of social identity of the
commnity, The political organization of any community
compriges of structured as well as non-structured social gystems

and processes.
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Politicel orgsnization is cruésal in the socisl

~ systen of the Bishrupriya in Cachar, 1t nelps tovards
maintaining the distrinct social identity of the commnity
in Cachar, As vwe have noted earlier, for its survival

and contimity in the context of Cachar, the Bishmpriya
comminity has t0 strive hard., This is possible through
two levels of political organization,

The Bishrupriya in Cachar is a community rather
discretely dispersed, in villages (16) and in the town of
Silchgre The politcal organization of this community has
to be visualized at two levels, at the i‘rillage level aml at
the district level. Folitical organization at village
level is structured and on same pattern as that in villages
of the Bengali inhabiting Cachar., The Bengali is the major

community in Cachar,

Each of the sixtesn Bishmipriys villages have their
respective village council, locally kunown as ggorn~panchayat,
' The gaon~panchayat Consists of nine members including the
president locally known as 'Gsor=burah' or'Murabpli' or
t Adhysk sha' and viceepresident, locally known as
‘Upadhyak shat, One of the panchayat menber hag bzen entrus-
ted with the charge to look after the accounts.

Bhakatpur is subdivided into five wards, eleting
nin panchayat members in totsl, Election of members to
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the panchayat 4is held on ward basis through adult franchise,
obviously,

Kabirgram is a small village. There 15 a common
village panchayat between Kabirgram and its neighbouring
viltlage Singar;. The total pomulation of Rabirgram is only
183 between 25 families. The neighbouring village of
Singari has a to be populstion of 287 among 67 famnies;
Like the villgzge panéhayat of o Bhekatpur, the comuon
panchayat of Kabirgram, Singari has also five wards. Out of
these there are tw wards in Kabirgram and three wardsg in

Singari,

At preésent, the chief of the village panchayat, the
Murabbl, is a resident of Kabirgram

In each village panchayat, one seat 1is reserved for a
female member, But neither the panchayat of Kabirgram, nor
of Bhakatwur is represented by a female nominee, The reazon
is obvious, The women have not yet become liberated to take
active share in socio-political activities,

According to rules, the term of office of the Gaon-
panchayat members is 5 years, We find that the last election
in Bhakatpur was held in April 1977, and in ¥ay 1976 in
Kabirgram, The gaon-panchayat constituted then still
contimies., Elections for both these village panchayaste is

long overdue., This is not unigue for these two villages,
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Panchayat elections in Assam is long overdue,

According to rules, every adult begible to be a
voiteYy 1s slso legible to be a member of the Geon pancheyat,
Informally, however, the soclal comsiderations associated
with the legibility to membershilp of gaon=panchayat is
based on combination of economic status, education, repta~
tion of personal integrity such as honesty, justice, ani
such other personal qualities which qualify 'nim to make a
good spokesman of the village, through qualities as to
articulate his ideas, communicate effectively with ofzicials
. gtc, 'Family background® is another quality which is held
in high esteem. This refers to the reputation of the
family towwhich a person belongs. Age is an important
consideration when electing a gaon=turahb, There is =lways
a preference % hav@ an clderly member or atleast a middle=-
aged member as the gaon-burah, This mitwithstanding, it is
interegting to note that the present goon-burah of
Bhakatpar is e youngman of 30 years of age. This is an

exception,

The traditional gaon—?anchayat aims at fulfilling
several 1lmportant functions ard obligetions, such as
(1) civic services, which includes construction, repair,
maintensnce, cleanging and lighting of public streets,
sanitation, etc. (2) social services, like regulating places
for the disposal of dead bodles; establishing and maintaining
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primary schools; comstructing, repair and maintenance

of public wellas, tarks, ponds, etc. (3) medical services,

speclally during emergency or for preventimg actions, and .
4) Development activities like assisting the development of

agriculture, otc,

Besides the above mentioned functions of the gaone
panchayat, one of its important, rather prominent activities
iz to (1) settle ard decide minor disputes between its
constituents, 2) to act as custodian and watchdog of social

customs and traditions.

When mentioning about gaone~panchayat (village
council) we have to understand this in terms of (1) tredi=-
tional and (ii) satutory,village councils,

The vilkagers think it more convenient and advisable
to settle the case with the help 0f village panchayat rather
than taking the help of district court. There are several
forces which act behind the influence and validity of the
decision 0of gaor~panchayat., The mpjority of the villégers
undergtand the decision of panchayat members, which is
earliest avallable to them and less expensive. lioreover,
the feeling of patriotism forces the villagers to keep the
news of the conflict inside the village and to be settled by

the panchayat members. Besides, any disobedience or disagree=
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ment with the decision of the village elders indicates
some form of decrease in the social influence of the
members on the villagers. This aspect of interpretétion
aside, there is another crucial dimension involved., An
average villager may sometimes find himself in need to
seek financial helnp from one of the members, This often
defers them from disagreeing with the members,

Apmong the Bishnupriya most of the digputes arise
on the issues of property, domestic quarrels within the
family amd extra=marital and pre-marital irregalarities,
But to a2 Bishmpriya all these happen to be matters ofor
settlement between the offended and the offender,

However, disputes arise when some body's stray
cattle damages the crops, or somebody injures or kills a
corw or buffalo, In such cases the gaon~-panchayat acts as
an intermediary onmly. But the compensation to be paid by
the offender to the aggriéved party is a matter to be
decided upon by themselves, If a man refuses to pay
compensation, the aggrieved party has not way left other
than going to the Civil Court of the District Council,

Criminal offences wercunknown in the memry of the
‘Older generation of Bhakatpur and Kabirgeam, But in these
villages thefts have occurred several times in recent

years., bBachhu wasg detected to have stolen a cow from a
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neighbouring village. 'his matter was not reported to
the police authorities since the offender agreed to

compensate for the cow,

The present panchayat is unable to undertake any
development activity - even repairs of road for want of

support from the active leaders of the village.

The village panchay»at has a money-fund to meet
the different expenses. This fuml has been formed by the
financial grants from the District Council,

Notwithstanding what had been the extent of powers
ard the role of the vulage-panchayét the point of
particular interest that deserves vorthemention here is that,
the authorifative role of the panchayat is no more |
considered a sine-quanon tbday. A great infringement in
the exercise of power by the panchayat may be visualized as
a recent trend, Arbitration byl, or intervention of the
panchayat in the mafter of disputes or letigation is no more
sought, Contrarily, they would prefer to proceed to the
court of law for justice and settlement in the matters
having legal implications or prima=-facie importance.
Obviously, the power of the panchayat has been relegated
to the matters or minor or the least importance. uch a
situation has cropped up due to the growth and gradual
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evolution of a good mumber of socio-political organiza=
tions with dynamic and modern outlook. These organiza=
tions are definitély suited to changed circumstances and
have a forseeable capability to keep pace with time ard
needs. These organizations have generated in them a
spirit of national~consciocusness and rejuvenated them to
rise to the clarion call of awakening, It may be empha-
sized once again that the people have lost their confidence
in the panchayat thich does not fight for a national .
strategy. But these socio-political organizations, on the
demand of the situation, stand on the same platform and,
under one banner spearhead different socio~-cultural ard
sociospolitical movements, otherwise may be called a
renaissance which has boosted up in every irdividual a
strong awareness as to their legal and constitufional status
as the Bishmippiya, To them, the crux of the problem is
that their socio=cultural identity endowed with enriched
heritage should be upheld, esteemed and recognised as per
with those of others. These socio=-political organizations
are the only effectibe organs which can make a rational
and positive approach to achieve thié_.

The socio=-political organizations existing at the
District level include Surma valley Manipuri Association,
Nikhil Bishmupriyva Manipuri Sahitya Parishsd - aiming at
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Manipurli Mahasabha = a religious organization, Nikhil
Bishmupriya Manipuri Samskriti Parishad - a cultural
organization, Nilkhil Bishmupriya Manipuri Bhasha Pardshad -
aiming at achieving legal and constitutional recognition
to the language, Manipuri Bishmupriya Andolan Pardshad - it
organizes Satyagraha and movements to fulfil different
demanis, Bishmipriya Manipuri Seven Point vemarmd iction
Committee = it stewards the movement for the charter of
demends, Nikhil Bishrupriya Manipuri Students' Union and
Bishmupriya Andolan Parishad - these organizations cooperate

with other orgsnizations,

The organizations noted above, act severally and
Jointly to achieve and foster the growth and development of
different ideals contributing to the distinct identity of
the Bishmupriya in the masinstream of Imdian national life,
The Assam Franchise Committee's order entitling the
Bishmipriya and the Meitel of ilanipur, Assem, Tripura etc,
as tribal peoyple, The Bishmipriya sharply reacted to it.
The Surma Valley Manipur Assoclation of Cachar adduced
historicel docuuments to substantiate their claim that the
Bishmpriya and the Meitei are caste-Hindus, Consequently,
the govermment of Imdia corceded to their such demand and
withdrew the said order. In 1968, ail of the above mentioned

organizations collectively launched ' Satyagraha' to achieve
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the following charter of Demards,

1. Immediate ilmplementation of introduction 6f
Bishmpriya Manipari language as a medium of instruc-
tion in the primary stage of education in Assam and
Tripara,

2. Broadcast of cultural prograzmmes in Bishmpriya
Manipari at the AIR station, Gauhati,

3., Financial assistance to the Nikhil Bishmpriya Manipuri
Sahitya Pardshad,

4, Proper representation in the central and state

legistatures by way of Reservation or Nomination.

5. Reservation of special gquota in government and sémi»

government services.

6. Financial assistance toa all students of this linguistic

minority irrespective of Divisions,

7. Correction of census of 1961.

In 1983, the Bishmpriya achieved a statutory recogni=-
tion to their language from the government of Assam which
recognised the Bishmpriya Manipuri language as one of the
medium of instruction in the primary stage of education in
Cachar, The Tripuara-Government upheld and honqured the
decision of the Govermment of Assam and enforced similar

recognition to the Bishmupriya Manipuri language, Since
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from AIR, Silchar was being broadcast.

Over and above, the Assam Government has already
awarded a legal sanction by including Bishmipriya within
other Backward class, thereby entitling them to specisl
privileges.

It may be argued that the collective efforts
exercised by different Bishmpriya organizations to achieve
their ideals are gaining momentum with the progress of
time, It appears that the governments, both at the central
and the state, are no more oblivious to this community and
rightly take cognizance of their demands. It is reasonable
to expect that long-drawn grievances of this community will
come to an end and their demands long-over due will be
materialised,



Chapter - VI

THE BISHNUPRIYA IN CACHAR - AN
ETHNOGRAPHIC PROFILE
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THE BISHNJPRIYA IN CACHAR == AN ETHNOGRAPHIC PROFILE

The main crux of the conflict between the Bishmipriya
and the Meitel has been more hightened amd pronounced outside
Manipur. In terms of cultural ard social traits, the dividing
line between these two ethnic groups is rather very thin, The
cultural and social difference between the Bishnupriya and
the Meitei is occasionsl rather than grequent, As far as the
pronounced difference between the Bishmupriya amd the Meitei
is concerned what is pronounced ard prominent in Assam, it has
the tnedency of levelling in Manipur. Caste system is one

such aspect.

In this chapter we will try to present an ethnographic
profile of the Bishmurpriya in Cachar, This has been made with
the intention (a) to identify the salient social and cultural
characteristics of the Bishmupriya, and (b) how these have |
' functioned' (served) as basis of maintaining their distinct
identity in Assam vig=a=vis the Meltel there,

In this chapter we attempt to examine the broad
ethnographic profile in terms of
A : Social institutions, such as,

I, The caste and clan system



126

II. Marriage and Family

III, Kinship and kinship behaviour

IV, Status of Bishmupriya women.
B. Religious beliefs and p:actices.

A. Social institutionsg:

We will try to understamd about the salient
characteristics of Bishmupriya society in terms of some of
its social institutions such as caste system; marriage and
family; kinship and kinship behaviour and status of
‘Bishmpriya women,

I, TIhe Caste ard Clan System:
The Caste System:

Thg Bishmipriya today have only two castes, Brahmin
and Kshatriya. The Bengali, like other Hindu community, -
compared to this, are divided into four castes, namely,
Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudra, Like the Bishmrpriya,
the Meitel alsp have two castes.

In Bhakatpur, the ratio of Brahmin and Kshatriya is
55: 337:; whereas in Kabirgram, among the Bishmupriya the
ratio of those two castes is 16: 134.

The Bishmipriya are endogamous and observe the rule of
interdining, The Brahmins do not take some items of food
such as cooked rice, dal, etc, from Kshatriya but Kshatriya
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take all the item from Brahmin., The same feature is fourd
among the Meitei and the Bengali,

The caste system among the Bishmpriya has undergone
a change over period of time, A review of it will be needed
to understand this. Detsils of this has been presented
earlier. This refers to the social background of the
Bishmupriya community, History tells us beyorndi doubt that
the Bishmpriya in Manipur are the descendants of Bengali
migrants, fhere are two opinions about the caste composition
of these early Bengali migrants who later formed the
Bishmipriyva commnity., According to one opinion the early
Bengali migrants, vwere mostly low caste, Accordingly, to
“another opinion, these migrants comprised of castes from the
four Varnas, Brshmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudra, The
controversy between these two opinions notwithstarding, there
is sufficient evidence to rely that the early Bishmupriya
comprised of four caste groups. So before the advent of
Vaishnavism of Sri Chaitanya, there were four castes, nanely,
Brahmin, Kshatriya, Valsya and Sudra among the Bishmpriya amd
the Meitel, Among the norn-Brahmin castes, there were
cultivators, goldsmiths, utensil-markers and others, The
teaching of Sri Chaitanya differed in seyeral important
respects, His most radical form was in his disregard of caste,
which went even as far as a2llowing outcgstes to eat with

Brahmins, provided they were devotees of 'Vishmi'. Later
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followers of Chaitanya were not so liberal, and caste
reestablished itself among them after His death but caste
was reestablished in a peculiar form, i,e, all except the
Brahmin began to identify themselves as Kshatriya amd now,
the Kshatriya and the Brahmin are the only two castes among
the Bishmupriya and the Meitei. They have no *dhobi' castes,
no *barber' caste, no cobblers and md scavengers, Each
household managed of its ovn, Now under the pressure of
modernization 'dhobis' and barbers have come to Bishmipriya
village but I never came across a barbar or a 'dhobi' of

Bishmupriya origin, They are all outsiders,

Traditionauy, each caste has a specific occupation
over wvhich it exercises a2 monopoly sanctioned formally be
.law, morms and values -0f the villagers. Priesthood is
considered the highest occupation, But now-a-da&s all the

members of caste may not follow the cast occupation,

Among Brahmin only &4 persons are priest in Bhakatpur
ieee 7,436 of total Brahmin population and in Kabirgram only
2 persons are priest, l.e. 12,5%

Clan system:

The Bighnmipriya are divided into nine exogamous
clans, namely, Madhuikalya, Atreya, Agniras, Kasyap, Bharadwa],
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Sandilya, Vyagra and Gautam, ‘Clan' is termed as gotra
by the Bishmipriya,

The clans are bgsed on an assumption of common
origin - the members of the clan regarding themselves to
be the descendants of a common ancegor and thus avoiding
marital relations with the members of their own clan-group,
Yherein marriage within the caste gro{zp is made Acompulsory,
the members of the differént clans of the ethnic group are
required to marry strictly outside their own clan, Since
the clan members regard themselves to be of the common
blood, any marriage within one's own clan would be tantamount
to marriage within one's own family, thﬁs causing the breach
of incest taboo, and hence restricted by the rule of clan~
exogamy, The rule of clanexogamy is as strict in nature as
the rule of caste endogamy. Caste endogamy and clan exoganmy
thus go together in Bishnupriya society as in all socleties,

and are in no way contradictory to each other,

These nine clans (as mentioned above) are found amohg

the Bengalli.

As to clan there exist some differences between the
Bishmupriya and the Meiteli. The Meitels are divided into
seven clans, such as, 'Ningthouja,' 'Khumil', °Luang', 'Angam',

'f-ioirang’, ' Ngangba' and 'Chongloil.
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Clan is termed as gotra by the Bishmpriya,
vhile it is termed ag Salei by the Meitei.

According to the Bishmapriya, every clan is named
after a particular sage, for instancé, the members of
Kaghyap and Bharadwaj caln regard themselves a2s descendants

0of Kashyap and Bharadwaj sage respectively.

According to the [eltei, the originator of the seven
Salels 1s Gooroco ( the most excellent spirit). The seven
salets were brought forth from the different limbs of the

Gooroo, 1i.e.

1) Ningthouja was born from the left éye.
2) Angom from the right eye.
3) Chengloi from the right esr.

4) Ngangba from the left ear.

5) Looang from the right nostril.
6) Khooman from the left nostril,
7) Moirang from the teeth,

gach of these saleis consists of a mumber of sub-

| groups called !Yumnaks', the humber varying from one humdred
ard fifteen in the Ningthaja, or Royal clan, to seventeen in
the Khabananba,

The further discussion on clan and lineage has been

done later,
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II, Marriage and Family
Marriage

Marriage for obvious reasons, in an insepara=-
ble agpect of the social life of a Bishmpriya. Biya is the
Bishmipriya word for marriage. In Bengall it is termed as
Bibaha or Biys, while in Meitei, Luhongba is the word for

narriage,

The rules amd rituals of marriage among the
Bishmipriya have their ouwn distinctive features. These, in
fact, reveal an interesting pattern of culture adoption, Ve
may well recall about the Bishmupriya that originally this is
a comminity which has its origin in Manipur, As a community
from Manipur, where it had active interaction with the
Meltel, there wasg considerable culture exchange between the
Bishnupriya and the Meitel, As migrants to Cachar, the
Bishnupriya have been in active culture interaction with the
Bengasli. These two experiences have had their impact on the
cultural tfait of the Bishmipriya, On occasions they reveal
cultural traits borrowed from the Meitei ag well as the
Bengall,

In rules and rituals of marriage, there is an
interesting pattern of similarity or differeme between those
fﬁuﬁd among the Bishmipriya, and those as found among the
Bengall and the Meltel,
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All the three communities, i.e, the Bishnmipriya,
the Bengali and the Meiltei follow the prajapatya form of
marriage, Under this form of marriage, the selection of
mates is made by the parents, Like all communities, these
three strictly follow clan exogamy. The Bishmupriya are
divided into nine clans: *'Madmkalya', 'Atreya', ‘igairas’,
*Kagyap', 'Bharadwaj', 'Keusik®, !Sandilya', 'Vyagra' amd
'Geutam', The Meitel are divided into seven clans, namely,
‘*Ningthouja', 'Angam', 'Chengloi', 'Ngangba', 'Luanz!,

' Khumal', '‘Moirang'.

Along with the rule of clan exogamy, the Bishmupriya
follow the restriction of avoiding marriage within (27T
Sapinda, A Bishrupriya boy cannot marry a girl who is
considered his Sapinda, i.e,, within the 7th degkee in the
line of ascent from the father and the 5th degree in thé'
line of ascent from the mother, This is a rule of marriage

which the Bishmupriya shore with the Hindu Bengali,

It is interesting to note that the Bishnupriya like
the Béshmipriya like the Bengali and the Meitei use horos-
cope for purpose of settling marriage, Before settling any
marriage, the parents of both the boy and the girl will
consult an astrologer and ask him to match the homoscope of
the boy and the girl, If the horoscopes do not properly
match, the marriage is mot settled,
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A prominent point of difference between
Bishmpriya and the Meitel 1s the reference to the
genealogy at time of marriage. Among the Bishmupriya,
on account of father in respect of genealogy is very
important, A man cannot marry a girl of his father's
clan, Among the Meltei, an éccount of mother in respect
0f ganealogy is very important ard a lack of it is tzken
to be a very important draw baci,

thile the Bishmpriya seem to share many traits
with the Bengali, the ritual solemnizing marriage among
the Bishmipriya is same as among the Meiltei, Marriage
among the Bishmuipriya is solemnized by a Xirtano,
Marriage among the Meitei is also solemnized by Kirtana,
Compared to this, marriage among the Bengali is solemnized
by the traditional Hindu system, the Sapta-Pradskashin,

the seven rounds of the solemn fire, (Details of marriage
rituals have been discussed later).

We will note from the foregoing discussion that in
relation to marriage the Bishmupriya have adopted some
traits from the Meitei, while they have retained get of
other traits the origin of which can be tiaced to the origin
of the Bishmpri&a from the Bengalli, This point demands
close and prominent attention,
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The Bishmupriya share structural characteristics
with the Bengali, Both the Bishmupriya and the Bengall
are dividéd into nine gotras, and both strictly follow the
rule of avoiding marriasge within the Sapinda, All that
the Bishmpriya have borrowved from the Meitei is the ritual
solemnized marriage., Marriage émong the Bishmpriya ami
the Meitel 1s solemnized by performing Kirten,

Traditional marriage among the Bishmupriya, as
mentioned above, are parent-settled, and are accompanied by
elaborate rituals, These last for about five days. Besides
the traditional, elaborate marriages, settled by parents,
there 1s an increasing trend of self-settled marriages,

. YWidow mérriage is permitted among the Bishmipriya., There

have been some cases of marriage by exchange.

We may classify the types of marriage into two

broad categories,

1) Traditional form of marriasge, and
2) Emerging pattern of marriage.

The traditionsl forms of marriage, again,
comprise of (a) the parents settled, ritually elaborate
marriages, and (b) widow marriage, andmarriage by exchange,
both of which involve minimum rituals, The empBrging patterns

of marrisge are usually in the form of self-settled (mtually
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settled) marriages. Such forms of marriage, in any case,
involve elaborate rituals as in other traditional forms of
marriage. It may be interesting to note that the Meitel
have a form of marriage ritual, known as Keinakatpa, Thisg
type of marriege is obtained by exchange of garlands, This
is not practised by the Bishmpriya,

1« ‘Iraditional marrigse = parents' settled with elaboratg

rituals:

Traditional marriage, settled by parents with
elaborate rituals, 1s the most beautiful type of marriage
among the Bishnupriya. The feature of fundamental importance
is the 'proposal! for the marriage and its acceptance, One
- consPigous feature of the Bishnupriya is that the well=-known
amd ever present fact of 'match-maker' is no where to be seen,
This feature is common among the Bepgali. Generally, among
the Bishmupriya the propoéal is moved by the parents of the
bri&egroom or by any person on his behalf, The proposal is
| conveyed -to the parents of the bride, There are still
people who can tell, if asked, the names of the fathers of
ali the marriageaple boys or girls within the society, their
social status, lineage etc.

The custom of seeing of the proppective bride ofor
approval does not obtain in Bishmpriya which is prevalent
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among the Bengali, The Bishmpriya bridegroom's party has

got to make their choice on second hand information. The

secondhard information is, in most cases, reliable,

After the parents have settled the preliminaries,
the announcement of the forthcoming marriage takes place.
The marriage ceremony is held at the bride's house, The
acceptance of proposal is expressed after observance of
certain formalitiez: 'A day is appointed for this purpose.
On the appointed day the bridegroom's guardian accompanied
by other relat;ives proceed to the bride's house, They take
é)itb them fried rice, sugarcakes, bettlemits and other .-
edibles, These are very nicely arranged on a banana leaf,
Bride's gunardian also invites their kits and king and
neighbours, All the invitees are very cordially welcome in
the house of bride but it is the Bridegroom's guardian who
has to entertain all the guests with sweetmeats and he has
t0 bring sweetmeats acdording to the mumber of guests, The
oldest person of bride's village also is an honourable guest

in this occasion,

' The aged person of bride's family or, in his absence,
the father of the Bride asks the Bridegroom' s guardian about
the purpose of coming to the Bride's house, Having been so
interogated, the guardian of the bridegroom mow has to put

up his proposal in presence of the persons assembled, DNow is
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the turn of the parents or guardians of the bride to

accept the proposal. On that day, the parents or guardian
of both the bride and groom consult with their relatives and
and village elders, If the proposal is in favour, they
come to a final decision about the actual date of the formal
marriage. Decision of the marriage having been so settled,
fhe invited guests are entertained with the sweetmeats,
bettlemuts, etc. brought by the bridegroom's party. The
parents of the bride and bridegroom embrace each other,
prostrate to one another and the function is finished, The
bridegroom and bride are thus betrothed, This ceremony is
called Waroipot., iaroipot ceremony 1s held as a mark of
happiness of the coming actual marriage,

After this, Heiginpot is held in the form of Yaroipot
ceremony, This ceremony is held one or two days ahead of the
actual wedding day, the parent, or guardian of bride make
budget for marrisge with his 'relativfes and nelghbours in order
to avoid errors and omission, The budget also guide him to
incur expenditure within financial capacity. Zhe edible
things are distributed among the people gathered in the said

function,

On the very day of the marriage ceremony, at the
house of bride, a Samkirtan is started in the morning in the
marriage pandel built on the courtyard of the bride's
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residence. On the déy of marriage the groom and the
wedding party reach the bride's village after nightfall,
It is mrthwbne to mention here that before proceedirg

to the bride's house, the three or five or more female
members of groom's family pray ( Harikirtan) on sitting at
thé maindoor of the groom's house, to god for the couple's
happiness, |

Bridegroom and his party do not go straight to the
hous.e of the bride. On prior arrangement, they assemble in
a different house in the village of the bride, They hzlt
there until they are received by the bride's family. In
this house some formgzlities are observed by younger sister
of the bride, The formalities are described below:

‘TA crescentic disk made o0f banana leaf is placed on
the circular dish of banana leaf, Holy lamp, puffed rice,
sandle paste, flovers and mirror are nicely arranged on the
crescentic banana leaf, The younger sister of the bride now
picks up the dish and proceeds to the place where the bride-
groom and his party are seated. She places the dish before
the bridggroom, picks up a flower from the leaf-dish, soaks
it in sandle paste, move it around the dish and then inserts
the same on ear of the bridegroom, The bridegroom similarly
picks up another flower from the dish, mxies sandle paste
with 1t, and inserts the same in between the other ear of his
own with the help of mirror. This is the manner how the
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bridegroom expresses his willingness and acceptance to
the invitation.

After this ceremony is over the bridegroom snd the
wedding guests proceed to the house of the bride, where a
pandel with a stage in it has been made for them, All will
have their seat on the stage after observance of certain

traditional formalities,

A banana plant 1s placed on the way to the bride's
house, near it a chair is placed. An opened umbrella is
held by a man on the head of the Bridegroom, The bridegroonm
nov sits on the chair, The younger brother of the 5r1de or
some other junior washes groomts feet with all honour,

After finishing this job, he claims a pay for the Jjob.
G enerally the groom's party do not agree to pay the big
payment; as a result bargaining starts on, Such bargaining

creates a jovial atmosphere., This ceremony is termed gs

Barar Jangdhana,

Bridegroom mow proceeds to the stage tut before
entering the stage certain other formalities are observed:

On the entrance to the stage, there waits a party
of three female members. One of them waits by carrying a
pail of water, she is followed by another girl with bamboo
lamp in her hand., Behind her, walts the mother of the
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bride with a dish in her hamd. The dish contains bliss-

ful things like fruits, puffed rice, sugarcake, bettlemts
ard a ring. !Mother of the bride now comes to the front of
the 'que' keeping the two other girls behind her. At first
she scattered puffed rice over the umbrella and then

offers the edibles and ring which is termed as Bar nsk Karani.

After observance of all these comvenionsl formali=-
ties, the bridegroom and the guests now proceed to the stage

and have thelr seats.

According to the traditionally laid down principle,
all wedding guests have their seats arranged towards the
‘north-east side of the stage. The seats placed towards the
southern part of the pandel are kept reserved for the elders,
pandits, Brahmins, The western side of the stage is meant
for the girls amd women of bride's fmaily and other male
members have their seats arranged towards the eastern part
of the gtsge. The bridegroom prefers to take his seat
amidst the wedding guests towards the north-eastern side,
The seats at the centre are kept reserved for the songsters
arnd masicians., They recite with melodiess tune the
prologue of Radhakrishng and sing songs pertaining to the
' journey of love' of Radha, |

Now is the turn the bridegroom's party to send
offerings to the bride. All the offerings are nicely
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arranged on a metal dish. The offerings include orna=-
ments, dress, toilets, etc. The dish containing the gifts
is carried by female members of bride's party.

How=a=days, a suitcase, containing the various
gifts, 1s offered. The members of the bride's family attempt
to £ind fault in the matter of offerings and put objections
and counter objections in this regard, Such bargaining
contimies for a considerable long period. Thisg is very
‘Anteresting and 1s indeed enjoyable,.

‘Now the Brahmin turns upt to conduct the wedding
ceremony; Brahmin reads out holy 'mantras' and incantations
ard the bridegroom repeats it. With all homage to his
ancestors, the bridegroom takes an path in the name of his
ancestors that he accepts the bride as his life partner, The

bride's father now bows before the groomn,

The bridegroom tekes his seat on a chafr which is
already placed facing the east. The bride is brought in and
she siﬁs on a mat near the groom. The priest then tles the
left baﬁd of the groom and the right hand of the bride with
holy grass and on the joining hand of the two, relatives ard
other favourite individuals or persons of the bride after
their presentations. As soon as the offerings is over the

priest unfastens the tie amd all the presentations are given
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to the femsle guardian of the groom, This is termed as

'Danar=jinish-dena',

The bride is then asked to move round the bridegroom
three, five or seven times which is termed as Sat Khurum
Bulani, In her such movement she is assisted by an elderly
man or woman, At the erxl of the last round she offers two
garlands made of flowers on the neck of the groom, She then
sits down by the left side of the bridegroom and the latter
taking a-garland £rom his neck offers it on the neck of the
bride. Brhamin now reads out 'mantras' and bless the couple
with all his heart. The Brahmin then joins the scarf of the
bridegroom with that of the bride by a small knot. The
couple is given to understand that they are inseparable
after they are wedded,

The couple is then led to the house-room vhere they
sit on a mat or chair, The bride mate then releases the
couple opening the knot and for this she is paid some money
vhich is called 'Gathirdhandena’,

On that day or on the following day, the bridegroom
and the wedding guests go back to the groom's house alorng
with the bride, Hother-in-Law of the bride receives her very
warmly, The bride is then asked to bow before the household
deity and then before the superiors. She, while bowing before

the superiors, offers new clothes, All the superiors bless
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the bride from the core of their hearts.

After five days of the marriage the parents of the
bride invite the bridegroonm's men, women and friends and
relatives inclﬁding the married couple to dine together with
the members of the bride's father in his house at a3, so to
say, grand feast of fish along with rice etc. This ceremony
is termed as 'Pacharbhat Khana' or taking meat on the 5th

day, This indicates that the two parties begin to live in

harmony in all respects.

After the completion of it, the party returns to the
residence of the groom and this marks the erd of the marriage

Ceremnony,

Exchange of gifts at wedding is customary among the
Bishrupriya, The groom's father mist pay for larocipot
ceremony, the transportation of wedding party, etc. The
father of the bride must provide food for the groom's party.

The groom may receive ring, clothing from his mothexr
in-law and the bride gets ornaments clothing from his

father~-in=law,

All invitees of the bride and groom give clothing
ard ornaments to bride and groom, The father of bride also
gilves clothing to the relatives according to distance of

_relation,



144

A traditional marriage may be illustrated by a
case study from Bhakatpur.

K.E, a resident of village Bhakatpur, Cachar
described in detail the marriage of his daughter S.T.
Vedding on the 16th Nov. 1986, with K.C, a resident of
vill sze Bhakatpur, Cachar, Assam,

‘KB, told ine, "when my daughter attained the age
of 20 years, I became anxious to give her in marrisge,
Keeping a daughter ummarried particularly when she reached
the age of marriage falls upon the prestige and dignity of
t‘he family"., K.E. started rather frantically to search a
suitable match for his daughter., He sought the help of
his relatives in this to find a sultable groom for his
daughter. He preferred to have a groom a boy from a point
with substantial agricultural holding.

It was ultimately able to locate a suitable boy
from Bhakatpur., The brother-in-law of K.E, helped him in

this search,

On the 12th Nov, 1986, waroipot ceremony was fixed
up by negotiation with the groom's parents, On the
appointed day, the groom's father accompanied by his
younger brother, brother-in-law and six elderly persons

came to bride's house at 9 A.M. ZThey were cordially
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welcomed, After a discussion over the issue, the headman
of bride's village declared the consent of bride and other
family members with respect to this marriage. Such comsent
having been obtained the bride's father entertained all the
assembled guests with sweets., The date of the marriege -
cerremony was also fixed by muitual consént.' taroipot
ceremony having thus been accomplished the groom's party

went back to their home.

"Next to this Heiginpot is held two days ahead of -
the éctual wedding ceremony in the form of Waroipot
cergmony., Bride's father invited the villsgers and budget |
was made for marriage ceremony. - The gdible things are
distributed among the people so gathered in the said

function.

On the day of marriage, a 'Samkirtan' was started

in the morning in the bride's house, Bridegroom and nig '
party did not go straight to the house of the bride., They
assembled in a different bouse in the village of the bride.

" The younger sister of the bride carried a dish, containing
holy lamp, puffed rice, mirror, etc. to the place where the
groom and his party were seated, she placed tpe dish before
the groom, She picked up a flower from the dish and ringed
it in sandle paste. She moved the flower around the digsh
three times and then placed the same on the right ear of the
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groom, The groom tosk one more flowet from the dish and
spaked it in sandle paste. He then hold the mirror
before his face and placed the sandle pasted flower upon
his left ear, |

The groom and his party then prodeeded to the
house of the bride. TheAgroom took his seat on the chair
placed st the entrance to the pandel, which was constructed
for marriage. The bride’s younger brother washed groom's
feet and claimed some money for the job. The groom's party
agreed and gave him Rs., 50/-. The groom then proceeded to
the stage where the bride's mother, mother's sister and
aunty waited for him, The aunt holds e pail of water on her
head, She was followed by bride's mother's sister who hold
a bemboo lamp in her hand., Behind her stood the mother of
the bride with a dish in her hand, The disn contained
suspecious items like fruits, flowers, sugar cakes, bettle-
mts, golden ring, etc, The bride's mother then came to the
front the que and scattered puffed rice over the umbrella
and offered a little sweets to the groom. She then puts the
golden ring on the finger of the groom. All the wedding
guests vere seated towards the north side of the stage, The
elders pandits, Brahmins and persons' of royal family took
their seats towsrds the south part of the pandel. Girls and
women of the bride's family had their seats towards the

wvestern side of the stage, lMale members took their seats
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towards the eastern side 0f the stage. Songsters and
muscians were seated at the centre of the stage. The
wedding guests seated around the pandel and the groom
took his seat amidst the wedding guests towards the
north-east side of the pandel.

The bride was brought in and she sat on a mat near
the gmom, The priest then ties the left hand of the groom
and right hand of the bride with holy grass and on the
Jjoined hands of the two, relstives and other invitees and
guests of the bride offered their presentations. As soon as
the offering was over the priest unfastened the tie and sall
the presentations were given to a female guardians of the

groom,

The bride then moved around the groom three times,
She was assisted by her uncle., At the end of the last
round she offered two garlands made of flowers on the neck
of the groomn, She then took her seat on the leff side of
the groom and the groom taking a garlamd from his neck offered
it on the neck of the bride. Brahmin read out 'mantras' and
bless the couple., The Brahmin joined the scaf of the groom
with that of the bride. |

The newly married couple was led to the interior roon

and they sat on a mat, One of the bride's friemis then



148

unfastened the knot and for this she demanded money,

Groom gave her Rs. 20/~ and she was satisfied,

On that day the groom and the wedding guests went
to groom's home with bride,

After five days of the marriasge father of groom
invited all uis relatives to dine together wita him, This

cerenony is termed as 'Pacharbhat Khana!,

After the completion of it, the party returned

to the residence of the groom,

K.E. said that his cdaughter now leads a happy
conjugal life,

A marriage exchange may be illustrated by the
folloving case-study. '

K.S. was an agriculturist of Bhakatpur village.

He is the father of two sons and two daughters, The eldest
daughter has attained the age of marriage. She is very
ugly and many proposals pertaining to her marriage could not
be settled on this ground, so he was very mach worried for
hig dmither's marriage, By this time his eldest son has
attained the age of 21 years and he desired to get his son
married, His son is a very active, hardworking youngman of

excellent disposition, To his opinion, "My son's marriage
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is a very easy matter to me, but that of my daughter 1is a big
problem to me." Mr. K.S. said, 'Ultimately, I Had to resolve
a plan, I decided that I shall entertain progosal for son's

marriage in exchange of my daughter's marriage",

Few prorosals for his son's marriage casme but none
could agree to marriage by exchange. Ultimately, a propossal
came from village Singari, Cachar, for his son, Bride's
father, K., 1iked K.S's son but failed to concede to the
demand of marriage by exchange. K.3. added, 'Doubtless they
liked my son very much but they could not make up their mind
to accept my daughter for their son'. Ultimately, the matter
took a different course., The son of K.J. agreed to accept his
daughter on the ground that she was a girl of excellent
qualities through she was ugly. It is on this ground the
other party agreed provided the horoscopes gave positive indi-
cations. The horoscopes of both the sides were examined and

these wonderfully coincided with each rother's.

KeS. added, "so marriage by mitnal exchange was
ultimately settled after a iong walt and thought., 53y son
married daughter of K. J. and son of K.S, married by ugly
daughter?, The marriage was solemnized on 12 June 1982 and
both the family have become 80 close to each other that their
efforts have proved é good success., lMoreover, both the couple

are happy and gay.



A widow marriage may be illustrated by the

following case-study.

SeDs was marridd S.R. twenty years ago according to
Hindu custom But his wife died after two years. After the
death 0f S.R.p S.D.Is relatives did not find a suitable
girl, to give him as his wife, S.B., a girl of 15 years
belonging to another village gave birth to an illegitimate
‘child two years ago. It was mot certain whether the man who
was responsible for this would marfy her, though she was
keen enough to marry her., 3S.D.'s friends decided that S.B
should be brought in as his wife. S5.D. knowing about her
illegitimate affair, agreed to marry her, because due to
his age, it was not possible for him to get a young virgin
‘girl as his wife.

Wedding took place and they are now living as
tusband and wife.

2. [Emerging Pattern of Marriage

There are some instances of self-settled marriages
appearing among the Bishnupriya in Cachar. Strictly
speaking,vthese show a departure from the traditional form
of parent-settled marriages. The following case study may
_ be illustrated the gemeral trend in relation to such

marriages.



Jels vias a teacher of High School. His students and
his fellovemen love him very much. Students love him for
his excellent ability in teaching and his neighbours and his
fellowmen love him for his amiable disposition and sociable

nature.

A &.Ds had a great abherrence for family life. The
reason was obvious, He was born ahd brought up in a very
cruel environment, He ilo3t his mother when he was a baby of
few months., He was brought up by his father who also passed
avey. All his kits and kins left him when he needed their
help. J.D., always used to feel himself left alone in this
world. This worldly place to him was a.bgd place, full of
agony and worries., UM.T. haprened to be a student of J. i,
she was under the guidance and supervision of J.D. in her
studies for a good mumber of years, M.T, 1Is a meritorious
lady endowed with rare virtues of a woman, . She developed a
great sympathy for nim, She was deteminsd not to allow the
precious life of J.D. to go ruined, She rightly felt that
cruelties of this earthly life have metamorphosed a man of
excellent calibér and have miserably hardened a soft mind
like J.D. M.T. with her all patience,love end regaxds%’f’*
C;j)m due course of ume,'if;:’?‘?\conquered the mind of J,D, by
4-h'er love, affection and regards, She wonderfully invoked
- generousity and meekness in J.D, and both of them became very
closed to each other. M,% . very successfully invoked in J.D,



a lovely regard for fomily life and its noblest values.
J.D. was very much grateful to Miss M.T. for his radical
changes of mingd and outlook, znd although MIT, was not a
pretty-lady, J«D. loved her very much for her prudence,

skill and ingeruity and for her excellent sense of vslues,

Both of them have been married and their marriage is
a spcial one, Their married life has become very successful

in all aspects,

Yet another case of seli-settled marriage is as

followss

S.3. is a government employee of Kabirgram village.
His codleague VeN. is a béautiful lady. S.S. belong to
Kabirgram and V,N, to Silchar, S.S. could impress upon V,N.
by his good behaviour and qualities, As a result of this
VeNe leaned towards V.lN, and this made them very close to
each other and borxied them with a tie of affinity and love.
The boy wrote a‘letter to the girl where he putuwp the
proposal of marriage, V.N. favourably respected the proposal
and sent a reply to indicate her acceptance of the proposal.
But it may be mentionsd here that S.S's parents objected to
his marriage with V.N, because they belong to the same clan,
There being no other alternative, the girls eloped with S.S,
to Gauhati and after two months they came back to Kabirgram,
S. 3's parents éccepted them, Married couple lead a happy
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conjugal life.

The termination of marrilage by divorce is not a new
thing. Few years ago, in Bishmpriya societies divorces
were‘secured through mitual consent or by the will of one
of the parties to the marrisge. But now-a=-days, the free
and easy divorce of earlier day has terded to disappears,
as more and more obstacles have been placed in the way of
spouses seeking freedom; and divorce takes place in the
court, The securing of a divorce reqﬁires careful

conpliance with mimercus provisions of 1law,

Either of the parties may apply to court for disso-
lution of marriage by divorce on the following grounds, that
the other party - '

1) is living in adultery, or

2) has ceased to be a Hindy by conversion to another
religion, or

3) has been suffering from a virulent and incurable form
of leprosy for a period of not less than 3 years
imnediztely preceeding presentation of the petition, or

4) has been suffering from venereal disesse in a communible
form for a period of 3 years immediately preceeding the

presentation of the petition,

No petition for dissolution of marrisge by divorce

shall be entertained by court unless at least three years
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have pagsed since the date of marriage, The court may,
however, allow a petition for divorce to be presented even
before the expiry of three years on the ground that the
case is one of the exceptional hardship to the petitioner or
of exceptional depravity on the part of the respondent. The
procedure 1s that the apprlication hgs to be presented in the
court and the court in granting the order will take 1into
consideration the interest of the children and also whether
there is any reasonable possibility of reconciliation between
the parties. The degree for divorce may also be made on
condition that the decree shall not have any effect until
after the expiry of three years of marriage. The court
before passing a decree of divorce will meke every endeavour
to bring about a reconciliation between the parties. The
decree for diﬁorce may also be made on condition that the
decree shall not have any effect until after the expiry of
three years of marriage. The court before passing a decree
of divorce will mzke every endeavour to bring about a recon-

ciliation between the parties,

Divorce may be illustrated by the following case
stugdy.

S.i1. was married to S.U. about 27 years ago. Both
of them 1ived in Bhakatpur. S.M. was 31 years and S,U., 28
vears at the time of marriage. ¢%The marriage between S.1. and
S.U. was quite normal and the relatives of both consented to

the marriage.



* After marriage S.U. was living in the family of
S M. and five years after marriage a boy was born to the
couple, The marital life of S.M, and S.U, was happy. But
‘the relation of S,U, and her mother-in-law was not good,
The mother-in-law accused her to laziness and failing in
her duty. Actually S,U, tries her best to work hard for
the family, From this the quarrel grew; until the mother-
in-law called her relatives amd asked SMe amd S,U, to
separate, The relatives supported her demand because the
matter mainly concerncd her, and the relatives also did not
liké that S.M.'s mother should come again and again to
-¢omplain against S,U, Ultimately, S.M. divorced S,U.
according to Hindu law, The separation toock place 6 years
after the marriage.

Family
- The Bishrupriya refer to a family as Ghar, which
‘literally means ‘house’. As all the members of the house-

holds share a common hearth (ghula), a family is often
¢alled as 'ik chula', 'one hearth'.



Among the Bishmupriya, a family consists of a
group of ,persdns who are related by blood rel.ationsﬁips
between the parent and the children, between the brothers
arxi their children and others united by a sex relationship
‘sucb as the wives of the sons and the grarmisons. The
family is a perfect commensal group because there is no
restrictions on accepting any fiod cooked by member of the
family on the common hearth, The family utilises the land
4held Ln cormon for the entire group collectively., A member
of the family working cutside the village gives a part or
the whole of his income to the common family fund. There
'is a division of labour on the basis of age and sex., The

nembers help each other in quarrels, disputes and litigation.

The different types of families that are found among
the Bishmipriya in Bhakatpur and Kabirgram are given in the
f6llowing table. |

The table?reveals that in Bhakatpur, the percentage
o0f miclear families, is 27.43; whereas that of Bishmupriya
families is 3654 and Bengali families .15 403% of the total
rumber of family. The percentage of joint families is 69.9%
in Bhakatpur and in Kabirgram, the percéntage of Bishmipriya
joint families is 603% and Bengali joint families is 36%
respectively. There is no extended family, among the
Bengall of Kabirgram, In Bhakatpur the pementage of exten=
ded families is 2.7#% and in Kghirgram, the percentage 1is 5%,
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So, it becomes clear that there is no significant

difference in family type between these two differences. The

mmber of joint family is greater in both Bhakatpur and

Kabirgram,
.Table 8
Iypes of Family

% -
Types of Bhakatpar | Kabirgram |
Family No. of = Percentage ! Mo. of family FPercentage of

family of total No, ! total nmo, of
of family : family

1

| Bishm~ Benga- Bishru- Benga-

i priya 1i priya 1i
Maclear 20 2T &4 7 3» 2 40
family
Joint 51 69.9 12 50 3 60
family
Extended 2 2.7 1 5 0
family

Source:

Field work conducted by author in 1986,

ihile joint femilies are regarded as ideal, it is common

for- sons to separate from their parents within a few years of

their marriage. T1l1 about three to four decades age, as I have

heard from the villagers, Joint family was the usual form of
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- The'ra are many beaaons Ifor the formﬁtion of muclear
fauily. Tha wast important in these are the rise of monay
economny, divers'ification of occupations for the males, and
difma‘ion' of urben influence, In my study, most of tliose who.
sre educated or lived in urban areas prefer to livé in nmiclear

famil Les,

It has been mticed that the newly morried couple, inl-
"tislly may prefer to live in joint families, alter fow yours
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they would like to establish their own household,

fn the survey, attempt was made to find about the
procequfe, rather who initiates the process for establishing
new household by the new couple Is it the parents of the
boy or the girl, or is.it the couple themselves, In the
survey we found that out of the 20 female respondents in
Bhakatpur, 15 reported that the parents-indaw initiated for
the separation, The other 5 respondents saild they separated
after marriage from their parents gml established their
miclear household because it was convenient for them, In
Kabirgram, out of 10 female respondents, &4 respondents said
that the parents-in-law are responsible for the separation.
The rest 6 are_separafed according to their own convenience

and formed miclear household,

The .following cases Wwill illustrate how parents-in-

law are responsible for separation.

(a) *' Thirty years' old S.K. of Bhakatpar reported.that she
had to iive in a joint family after her marriage and her
‘mothef-in-law was very unkind to her., While she was expecting
her first child, she Was not even given enough food to eat and
was made to do hegvy mamial labour. She was fainted a mimber
of times for eating food worth more than the ocutput of her

manial labour at home. She was eitremely hurt and annoyed at
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this kind of treatment and she shouted at them for being
so unkind to her. And ultimately she with her husband

leaves the house of parents=in=-law and settles in a new house,

b) -

SeD, of Kabirgram village said that she wés notA
clever at hdusehold jobs and she did not kiow how to finish
then quickly and satisfactorily. The result was that all the
time she deels broken and over burdem with work and her .
mother-in=law criticised her for being inefficient and tardy.
Congequently, S.J., with her husband, separated from her
parents-in-law and established a muclear family.

- The domestic responsibilities are entirely borne by the
housewife. Sometimes she can allocate a particular job to her
daughter but she is supposedlto pPlan and organise everything
in that respect. Child rearing and training of the children;
specially of daughfers are done by the female head of the
family, A girl of tender age is taught by her mother how to
weave, Upto the age of five or six the boys are also
socialised by their mother. After that period, most of the
boys work as per direction of their fathers. '

Unlike the mother, the father does not Keep constant
contact with the sons, In fact, men have no definite role for

traihing their children. When the sons are 14 or 15 years of
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age by virtue of their own interest they learn most of the
agricultural activities, Then onward the father assigns
them to different types of agricultural job. A father,
however, takes extra care to develop a high moral sense in

his children,

Division of Labour
A Clear-cut division of labour is also noticed in

a Bishmupriya family. A man is responsible for the heavy
work relating to agriculture., In this sort of work he is
always assisted by his adult sons. The female members of the
famil}, on the other hand, do light jobs like sowing of seeds,
weeding, harvesting of crops. Big commercial transactions,
particularly with the wholesale dealers are always made by the

male head of the family,

The women are reéponsible for pounding paddy, cooking,
fetching water for the entire family., The male members ‘
render very little assistance in this respect, It is the duty
of mother to feed her,childrenland to keep them clean, The
husband sometimes baby sits when his wife is too busy with
household work, The wife also weaves cloth for her lusband
and children, In this way all individual members of a family
cooperate in different activities and help running the family
v roperly.

#eaving is an important work of the Bishmrpriya
women, In fact, both the Bishmrpriya ard the lMeitel are
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-famous for thelr handloom industry., Thé product of these
handloom is mainly fdr home consumption, ard there is not
mu/ch marketable surplus. The handloon products are varied
and colourful, Usually the bed-sheets, curtaing, sarees
woven in these handlooms find market in other parts of the
country, For the most part, the Bishmpriya women weave
material that is needed use at home, such as female cloth,

shawls, etc.

In the Bishmupriya socliety conjugal life 1is more
emphasized than consanguinal tie, So it is found that when.
one of the spoﬁsés dies the other becomes helpless and remains

uncared,

In fa family the relation between the migband and
the wife 1s very deep though there are very little overt
e};:pression of it. They cooperate in every sphere of life, A
hugband sekdom does anything without consulting his wife. In
fact, they are too loyal to each other and a wife does mot do
anything against her hsubond's will, o

Parent=child relationship is very affectionate.
Children are not usually afraid of their father, As there is
usually 5o other member in the family tut the parents and the
children, the father and mpther take care of the children by
turns, This system gives enough scope for personal contact
between parents and children armd as é result a deep emotional
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attachment grows between them, Farents love ard guide their
children in 'ndusehold duties, Sometimes they give light
punishment to the children if they quarrel among themselves,
Upto the age of five to six, children of either sex are
equally attached to their mother, Their attachment is compa~-
ratively less with their father, hen they grow up the girls
remain more or less equally attached with their mother., The
children respect their parents, They seldom smoke in their
presence, The main duty of the parents towards their children
is to bring them up so they can stand on their own feet. In
return, the parents expect care and mirsing from them in their
old age, besides ablation after death,

iii) Bishmupriya Kinship System

Kinship system has been dealt with in various way s,
The relationship by affinity and consanguinity which is taken
as kinship in anthropology, has been referred to as"the rod
on which one leans throughout life" (Firth, 1936 : 269).

As a patrilineal society a Bishmpriya male or female
finds himself/herself socially bonded with his/her patrikin,

There are definite usages and norms for each categpry.
of kin,

The operation of kKinship rules, including the norms
ard the way of behaviour for all members, starts from the



164

family (Ghar), Every member in this nuclear family can be
differéntiated from the other not only through specific
kinship terms but also by the behaviour one exhibits undef
the kinship usages.

a) Economic dealings and kinship

Kinship and economy, among the Bishmpriya, are
deeply interconnected, &=conomic¢c help and cooperation are
gought, at times, in order of preference, from various cate-
gory of persons in the kinship circle., Apart from rendering
matual asgistance through physical labour, help in the form
of cash and kirmd is obtained at the time of marrisge, while
murchasing an animal, while constructing a-house and when in
need of grains., By and large, the members of one's own
kin-group are approached for the purpose. In case, the require-
ment is rot met with from them, the next to be contacted is
the Hama, the maternal uncle., Vhen a mgzn fails to get a
favourable response from the Mams, he banks upon his Qusura,
the father-in-law, It has been moticed that a gsusura usually
obliges his son-in=lawv by exterding mateii.al help as he feels
that his own daughter might otherwise suffer. The next category
of relatives who are approached for economic help is formed of
vini, the sisters msband, In principle, the villagers do not
appreciate taking any economic help from the sister~-in-lawv,

Such practice is resorted to only in exceptional circumstances
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when all other avemies are closed. The norms of village
social system condemn and disapprove of borrowing ard
accepting things from a married daufhter's family, An
important factor 1s thst in all cases of economic transac-
tions between the members related through kKinship, no
interest is charged.

b) Social Control and kinship

The kinship system of the Bishmupriya is effective
in the socio=political 1life of the villagers also and relates
to matters of social control, The family leadership headed
by the father 6r the grand-father', is maintained. The
latter gives direction to the inter-family affairs,

For certain matters specific members, from the
consanguinal or affinal kinship circle are asked to act as
mediators. For example, when two brothers, after the death
of their father, decide to live separately and divide the
ancestral property, they always take the help of their
Lhura, the younger brother of the father or Jeetha elder
brother of the father, 1If it is felt that the separation is
being caused as a result of a quarrel between the wives of
the two brothers, he may initiaslly try to persuade the women
to compromise to avoid digsintegration in the family, Like-
wise, when the behaviour of a daughter-in-law poses a threat

to the norms of modesty, character and conduct, her brother
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is called upon to advise her to behave herself, The role
of Mama, mother's brother, is no less important. After the
death of a misband, when a wife finds ther grown-up son or
daughter violating the nobms of approved behaviour, inspite
of her repeated warnings, she requests her brother, i.e. the
‘Mama of the wrong doers, to influence her off-spring.

c¢) Role of kinship in marriage

Among the Bishnupriya, kinship is intimately connected
with marriage and its diverse agpects. A marrisge proposal
itself is based on kinship sanctions amd prohibitions, It is
essential for the boy and the girl to come from separate lines
of descent, l.e. to belong to different gotrasg which are based
upon kinship,

Not only at the initial stage of marriage proposals
does Kinship operates, it has still wider implications in other
stages of pre- aml the post-marriage period, A Bishmppiya
girl can marry her Baiji's elder brother. It may be mentioned
that in Barbartan ceremony act is performed by the younger
sister of the bride, Barar Jangdhana ceremony is performed by
bride's younger brother. In a2 Barnak karand ceremony, the
most important roles are played by Ima (Mother) and lMami
(Mother's brothers wife) of the bride,
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The involvement of various members at the time of
marriage, both from agnatic and the affinal relations, is
not done for the sake of kinship demard alone, It has aiso
got a deep functional interpretation, At any stage of married
life, if there 13 a conflict between the misband and the wife,
it is the members of kinship groups who generally sort. it out

through social pressure and compromise,

d) Kinship behaviour

Some salient features of kinship behaviour may be
discribed,

Factors like kinship, age, sex help te regulate the
relationship between imiividuals among the Bishmupriya. The
behaviour rules vary with age, sex and nature of kinship,
Family prestige amd status suffer a setback when the prescribed

rules of inter—-kin behaviour are overlooked.

1) HugbandeWife relationship:

The husband, in a family, is considered to have a
superior position. After marrisge, when a wife stays with
husband, her asctivities and behavicur are largely directed and
controlled by the htusband, Though good deal of affection
between husband and wife exists, it is not conspicuously
digplayed, A husband is laughed at amd criticized if he fre-
quently nentions his wife and praises her in family gathering
or in public. The husbamd himself avoids speaking directly to
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his wife when he is in the company of other senior persons,

vhen a husbamd returns home, after a trip outside the village,he
first greets his parents, brothers and sisters living in a
family, and lastly meets his wife.

A similar code of behaviour is observed by the wife,
A wife alwmays avoids sitting by the side of her misband in all
social gatherings. Talking to one's owvm husband, in the
presence of others, especially'the elders, is teken as
disrespectful., In case the reference to her husband becomes
necesgary, the wife does not make use of his name nor say 'my
husband', tut uses teknonymical language, A wife is appre-
ciated if she has patience and avoi@s frequently golng to her
husband*s room and when she concentrates more on her work in

association with her mother-in=law or sister~-in-=law,

2) Parentg-children relationship

The relationships of the children with their father
and mother are different among the Bishmupriya., Normgplly there
i3 greater intimacy between fathersaand sons and mother and

daughters,

Rearing of children falls to the lot of the mother,
the father exercising overall control over their welfare., vwhen
the children are young, their association and involvement with

the mother are closer than with the father,
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Age féd:tor plays a prominent role in shaping inter-
personal behaviour, The father is more liberate to the
gson's view-point and feelings when the latter become adult
specially 4f he is married by then, The son is often
consulted by the father in matters relating to agriculture,
But even at this stage, the relationship does not involve
complete frankness between the father amd the son, Sexual
matters are not openly discussed by the parents before
adolescents, A son on attaining maturity is careful to main-
tain an attitude of respect towards his father, so much that
a son do not occupy a seat so long aé his fafner Keeps

standing,

The pattern of behaviour between a father and his
son, as explained above, is also applicable to a man's
dealings with hig father's brothers. ¢hether living separately,
in a muclear family or together in an extended family a man is
expected to give respect and importance to his father's
brother, Moteover, the Khira, the father's youngér brother
and Jatha, father's elder brother, commard some authority
over their putak, When Koura and patak are almost of the same
age, their relationship is more informel and friendly.

Like the paternal uncle, the paternal aunt, called
Khuri has been granted the privilege of superiority over the
children of her brother, She is shown respect and regard, and



170

in certain matters, her opinion is sought,

A mother's relations with her children are of a
close nature involving intimacy and affection., Till adoles
cence, sons and dsughters share equally their mother's attach=-
ment, But later on the intimacy between the daughter amd

mother increases.

3) DBetween brothers

Ideally, a relationship of cooperation and unity is
desired among the brothers. Brothers, till their adolescence,
are just play-mates but in the subsequent stages of life the
younger brother is expected to respect the elder ones; the |
latter are expected to be kind, sympathetic and helpful to the

former,

4) Between sisters

The relationship among married sisters 15 not maked
by the same intimacy as holds true in the case of brothers,
The sisters are more closely connected in pre-narital years,
but after they get married, they settle down with their
respective husbém&ls, far away from each other. Then they meet
only in ceremonial occasions such as marriage, death, birth
or festival.
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An exactly the same question is maintained in
case of the brother and their married sisters; they too,
meet earch other after long intervals. But tp meet the
demand of kinshib obligations, the brothers, on certain
occasions, have to call on their sisters and extend

materisl help to themn.

5) Baiji-Dewar relations (Elder brother's wife and Husbami‘s
younger brother's relation):

The relationship between a Jawar, the busband's
younger brother, and a Baiji, the elder brother's wife is
normally frank ahd7uninhibited. They can freely converse
with each other. Their moving together is also unobjectiona~
ble.

The relations of an elder brother with his younger
brother's wife are formgl anf reserved, In their case, face
to face conversation is neither permitted nor prevalent,

From a distance, the man can however, convey something through

teknomymical reference,

6) Relationship with the in=lawg

This pattern of relationship involves obligations,
respect and sentiment, The parents, in general, maintain a
relationship of iove and respect with their son's wife., She,
too, favourably responds to the prescribed norms of relastionship
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and behaviour, She is expected to veal her face, both
inside and outside the house, avoid sitting or partaking
of food in the presence of the senior members of her

husband's family,

The relationship pattern of a man with his wife's
mother and the wife's father involves respect as well as
reserve, The mother of wife never talks directly to her

son=in=law, She does so only after vieling her face.

A daughter-in~law extends more respect to her
Sasura ard gasuri that vhat she does to husband, For
exanple, she does not barst into laughter in the presence
of her sasura. Reclprocally, a sasura has to be very
careful in his dealings with the daughter-in-law, ihether
or not she is ,presenf in the house, a sasura would enter
into it only after coughing in order to alert the daughter-
in=law of his presence. This also gives her time to wiel
her face so that the sasira may not have a glimpse of it.
If a sasura is negligent in his behaviour towards his
daughter-in=law, he is criticized and degraded,

It is interesting to note that both the Meitei and
the Béngall follow the above mentioned pattern of behaviour,

e) Kinship terms

To understamd the kinship system, the study of terms
used in addressing ani referring to persons, related through
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kinship, 1s quite important, The kinship terms apparently

share many features with Bengali and Meitei, both of these

are also patrilinezl.

The following kinship terms have been collected with

the help 0f genealogy:

I. Ego's second ascending generation
: ]
Relation | Terms of reference { Termg of address
ship L - T . : :
! Bishru~ | Meitei | Bengali | Bishme=] Meltell Bengali
| priya { i obriva s
Father'*s Babar Ipa gi Babar Bura Ipubok . Dadu
father baba Mupa baba baba
Motherts Imar Imagi Mar Bura Ipubok Dadu
father baba Mupa baba baba
Father's Babar Ipagi Babar Abok Abok Thakuma
mother Ing Mama Ma :
Mother's Imar Imagi DMar Ma Abok Abok Didima
mother ima Mama
I1.. BEgo's first ascending generation
Father Pita Ipa Pita Baba Paji Baba
Mother Ima Ima Ma Ina Ima Ma
Father's Babar Ipagi Babar Pehi Ine Peshi
sister banak Machan Ban
Father's Babar Inegi Babar Peya Mamma Pisha
sister's banakar nupa Bhagipati
- hasband pati
Father's Babar Ipagi  Babar Khura Khura Kmara
bro ther baik mayumba Bhail
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Terms of reference

Terms of address

Juniority

] L
L) 1
1
Relation- : B g ; i ; T
] [ ]
, ship ! Bishru=-! Meitel | Bengali | Bishmu=-; Meitel ! Bengall
; priya § o) i priya J: !
Father's Babar Xmiragi Babar Kmri Idon Kmri
brotherts baikar HNapi Bhar bou
wife bou
Mother's Inar Imagl Mar Moi Indo Mashi
sister banak machi ban macha
Mother's  Imar Imagi Har Moiya Kmra HMesho
sister's banakar mipa Bhaga-
husband Jamai vipati
Mother's Imar Imagi Mar Hama Mama Mama
brother baik maupa bhai
lMother's Imar Imagi Mar Mami Ine Mami
brother's baikar Mabung  bhair
wife bou bou -
III, Ego's generation
Elder Dangar Mayymba Jathya Dangar Tada Dada
brother baik bhai baik
Elder Dangar Maymba Jathya Baiji Iteimg Boudi
brother!s balkar gi Mapi bhaer
wife bou bou
Y ounger Kmirkang Inaom Kanitha Bynme Byname Byname
brother baik nipa bhai
Sister banak Iche Bhagni Byname 1Inao Byname
Sister's Banakar Ichegl Bhagni Vini Ibai Jamai=-
husband Jamal bupa pati babu
Father's Babar Ichegli Barba All Same as
brother's baikar mpa bhaar cougins Bishmi=-
son Putra are priya
‘ "addressed
Father's Babar Ipagi Barba ag own Iche
brother!'s baikar manao bhaap brother
daughter Jjilak kanya and
sister
according
to senior-
tity and
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Terms of referpnce

Terms of address

T }
? 1
H H
P ! Bishmu- |Meitel | Bengall j Bishmu=| Meitel ] Bengali
j priva | | } priva | 5
Father's Babar Ipagi Babar Iteti
gister's  banakar mayum= Bhagna
son mtak ba
Father's Babar Ipagi Babar Iteima
sisterts banskar machi Bhagni
daughter  Jjilak
lother's Imar Imagi Mar
sister's banakar maclu- bhagni
son patak mpa patra
Mother's Imar Imagi Mar Iche
sister's banakar machi banji
daughter Jilak
Mother's Imar Imagi Manato Itel
brother's baikar mayamba bhai
son patak
Mother's Imar Imagi Mamato iteima
brother's baikar macha  ban
daughter Jilak
IV. Ego's first descending generation
Son Putak Icha=  Putra By name Ibungo By name
mpa
Daughter Jilak Ichamu- Kanya By name Ibemona By name

i

V. Ego's second descending generation

Son's son/ HNatiya
Daughter® s

son

Son's
daughter/

Daughter's

“daughter

Natinak

Ishu=- Nati By name
mpa - )

Isiu= Natin By name
mpi

By mame By name

By name By name
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In the second ascerding genration, there are no
simil arities among the Bishmupriya, Meitei, the Bengsli
in respect of terms of reference, as well as, terms of

address,

In the first asceming generation, there exists
some simil arities, For example, terms of reference and
terms of address in case of mother (Ima) are same in both
the Bishmipriya aml the Meitei, The termbf address of
'Father’s brother' (Khura) is same among the Bishmpriya
and the Melitei, as well as that of the Bengali. This
similarity also exists in the terms of address of mother's
brother (Mama) among these three groups. Both the
Bighmpriya and the Bengali call the mother's brother wife
as Mami who is addressed as Ine by the Meited.

In other generation, no similaritieg are fournd, So,
it becomes clear that the Bishmipriya have borrowed some

words from Meitei and some from the Bengall.

£) Inheritance

The rules of inheritance are fairly simple among
the Bishmupriya but still they need to be mentioned,

_ Among the Bishmpriys, no son can inherit the
property of his father while he is living, On the death
of the father, the property is equally divided among the sons,
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If, however, a son starts living separately before
his father's death, the son or sons living with the father
at the time of his death gets or get a larger share or
~ shares .of the residential house but landed property is
equally divided.

Widows or daughterg do mot inherit anything, In
case a man dies without any issue, the property may remain
in the possession of the widow until she marries again, If
she marries in accordance with the laws governing the
re=marrigge, it goes to brother's son of the deceased huse
bard, In the absence of any such blood relation, it goes

to any members of the clan of deceased hmusband,

If a man leaves a minor son or sons behind, his
brother will look after the property as a guardian of the
miror son or sons during his or their minority, and hand
over to each his snai’e according to the customary law‘of
| partition as and when he or they attalrmsor attain majority.

These laws are same ag that of the Meitel and the

Bengalii, -

IV, Status of the Bishmipriya women
In the social system of the Bishmipriya, the women

have always been given an inferior position, Many restric-
tiong in social behaviour, mobility, succession and
inheritance are impsed upon them, There are limits to her
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participation in the social, political and cultural life
of the community, But age plays an important role in the
determination of the status of women, An elderly woman is
given more respect and freedom than a yocung daughter or
dsughter-in=-law, {ith seniority in age comes freedom for

more participation in family and cutside affairs.

a) Traditional corcept

The traditional rnorms of this community are not
liperal towards womanhood, Accordingly, a woman is intellec~
tusally, morally and physically considered inferior to man,
The women themselves have never thought of their rights and
privileges, Members of two sexes are treated differently
right from the time of birth, For instance, a girl's birth
is never formally anmounced to the neighbours, whereas in the
case of a boy they announces the same. A girl is regarded as

Parar Dhan, the property of others, becasuse she has to leave

the parental home after marriage and serve her husband and
his family. On the other hand, men occupy positions of
supremacy in the family, Conventionally, only men are enti-
tled to act as heads of families to do the hardest part of
any work and to look after all business outside the house.
The man's role is thus positive, important and dominant,

It is to be noted that the woman of the Bishmipriya

do not have much freedom whereas the Meitei women enjoy a
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greater amount of freedom, Hodson while giving an account
of HMeitel women mentions that 'The women hold a high ard
free position in Manipur, 2all the internal trade and
exchange of the produce of the country being managed by
them" (Hodson: 23). The practice in Manipar is to have
bazars at convenient spot, by the roadside where a group of
women gather either in the morning or in the evening and
sell rice, yvegetables, fish, tobacco, salt, 0il and other
things. Meitei women contimously endeavour to conspiw
cuocusly help and supplemént the income of their house, as
far as possible, It is mot uncommon in many of the families
where it is only the woman who maintains the family
ecompmically, even though the husband may also be economi-

cally contributing.

b) Inheritance, fam and sta

As the community is patrilineal, the girl of the
family suffer in the matter of property inheritance, as only
the sons have the right of inheritance., No women is ever
allowsd to attend any formal meeting where family heads are
required,

Normally, a2 woman earns a good name for herself
provided she follows the age-old morms of behaviour, Major
ones of these include ron-interference in the larger concerns

of the family, non-indulgerce in backbiting, bearing of a good
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moral character and observance of Purdah inside as well
ag outgide the family, However, the effect of formal
education and urban contacts are being felt in this regard,

A pregmant woman, in any family, is expected to
behave amd carry on her work rormally. During confinement,
she 1s Kept in a separate and interior-most room of the
house., But she gets more care ard attention, During the
period of pregnancy amd confinement, many women utiliée the
services of trained mirse and mid-wife,

c) Pogition in tt_xe' parental home

The rights and freedom enjoyed by a2 female in the
father's home are more than those in the musband's famil\y.
Upto the age of 11/12 years of age, the Bishmpriya girls
are as free as men in respect of eating, movements and
mode of working, At this perlod women are barred frommxing
with group up or adult men free in order to save the m
purity of chastity.

The liberty of movement, social behaviour and
conversation, granted to a Bishmpriya woman at the parental
house, 1s greatly curtailed in the in-laws house,
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d) Marriage and women

A girl is even rovw not consulted about her
marrliage and almpst all of them depend upon their parents
for it. They agree to whatever -is decided by tbé parents,
The boys who also, at one time, depended upon their
parents solely for their marriages, héve now some say in

the matter,

Widow-marriasges are socislly allowed but it hag a
poor image in the eyes of the Bishmpriya.

e) Local sdminigtration amd woman

iomen have no say in socio-political matters., Since
‘they are regarded es physically and intellectually weak, |
women are not customarily allowed to intervene in political
matters, The Bishrupriya women are rot allowed to confront
men face to face, vWomen cannot remove their viels before the
elderly men, Another factor preventing the woman from taking
p art in village administration and politics, has been her
extreme devotion to and faith in the musband, which mgkes the
wmen accept whatever their husbands say or decide, In each
Bishmupriys villsge panchayat, one seat is reserved for a
female member, but no woman candid_qte from Bhakatpur or

Kabirgram villages has contested for the position,

it may be mentioned here that the above mentioned
features are also found among the Bengali,
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B. Religious beliefs and practices

The influencé of religion and rituals on the people
of India, or on the whole of the Hindu society, is still
very pbwerﬂ.xl and great.' No people so far studied have
been found to be without belief in supernatural powers of

some kind,

Hinduism is of comparative recent origin in HManipar
(Hodsons 95)., It is known from the history of Manipur that
in the middle of the 18th century during the reign of CGharib
lNowa]j, Santadas Goswami, a saint evangelist from the
'Ramauti Sect of Vaishnavism visited Manipur, Santadas
Goswami ig sesid to have travelled from Nawadwip (Nadia) now
in West Bengal, This palce is the centre of Vaishnavism
preached by Chaitanya Mahaprabhu.

The religiocus teachings of Santadas Goswami deeply
influenced king Gharib Nowaj. He was so0 much inspired by
the teachings of the new religion that he adopted the new
religion, Govindjee became the main diety, The subjects of
the king also followed and asopted the new religion, Thus
came Vaishnavism to Manimur, It is, however, mot celar what
kind of religion the Bishmpriya had before the advent of
Vaishnavisn,
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When the Vaishnavism of Sri Chaitanya entered
Manipur, both the Bishmipriya and the Meiteli were ecually
influenced by it., As a result both the Bishmipriya and
the M_ei'l_:ei have formed a unicue religion.

The Bishmpriya are all Vaishnava, There are no
Muslims and christians among the Bishmupriya, The Meitei
are also predominantly Vaishnava but a section of them
have adopted Islam and Christianity,

(a) Beliefs amd deities

The Bishmpriya pantheon of deities is apparently
gsame as of other Himdus, The Ramauti Sect of Valshnavism
nag, however, made significant difference,

The Hinda concept of a Trinity, comprising of three
manifestations of divinity - 'Bramhat, 'Vishmi' and
"MMaheswar' = hag an all-=India gpread, and is also found
among the Bishmpriya, The Bishmupriya ‘mrship each of them,
The principal deity of the Bishmpriya, however, is 'Vishmi',
They worship *Vishm' in His incarnation of Govindjee, a
form of Krishna, The worship of Govindjee is a feature shared
by the Bisghmuipriys with the Meiteil.

Along with the great gods of all=India Hinduism the
Bishrmupriya accepted some of the prominent gods of the lelted,
namely, !'Senamahi', 'Apokpa'., 'Senamahi' is identical as the
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traditional religion of the Meitei, which they followed

before their conversion to Vaishnavism,

Literally 'senamahbi' means 'liquid gold', It seens
more plausible to regard the 'liquid gold' of 'Senamahi' as
fire, specially the fire of the household hearth, Because
the hearth occupied a place of importance in the Bishmipriya
and Meitel house, Formerly it was always to be kept burning
and if it were followed to go out it was considered a bad

omen, The Senamahi Kachin (Senemahi corner) is situated in

the south=west corner of a Meitei house. Here a mat amd a

bamboo were formerly kept for the worship of this god.

Other deity 'Apokpa' is worshipped by the Bishmupriya
The word 'poka' means 'to beget or to give birth to'. The
apokpa are the deceased males of the previous three generations
( the father, grandfather and grea"h gramdfather), who look
after the interests of the family, ‘orship of apokpa 1is
carried out by each household as a closely knit group., The
' apokpa khurumba' (‘bowing down to the apokpa') is a very
detailed ritusl which mist be precisely observed,

In every household of the Bishmpriya in Bhakatpur
and Kabirgram porti*aits or idols of Govindjee and other gods

like Rama=Sita ame placed prominently on a cushion placead in
the north or east corner of a room specified for the same,
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In the morning the oldest lady of the family
waghes them everyday and make offerings of food. A little
lamp is lighted and kept burning in front of the image,

At the time of the principal worship (particularly in
‘*Purnima') flowers of several variettes are placed on arnd
around the image, vermilion and sandle paste are sprirkled
on it. When this is done all members of the housshold bow
down before the images., Many people express their wishes,
wndch they then expect will be fulfilled with the blessings
of Govinda, Besides these, every household has a Tulsi-Vedi.
Sveryday, /the evening, a lamp is lighted in front of
Tulsi-Vedi,

b) Practices

We can understand the religious practices amd rituals
of the Bishrupriya at two levels:

1) household level,

2) community level.

1) Household level practices

Religious practicesg and rituals is a combination of
Hindu Vaishnavism and Meitel Senamahi tradition,

i) Senamahi Kmirumba

Senamahi 1is répresented by an ancient bellemetal
coin, which is placed on a shelf made of bamboo in the
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Sanamahi XKachin, In fact, today many households do not have
the coin, and the shelf is simply left emplty, but is still

regarded as the household shrine of the deity.

The worship of Senamahi tskes place at least once
a year. Offerings 10 Senamahi may also be made at signifie
cant crisis periods, such as before planting or harvest, or
vwhen Bhere is trouble or sickness in the family, Senamahi
is wrshipped usually through the eldest woman of the house,
Offerings are largely of foodstuffs, such as 'luchi’, rice,
fish, fruit, Certain flowers are also offered at this time,

It is the eldest woman in the family also who per=
forms the monthly senamahi ritual, Thig is carried out only
during the day in either the morning or the afternoon, It
takes place at the beginning of the momth, on the secord or
third day of the new moon,

- 11) Senamahi Apoiba

There is a more sinister aspect to senamahi ritual
which is designed to bring harm and discord to a rivsl
household, In this ritual the deity is called !senamalu
Apoibat', which means 'untamed, undomesticated, wild'., This is
done by a priest only, who offers him flowers, fruit and 'pan'
leaf, The Senamahi Apoiba may then enter., Like the domestic
senamahi he is represented by a coin, which is secretly buried
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in the house or garden of the house concerned by a priest,
with suitable mantrag, Calamity disease and misfortune are
then sure to result. The family upon which these misfor-
tunes come will immediately be known that Senamahi Apoiba
has been gent from cutside and mske the appropriate
offerings to placate the delty, This tzkes the form of a
appeasement, which is made to the Senamahi of the house, to
induce him to return and become once again propdtious.
There are various superstitions comnected with the belief in
the efficacy of the Senamahi Apoiba coin, Thus for example,
it is thought that if one sleeps before the coin unwittingly
death is sure to result; if one changes clothes before it
illness will follow, and so on, It should be noted that the
domestic Senamahl may also become Apoiba if certain rules of

ritual cleanliness are neglected,

111) Apokpa kirumba

The second group of domestic delty are the ances-
tors of the immediate family circle, These are called the
apokpa, from the word 'pokpa' meaning 'to beget or to glve

birth to', as it have been mentioned earlier.

Frior to the actual 'Khirumba' a specisl invita-
tion ceremony must be carried out at which the 'apokpa' are
bidden to attend the forthcoming 'Khurumba', This takes
place at night during the full nmoon, amd must be performed

at the particular moment when the moon falls over exactly
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half of the verandah of the house. At this point a variety
of different offerings are set out, which consist of the
following: an earthen pot, nine type of flower, nin 'durba'

a kind of grass, nine graing of rice which have been husked
by hand, one betel leaf which mist have a fresh stalk, A
coin, the usual reprsentation of the deity, must 21s0o be
offered, The deity are bldden to come to the feast with

the following formula: *Apokba'y, come to eat on the day of
new moon, The various offerings listed above are then buried

in the house and coveted with seven layers of banana leaf,

The actual apokpa Khurumba itself shows the same
emphals on the details of the ritual, The food for the
offerings is today puarchased from the markets, but the muyer
is obliged to tell the household that she 1s going out for
the purpose of buying the offerings, amd she must not look or
turn back once she has done 30, FPuffed rice amd sweets mist
be purchased from seven different places in the market and mo
bargaining can be entered into over the prices, These goods
should be kept separate from other purchases, although they
need mot be obtain=d on seven different shopping expenditdons.
On arrival the shopper does not take the seven packets of
sweets into the house, but keeps them in the garden on the
loft side., They must not be touched or be brought into the
house, Two further groups of offerings are then assembled,
The first set consists of a cloth, a hard of bananaas contain-
ing an odd mumber of the fruit, a whole betel lezaf and a betel
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mt. The other éontains a large edible fish. Some
vegetables and dal, These three items must be set out on

five separate disheé.

The actual Kmirumba takes place after sunset,
Various offerings are displayed on banana leaves, which
have to be arranged in a speciai way. A large leaf, cut
in a circular shape, is placed on the ground, and two smaller
circles of the leaf are placed on top of it, On some of
these'plates' fruits and flowers are placed, on other betel
leaf covered with a furthér semi circle of banana leaf, and
topped by a betel rut. <These offerings have to be displayed
in groups of three, After the arrival of the priest the
rawv food is first offered to Senamali, and then cooked,
Besides, the rice curry is also rpreparéd. The rice must be
cooked by the eldest male of the clan himself or by his wife
or a married woman of the household, It must never be cooked
by an unmarried girl. The rice on this occasion is not washed
before being cooked, aid special care is taken to add exactly
the right amount of water needed for the cooking, since it 1s
not permitted either to add or to pour away water from the
rice, The tot is covered with a banana leaf and tied with a
strip of bamboo {paya). If, during the cooking, the right .
side of the leaf 1is raised up by the steam then prosperity
will folow for the eldest of the clan himself; if it is the
left side which is raised then progperity will come to the

daughters of the house,
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The woman who cooks has also the task of carrying
into the house 2 pot of water drawn from a place which
is regarded as sacred to the clan, This is then added
to the water cused for cooking., The part of the food set
aside for the unseen servant of the three apokpa is then
set beside tﬁe foundation pillar of the hcuse.. Further
avay three places are set for the deceased apokpa of the

clan, in order of seniority thus:

Great-grandfather, grandfather, father, Before
they are bidden to eat the priest goes outside the howé
ard offers sweets to the unpredictable deity so that these
deity will not disturb the pméeedings. Before the apokpa
come to eat it 1is necessary that all the lights be
extingulshed ard everybody leave the house, The priest and
the eldest of the clan subseguently re-enter the house, and
the priest utters rﬁantras and bows t the gpokpa. Vhile
this 1s going on all the goods of the household must be
displayed and all boxes ard other epntainers are opened for
the 'apokpa' to see, ihen the lights are relitted the
three meals offered to the apokpa are taken by the eldest
of the clan, his wide and his eldest son, The uneaten
cooked rice and fish are burried in a hole near the founda-
tion pillar; The rice cooked during this ceremony is
consumed only by the household, it must never be eaten by
those outside the clan since it has been offered to the
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deity of the clan, Even the priest t;;ho afficiates at
the ceremony is not allowed to eat of the food, IHis
payment in kind is taken to him in his own house at a

later date,

In sum, therefore, apokps kKiurumba is the worsh.ip
with appropriate food offerings of the ancestors who are
‘conceivably within living memory. Its sociological’
function lies in its ability to confirm the solidarity of
the ¢clan group in their common respect for 'apokpa' at a

time of communal feasting,
Community Level Practices ' .
Apart from household level practices that have been

described above, there are several festivals which are
observed as the community level. The important among these
are ‘*Janmastani’, 'Ratha Jatra', *Holi', 'Bisu', 'Saraswati

Pujaty ! Durgapuja’,

~ in a way, in hierarchy of intensity of significance,
there are some of the festivals which are in a way "national
for the community?, while there are some other festivals

the observation of which, is somewhat localized,

Janmashtami 1s celebrated in the month of July=-
Augnst, 'Krishns=Janma' is one of the most popular festi-
vals and is widely observed, The twenty=-four hours immedia-
tely before midnight - the time of Krishma's birth - are
usually kept with fasting, which is broken only in the
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early hours of the morning, At this hour the temples
are usually crowded to hear the Brahmins reciting the
storles of the birth and 1ife of the god,

*Rath Jatra' which is locally known as Kang is
performed with great festivity for nine days, On the
first and last days of the festival, charioteprocession
_with the idol of Lord Jagannatha is led out., Every
evening of this period of nine days, devotional songs,
particularly those from Jayadeva's 'Gitagpvinda' are sung,

along with clapping and dancing, by the people in the
'mandap' s or sheds for religious and cultural performances,
after the singing of the devotion songs, feasts of
‘tkechuri' or hotchpotch are given everyday by the people by
turns, Formerly, various cultural competitions were held

during this festival.

The third of the Krishnaite festivals is *Holi’,
This is celebrated on the fullmoon day of Phalaun (February=
llarch), Aside from the usual Puranic stories about the
origins of *Holi', the Bishmpriya Monipuri festival is
closely connected with the couming of spring.' Chaitanya,
the founder of that particulasr form of Vaishnavism which
predominates among the Bishmpriya, 1s thought to have bean
born at theAtime of 'Holi', Chaitanya is regarded as an
incarnation of Krishna and is therefore worshipped as a god.
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Yopular plety has attributed to him the same kind of
youthful frolics which characterise the youth Krishna
himself, and these too are remembered at the festival,

Prepération for 'Holl' begins well in advance,
On the night before the actual festival bonfires are made,
and in the early morning young males abuse each other with
obscene words, Both of these agpects are common in the
Hindu celebrations elsewhere in India a;though the exchange
of abuse may have a traditional ccunterpart. The young men
construct bamboo hits which are placed by the sides of the
road; At dusk an image of Chaitanya 1s placed in these huts
by a Brahmin, Pujé is offered to these images, and a 'Kirtan'
and the recital of sacred texts takes place. The image is
then removed and the mt set alight, while it is burning
'shauts of *Hari bola and He Hari are exchanged. YThe burnt
embers are taken and used to place a mark on the foreheads of
the wrshippers. Thsy are then placed in the door posts as

an apotropaic charm,

On the next morning the men and women smear coloured
powder (Gulah) and drench each other with coloured water.
Generally peoiple\ of approximately equal status dub each other
with powder and embrace in a spirit of brotherhood ard
friendship. At night the villagers sit together to sing hymns
and Holi songs.
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It is mted that the Bishmpriya observance of.
‘Holi', differs slightly from the normal Hindu pattern,
The combination of these diverse elements = the Xrishnaite
Hind: and the Chaltanyaite = help to account for the Very
populatity of the festival, |

The 'Bisu~festival' starts from the last day of
the year (Chaitra=Baisak) and contimies for seven days. On
the first day of the festival, cooked eatables for lunch
are exchanged amongst the families of neighbourhood, From
the evengng of that day upto the seventh day, competitions
of various games are held amongst the parties of different
villages. The principal games played in 'Bisu' are those
played with cowries and with 'gilla' - a flat ard rourd

piece of horn or wood,

Saraswati Puja is celebrated by the Bishmpriya, as
elsevhere in India, by the student community, On the fifth
day (Panchami) of the secord fortnight of Magh (Zamary -
February), Saraswati Puja is celebrated., In Saraswati Puja
the great traditional goddess of kmowledge, Saraswati, is
worshipped, Iloney is collected for the construction of
images of Saraswati, and these are installed in small huts
at the various places of learning. The images are garlanded
with flowers and carried in procession on planquins. Songs in
honour of the goddess are sung and slogans shouted. On
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arrival at various Puja=landaps, the images are installed

on a platform, According to custom this must face south

or east, On Panchami morning, the priest imparts life to
the image of Saraswati. The Goddess is worshipped and
offerings of mahgo blossom, flowers, woodapple leaves and
sweets are made, In the evening the ritual of,'ggggi'
accompanied with a hymn is performed by the priest, Food
which has been prepard by the Brahmins is distributed to the
songregation, This dsually congists of sweets and 'Khechri!
(Rice and dal coloured with tumeric). The following day the

images are immersed,

The Durga Puja is performed from the first to the
ninth day of 'Asin' (September-October), This is the most
important festival and hence elaborate arrangements are

made for its communal celebrstion,

On the first day the recitation of texts regarding
Durga Pevi is ritually commenced with the establishment of a
water pot by the temple priest. On the fifth day the priest
performs 'Panchami Puja' for the arrival,of Durga Devi, On
the nex® day, the 'Belvarni Puja' under the wood-apple (Bel)
tree is performed by the priest to impart life to the image
of urga Devi, The image is ceremonially installed in the
Devi Mandir, On the seventh day the goddess is worshipped
and ritually washed (adiwash) in the evening,
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There are two temples in Bhakatpur and one temple
in Kabirgram, Community level religious practices are
rerformed in these temples,

c) witchcraft

Quite apart from a faith in gpds and goddesses of
'all=-Indig-spread', villagers also believe in supernatural
powers like ghosts and spirits, In Bhakatpur and Kabirgram,
a few rumber of witches are present who are an object of
fear to the people. The witches are supposed to be capable
of inflicting all types of physical sufferings starting
from temporary to a long and contimed illus
In such situations villagers teke recowrse to a witche-
doction but in most cases théy go to present day medical

practitioners.

During Kalipuja, the witches exercise the povers of
their magic to gain maturity by dancing nzked at mid-night
in solitary places like cross-roads, ponds, cremation
grourd, etc. In the case of snske bite, villagers rush to
witch-doctor. The villagers believe that the witch-doction

will successfully cure such cases.

d) Riteg-de- gas@ge

The critical periods in the life of the individual
are marked by rituals in which the entire community of both
the villages participate, Such rites-de-passage pregnancy,



197

birth, marriage and death. A description of essential
features of these rites-de-passage is presented in this
chapter,

(a) Pregnancy:

Like the neighbouring Bengali, the Bishrupriya do
not obsarve so many rites in relation to pregnancy. Usually
the Bishmirpriya do not observe sadh = a ceremony observed
by the Bengali, but it was rgported that some, particularly
financially better off families, perform sadh at the ninth
monﬁh of pregnancy. |

No taboo is imposed on food and drink during the
period of pregnancy but there are cCertain restrictions, 4
pregnant woman is rot allowed to go out of the house from
dusk to dawn. Of course, in the day time, they are free to

move about,

(b) Birth

A child is born in the house itself but the mother
and her child are kept in a separate foom, On the birth
of a child the mother, as well as other members of the
family, is ritually impure. There are few women in the
community who are skilled as mid=wives locally termed as
Dhatri, The Aservices of such women are adequate. She
comes regularly for three days, takes special care of both
the mother and the child and even stays with them at night
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On the sixth day after the birth the Sastini rites
are performed which remove the ritusl impurity of all
members of the family except the mother, The mother conti-
rmes to be ritually immure for twenty-one among the
Brahmin and thirtybdays among the Kshatriya, This twenty=-one
or thirty days ceremony is krown ag Masabrata, On the - |
particular day, the whole house is fully washed, the floor
polished with cowdung and the old earthen pots are replaced
by n2w ones., Both the mother and the child along with all
other family membefs, get their nsails cut and they all
undlergo purificatory bath in the morning. In the morning
the family members worship Bishmi in the room for the family
deity and offer food to the deity. The mother and the
child are dressed ﬁp in nev clothes argd dhatri also recelves
new clothes, iAs child=birth is welcomed with joy and
happiness, a feast is arranged at which villagers, relatives
and friemds are entertained, The name of child is announced
to the assembly of men and women present. The child is
then shown to the invitees who shower their blessings and
present money or gifts to the child,

Marriage
Tradition type of marriage, i,e, marriage settled
by the parents is the widely prevalent form found among the
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People of the village,

The detéiis about the ritual of marriage have been
described earlier in the section 'Marriasge and Family'.

d) Death:

The Bishmipriya methods of disposal of the dead have
been extensively hinduised and today are firmly in the hands
of the Brahmins, The rituals of death in detail are given

belows

Death should rot take place in the house if this can
be avoided, The dying person must be carried out of the
house by the left side of the verandah, The body is bathed
before cremation and dressed while still in house, It is
then taken out with its feet towards the road as if it were
going on a Jjourney, Cremation takes place according to
Hindu cuétorn.

At the cremation the clothes, gold and ornaments
are removed from the body. After a proper bath, the
deceased is kept on the pyre with the head lying nnrt;hwaxd amd
the-legs stretched southward, Generally, the eldest son
perfofms the fireegiving ceremony, A small plede of sandal
wood, with one of its two ends wrapped in cloth amd having a
little quantity of ghee sprinkled over 1it, is kept turning
with which is pyre is 1it, But before doing so, one has to
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go thrice round the pyre, holding the other end of the
sandal wood in the left hand and each time getting the
navel feet and lastly the mouth touched with it amidst
vedic mantras, [Maleg may stay until the body has been
consuned, and they have to bath in the river before they
return to their home., Agesin they are not permitted to
enter the courtyard of the house until they have been
met, at the gate, by someone carrying fire to keep away
the evil spirits, Only then, they are permitied to
enter the courtyard ard to change their wet clothes, This
mist be done outside the house. Before the family
mourners arrive home it is essenfial that 11 the cooking
rots be cleansed and the whole house purified with water,
The bedding of the deceased has also to be removed and
burnt,

The frontal bone of the decreased is removed from
the ashes and placed in a bamboo mbe. It is then put on
the bark of the river or adjacent to 'tulsi' plant until
it can be taken to one of the Hindu sacred sites, such as

'Furi' or 'Gaya’,

The whole family, also all lineage menbers, is
subject to dietory restrictions until the 'Sraddhat,
since they are not permitted to eat either fish or salt.
Daily, until the 'Sraddha' takes place, they must comduct
a recital or sacred Hindu texts. The date of the
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'Sraddha' varies according to the caste of the decreas
deceased, For Brahmins it takes place on the eleventh |
day after death, for Kshatriyas two days later than this,
The Sraddha is usually performed on as large a scale as
possible, and includes a 'Kirtzn' and a feast for a large
gathering of people, It must be contimued as a monthly
ritual for the first year after death, In this, food is
first offered to the Hindu gods and then eaten by a few
close relatives, On the first anniversary of the
'Sraddha' a repetition of the ceremony takes place., Thig
again takes place on a large scale and is accompanied by
Kirtans, Food is offered to the Hindu gods before being
consumedd by the people present, Vegetarian food only is

acceptable on this occasion,

Children dying in infancy and women dying at child-
birth called for specisl ceremonies toward off the atten=
tions of their potentially maignant spirits from the lim
living, The bodies of infants are isolated spot, Some
roasted pearmuts were buried with the body by the priest,
who enjoined the dead infant not to return until the

peamuts were grown,

The method is same among the Meltel and the
Bengali,



Chapter - VII

DISQU SSION
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DISCUSSION

The present study has been an attempt to outline
the social history of {:he Bishmpriya., For some obyious
limitations of purpose aml resources, the premzent study
has remained rather exploratory in nature, .

" The Bishrupriya is a prominent ethnic group of
rorth-eagt India, The members of this community, -speclally
those residing outside Manipur, would préfér to bé referred
to as '"Bishmpriys Manipur]) There is special emphasis on
the use of the prefix Manipuri, There is deep controversy
between the Meitei amd the Bishmupriya on the use of this
suffizelong with the name !Bishnupriya'. This has now become
a political issue, This issue may be said to have been preci-
pitated with the deciéizm bf the Government of Assam in 1983
to recognize 'Bishmurpriya Manlipuri® - ; language as medium of
instruction upto the primary standard, In 1985 the Government
o.f Tripura algo tock a simllar decision, The Govermnent of
Manipar expressed thelr resentoent on the decision of the
Government of Assam and x;aised‘ the objection to suffixing the
word *Manipur]’ after 'Bishmpriya', thereby giving the impres-
sion that the Bishmipriya represent fhe Manipuri, The contro=-
vergy has gone to the extent that the Government of Manipur,
and o also the people there now claim that the Bishnupriya
are not Menipuri, In a way there is a deep controversy on
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'what the Bishmipriya represent',

This controversy provided the ctue for the present
study,

The Bighmipriya situation offers a challenging
opportunity for anthropologists and other social scientists
Zor ethopgraphic end comparative study of an ethnic group
with the intention ¢o study its social history arxi dynanics
of ethnicity.. The presem: study 1g visualized as part of a
longer study of different nlstorical and cotrtemporary social,
economic ard other dimensions of this ethnic group spresd in
three states of India, namely, Agsam, Manipur, Tripura amnd
in Bangla Desh,

This study tries to focus attention on tm‘ quegtions
which emerge fron the above refered ccntroversj on suffixing
‘Hanipari' to the nsme of the Bishmpriya, The tw
questions are: (1) the social history of the Bishmpriya,
and (11) ethnography of the Bishmipriya rov inhabiting Cachar
district of Assem,

The present study has been conducted with some
practical and personal limitations, To begin with, there
vas the constrzint of resource, time and finence, This to a
fair extent restricted the scope of the present study. This
in no way wag, however allowed to tell on the quality of the
present work, Ethnographic field work for the present study
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was confined to two villages near Silchar tovn.

There was ampther constraint, apparently not within
the control of the Investigator. So far very little written
information is available on the Bishmpriyé. Much has been
to be done to recahstmct their history of’ origin (in Manipur)
ard their migration (to their prasent abodés in Assam,
Tripura, apd Bangla Desh). This was one of the reasons that
the present study is of a rather .exploratory, depending mainly
on ethno graphy and reconstruction/compilation of available
historical references. The main thrust o.f the pr.eslent study
ts 1s to compile sufficient ethnographic information on the
Bishmupriya. It is expected that this will help to outline
the social, cultural and historical contexts of *politics of
ethnicity' among the Bishmipriya. -

The controversy of identj.fy of the Bishnupriya
appeared to have two inter-related dimensions, The first one,
more immediate, that relating to the controvergy as observed'
in Cachar district, and fhe second one, emerging out of this,
that relating to the history and origin of the Bishmupriya,
The sequence of events wgs briefly as follows, The Bishmipriya
ixﬂ:m:m_,_ﬂvemw initially as an ethnic
group representing a digtinet - .. culture amd language, On
basls of this they demanded the recognition of their E”‘M‘?z
first with the \All India Radio, and later with the State
Government, as medium of instruction, Vith a sequence of



events both of these were recognized.

This official recognition, that one to the
'Bishmupriya Manipuri' led to a series of controversies, Each
of these were about the appmpriateness'of saffixing ‘Manipuri!
to the name Bishnupriya, specially those in Cachar, as this
gave the impression that the Bishmupriya represent the
Manipuri% In the face of it there was no such intention of
the Bishmupriya, that the project an image that they only
represent the Manipuri, In the heat of the controversy, the
main issue was lost, and as mentioned by Tombi Singh, *the . .
extreme orthodoxy of the Manipuris outside Manipur', precipi~
tated the issue on a totally new direction. Vhile on the one
hend the Bishmupriya claim their Menipuri origin, to the
extent that they claim to be the true Vaishnavites, and the
‘original inhabitants' of Manipur’, the Meitei on the other
hand contegt thj.s to the extent of accepting that the
Bishnupriya belong to Manipur, |

With the controversy born in Cachar going back in
hisfory of Manipur, and revolving round the question of
origin and distinct idenmtity of the Bishmipriya, it became
necegsary to define tw parts of the questions one, relating
' to the mointenance of distinct ethnic idemtity in Cachar, ami
two, relating to the social history of the Bishmupplya.
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The controversy relating to the identity of the
Bishnupriya as 'lManipuri' can be viewed from this perge
pﬁective. It will be interesting to note that the crisis
is dnly with the Bishmipriya living outside Manipur. The
Bishmupriya now x‘ésiding in Manipur have either to a great
extent merged, or subdued ‘their distinet identity viseawvis
the Meited identity.‘ Moreover, there does not apprently
exist any situation of '‘crisis of ethnic idenmtity' for the
Bishmpriya now in Manipar, as by the very fact. of their
hvmg in Hanig;r, they are 'Manipurit,

.One of the methodological questions in conducting
"bhe present study was to search an 'approsch' which will
help to answer questions like: emergence of ethnic identity,
their maintenéme, and the hightened form of expression of
such distinct identities, A survey of relevant lLiterature
helped us to locate the 'agtribute theory' by Barth and

the 'interaction process theory' by Pye ard Deutsch, both
relating to the question of' Memnee of distinct
ethnic-identity. On a survey of relevant literature on the
question of emergence of ethnic identiti_es it has been found
that social sclentists dealing with this question have
identified three possible reasons for the emergence of

sthiic identities. These possible reasons can be:
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(i) HManipulation of economic and political
resources, Accordi;ng to this explanation, it is inter-
preted that in a particﬁlar territory, at a particular
point of time, a social group (conmunity), with some dig-
tinctive identity characteristics, may attempt to manipu-
late the situation for its own economic and political

interests.

- (14) There are others who argue that the rise of
ethnicity tokes place in situations where social mobility
is difficult. They argue that the rise of tribal idemtities
in Irdia has been because the Himdu society does mt have any
provision for according social gtatus to the tribals, as a
result of which pricprdial collectivities have assumed
pronounced ethnic identities,

(1ii) There is a third category of explanation, This
interprets the rise of ethnic identities as the outcome of
'process of survival', The threat to 'sxirvival' for a
commanity arises when there is chahge in the context of the
liviﬁg of the community, This explanation defines change in
$erms of change consequent to rise of education, political |
awareness, technology, comminication, tard all that goes
along with these., The 'survival theory' considers the earlier
two explanatibns as 'too restricted', Perhaps they are. In-
fact we necd to examine each of the three, in combination and
with necessary modification,
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_ - The material in the present study has been
rresented through six chapters, one each on: Introduction
cf the subject, Conceptual Clarifications and Review of
Literature, a Historjcal Survey of questions relating to
identity of the Bishmipriya, Review of Indicators on basis
of historical analysis, ah Introduction of the Bishmipriya
in Cachar, and an Ethrographic Profile of these community
to locate their distinctiveness vis~s~vis the Meltei.

Besides Manipur, there are pockets of concentration
of Bishrmupriya in Cachar district of Agsam 1n Agartala and
arourd, and in parts of 3ylhet and Comilla districts of
Bangla Desh, It is interesting to mote that the contmveray
about the identity of the Bishmpriya amd their claim to use
the suffix *Manipuri' along with their name is something
which ig préminent outside Manipur, rather than in Manipur,
In this comnection it is also interesting to note that the
‘crizis of identity?, if we may call it, is onby with the
~ Bishmipriya who have settled in places atside Manipur, such
as in Cachar of Assam and in Tripura. | The Bishmipriya mow
residing in Manipur have elther to a great extent merged
their identity with the Meitel of Manipur, or have atleast
subdued their distinct identity vis-a=vis the Meitei, the

majority community coresiding with them, History explains

much about the controversy.
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_ In the present study we hagve tried to review the
available higtorical as well as mythological evidences
cited by the Bishmupriya or the Meited,

There is a chapter on 'The Bishmipriya Identity -
Higtorical Survey' dezling with this aspect of the
quegtion, It is rossible to 1dentify five different
vergions of '*the history'e A review of the history takes
our attention, for obvious reasons, to Manipur, the
original abode of the Bishruprigpa.

The Bishmpriys, on their part, meke twe claims
first, that they are the origmax inhabitants of Manipur,
and rot the Meitel, The Bishmpriya claim that 'Manipur
is an ancient Aryan lamd ruled by Indo-Aryan people for
several centuries, and that the Bishrupriya Manipuris are
the Irdo=Aryan people and the first cultured ruling race
of lManip ur, while the Meitel are the Mongplian people ard
the later immigrants to Manipur,®

The Meitei, the main inhabitants of Imphal valley, in
Manimur, are followers of ! Vaisl’mav' sect of Hinduism, The
second claim of the Bishmpriya relates to this, They
claim that, compared to the leitei, they are the 'original
and true Vaishnava'!, Reference to mythology and historical
evidences is cited by the Bishmupriya to impress their
“claim, It is interesting to note that both the lelited as
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well as the Bishmupriya trace their origin to Babrubahan,
The son of Chitrapgada by the :1Third pandava, Arjuna, of
the lMahsbharata episode,

Both the Bishnupriya as well as the Heitel trace
higtorical evidences to put their claim, The Melitel clainm
that the Bishmipriya are the descendents of low-caste
Bengall Hindu who were brought to Manipur during the 15th
century by one of the Meitei kings, The Bishmipriys
strongly contest this version.,

This version of history suggests attention to tvio
questions, One: is it possible that a gmall batch of low=-
caste Bengali imrxggr_ams who. settled in Manipur about five
cemturies could multiply to rumber as that of the
Bishrupriya today. This seems rather improbable, Two: the
question relsting to the spocial gtatus of the Bishmpriya in
Menipur, among the Meitel, In 1908, Hodson wrote an
elaborate mongraph on the Meitei, It is surprising that
there is no reference to Bighrupriya in this work, Thé
Bishmuppiya claim that much historical evidence which could
authenticate their claim has been lost, They cite a
pagsage in Assam Census Report of 1891 in which it is
mentioned that "as already stated the Sé€hedule of ilanipuri
Census were destroyed during the late rising and thus much
valuable information regarding the Manipuris and other - -
tribes of the state have been lost,!
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RelMe Nath, has produced a scholarly treatise on
the Background of Assamese Culture. In his opinion the
‘Bishrupriys ere the descendants of a batch of troopers
sent by the King of Kamrup, to ifanipur, on the request of
King Khongtekcha, jAccording to him, "this people {the
Biahrmpriya) mixing with the Khalachais developed a
.lang,uage of a mixed dialect separate from the language
prevalent in Manipur, and they were &esignatad by separate
‘pame "Bishnupsris' (as they settled in o place nomed as
| Bishrupur), Later fhése people pronounced their name eas

 *Bishmupriya'., Language distinction has indeed played a
.crucial role, as we have seen earlier.

In the present study we have tried to review the
avallable historical and mythologicel evidences cited by
the Bishmipriya as well as by the Melted,

There is the myth that the origin of the Bishmpriya
can be traced back to the days of Mahabharata, This is
cormmonly refered to as the *Babrubahanz legend', This
version of the origin of the Bishmupriya is strongly put
forvard by the vocal leaderé ampng the Bishmpriya;

! Babruhabana legerd® is fraught with severc defects
such ag there are reasons to doubt whether the presont
Manipur is that of the epic.
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According to Prof, Tombi 3ingh, the ileitel Scholar,
the Bishmipriya are formed from the illegitimate issues of
sone Meltei King, Such a view canmot be accepted becausge in
the world history there is no such records evidencing the

]

o .
evolution’a vast ethnic group from the 1llegitimate issues.

~

According to R.M. Nath'sg and E. Gaets' versions, the
Bishmpriya are the descendants of some Bengald Hindis, This
version may be taken for granted because culturally and
linguistically they have some similarities with the Bengali,
The Bishmupriya language is of Indo~Aryan group and :Ls' akui to
Bengali and Assamese, After examining the Bishmupriya
language, it is found that out of 30,000 wrde, 18,000 Bengali
words and 2,900 Meitei words are pressnt in Bishnupriya
languages

To understand the conflict in its true and objective
‘perspective, it will be worthwhile to examine at length the
observations of a respected Meitei scholar on the issue. To

quote from him extensively, we may examine the fbl.lowing:

Prof. Tombi Singh 1s a renowned Meitei scholar, and
according to one of his‘writings "Manipur and the Mainstream®,
published in 1975, he writes about "Menipuris Outside Manipur®,
"It iz reported that Government of Assam and Tripura are in the
apparemt grip of a clegim and a counterclaim put of by Manipuris

and Bishrmupriyas as to.whose language should be recognized by
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the Governments as the Manipuri., The problem is unique
and interesting, The fact of the situation, however, is
that Manipuri language, recognised as sach by the
Government of Manipur, Assam Board of Secondary .;énucation,
the Indian Universities and the Sahitya Academy, is only
one; In the absénce of any slightest sigﬁ of counter claim
in the mainland of Manipur which is the only competent end
rightful party to make a decision in the matter, the emer=
gence of reported counter claim in Assam and Tripura is both
abrormel arnd fanatic, In Manipur the problem is totally
noreexistent, The author has studied the problem in all its
asisccts with maximum sense of detachment and from purely
objective academic angle. The Bishmipriyas’claim the status
of Bonafide Manlipuris or their formation of section of
Manipuri population has t0 be examined with emphatic reference
1o their position in Manipur and the affinity of the language
and other ethnic factors. They have a dialect absolutely
strange to the Manipuri language im structure and original
character, It looks like more deformed Bengalli than
Manipuri, The proof of Bishmupriyas relation with Manigpur in
the recent past is, however, given by the vocabulary contenté
of the dialect, That 1s to say that the dialect cpntains
quite a large mumber of Manipuri vocabularies, The emergence
of this community in the context of the recent history of
Hanipur mist have been consequent upon the contacts between
the kings of Fanipur and the other communities, especially
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of the eastefn zone, ‘comprising Assam and Bengal,

It is possibléthat some kings might have brought
some of them and allowed to0 settle in Manipur. The ingstal-
ia‘bion of Bishm temple _fivé hundred years ago could be one
of such occasions, The story has it that the King Biyamba
was in frantic search of men' from across the western border
to help in the preparation of 'Kshir' (rice cooked in milk
with sugar and tasty ingredients) for the Bishm deilty,
received as present from the King of Siam, For the Vishm
‘ﬁemple and the delty these people might have been brought.

It appears that their mumber increased in Manipur even after
the king :had shifted his palace to the north=eastern part

of the valley., In the history of Manipar they aré not
mentioned anywhere as of any significance till the time of
Rajarshi Bhagyachandra who is reported to have married a maiden
of this community, thereby, leading to birth of his son who
later on became to be known ag Kalaraja, The Rajkumar
familites in Ningthoukhong trace their origin to Kalarjé.

In cdue course of time the commnity left Manipur in large
rumbers during the time of the main e\}acuation info Cachar,
Tripura ard Sylhet during the Manipur-Burmese wars, The
descendants of Kalaraja stuck on to the motherland along with
some of their relatives, They have nov been completely
absorbed in the Manipuri community leaving mo trace of any
distinction whatsoever, The population which left Manipur in
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the exodus towards the iest also included Manipari Muslims
and the comminity now knovn as the Bishmipriya, Thus one
can see big pockets of Manimri Muslims living in close
neighbourhood of Manipuri Hindus as members of the same
family in Cachar, Tripura and Sylhet, The Bishnupriyas
also got settl.e'd more or less in the nelghbourhood of the
Manipuris.” (Tombi Singh, 1975, 101).

The critical observations of Prof, Tombi Singh in
this contimiation demami close attentibn and due recogni~
tion, According to him, in contimétion "Till recently the
Bishmpriyas sincerely struggled to get into the mainsﬁream
of Manipuri culture and language, A total absorption of
this comminity into the Manipuri=fold would have been

possible gxcept for the extreme orthodoxy of the Manipuris

outside Manipur in this regard, The social process in
Manipur has worked in much more liberal and catholic outlook

than in Cachar and Tripura, The total absence of this
P roblem in Manipur, the mainland, is an eloquent explanz-

tion of this contention, Rightly or wrongly the prgcess of

absprption in the said areas was too slow in view of the

gnslaught of other socioe-economic factor in the states of

Assam and Tripura. " (Tombi Singh, op. cit., emphasis added),

Prof, Tombi, we find is extremely objective in hie
analysis when he addé, on the one hand that "W‘j;,hthe race for
seeking individual entity among different communities aml
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linguistic groups became the order of the day all over
India, it has its natural repercussions in Agsam and Tripura
too, The Bishnupriya fofgot all objective consideration and
acted with a gense of vengeance in claiming that they were
the bonafide Manipuris, It appears that they had to do this
to substantlate their claim for recognition of their dialect
as Manipuri, As to the attainment of this dialect as a
medium of education the author does not feel a need i‘or'any
elaborate discusgssion, The foregoing dliscussion automati-
cally poil down to the conclusion that this dialect must be
far from attaining the s_tatus of a language with all its
varaphernalia,®

Objectively, Prof, Tombl Singh, on the other hand
contimues to argue that "when, however, one stands detached
fron gentiments and false sense of préstige, a solution to
this problem should rot be difficult. Of all the people in
the cquntry, the Manipuris will be the happiest to see the
Bishnupriyas déalect developing into a rich medium of education,
But the growth of a dialect into a language has its own process
and ungvoidable ingredients which are fourd lacking in the case
of Bishmipriyas. After the recent controversy the bitterness
appears to have reached almost an acrimonious situation so far
as Cachar ami Tripura are ooncerned, Ibw the question 1s
whether the controversy has reached a point of mo return,
(Tombi Singh, op. cite)e |
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Prof, Tombi Singh, in a true nationalist spirit takes
an objective view as "he is mot pessimistic about the
possibility of an honourable solution of the problem, Such a
solution can be achieved honourably for both sides if the
following condition are fulfilled: (i) the Manipuris in the
said areas must create the same social climate as has been
prevalent in the mainland during the process of the said
absorption, (iij the Bishnupriyas have to search their own
hears and ascertain for themselves as to the content and
purpose of their claim as Manipuris, Do they intend to get
away from the mainstream of Manipuri culture aml language? ...
. They have to rationalize their claim by pushing up their
individuality as Bishmupriya only, if their intention is to
achieve complete segregation from the Manipuri community",

Prof, Tombi Singh concludes with the observations that
"The Bishmupriya have taken great pains to find out some basic
reasons in'support of their claim, Théy have also given sgme
political magnitude to the problem. The whole approach having
orginated from non-existent formila camrot land the people
into any possible solution in the near future. They could
easily establish a claim on merit rather than on series of
concocted histories and imaginary evidences. «.. The future of
the Manipuris either in Assam or in Tripura is closely linked
with the states of their domicile, While it is imperative that
they should have a god grounding in their own language and
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tradition, the extreme necessity of qualifying themselves
to tske up adequate assignments in respect of langiage as
well as other adjustments should mot be overlooked, The
minorities wherever they are, have to fold obligation

(i) realization of its individuality in the midst of the
onsléught of the minority commuinity, and (2) adjustment by
actual participabion, in thought and;actibn, in the main-
stream of the soclal, economic and political 1life of the
state in which it is," (Tombi Singh, op. cit.).

The Bishnupriya—Meiteif affair, on review of history,
reveals that it is one of identity contfoversx rather than
one of identity-crisis of the Bishmupriya. To emphasize‘tﬁe
point, the affair is not one of identity crisis, Field work
and an attempt to outline the ethmographic profile of the
Bishmupriya highlighted some interesting aspects of thé

controversy.

The controversy relating to the use of the suffix
'Manipuri' in a way precipitates the issue, Ve found that
this issue has originated outside Manipur, While providing
their individual arguments, the Bishmipriya as well as the
Meitel take it to the extent to controverting on the very
‘origin' of the Bishnupriya. The Bishnup;;ya on their part
claim their origin in Manipur, as the Meitei, and extend this
even farther by claiming that ‘they (i.e., the Bishmpriya)
are the original inhabitants of Manipur, and rot the Meitei',
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in other words, in terms of originality, the Bishnupriya
preceed the Meiteil, 1In support to this the Bishnupriya g
even a step ahead to claim that they are 'the true Vaishnava
follovers as compared to the Meitei', The question is not
to who is the true Vaishnavait, but one of who is the origie
nal Vaishnavait in Manipur, |

History in this respect is in a way rather clear,
Vaisimavism came to the valley of Maznipur around the eighiteenth
century, during the reign of King Garibnawaz (1709-1748 A.D,)
when Santidas Gosai a disciple of Chaitanya Mahaprabhu visited
the valley, History also has it, that prior to this "it is
possible that some kings have brought some of them (the
Bishmipriya) and allowed to settle in Manipur, The installa-
tion of Bigshmu temple five hundred years?gould be one of such
occasions, The story is that the King Kiyamba ( 1467-1508) was
in frantic search of men from across the western border to
help in preparation of 'kshir' (rice cooked in milk with
suggar and tasty ingredients) for the Vishmu deilty, received
as a present from the King of Siam, For the Vishm temple and
the deity these people (the Bishmupriya) might have been
brought (op. cit., Tombi Singh),

The Bishmpriya in Manipur are older than Vaishnavism,
This the Bishmpriya do nmot contest, rather using this aspect
of the history they claim to be 'the true Vaishnava compared
to the Meitei", In an ethnpgraphic study of -the Bishmpriya
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in Cachar, we find that like the Meitei, the Bishmupriya

also have only two castes, the Brahmin and the Vaishya. This
1s claimed to be as result of the impact of Vaishnavism on
the Meitel, as well as on the Bishmupriya, It 1is said that

Vaishnavism was a 'leveller',

A little closer look at the casgte systenm among the
Bishnupriya reveals a rather different situation. The Heltei
are divided into seven clans, while the Bishnupriya are
divided into nine clans. The clan names among the Bishtupriya
are similar to that of the &ther Hindu castes, while the clan
nanmes of the.Meitei_reflect contimiity from their animistic
past, the pre-Vaishnavait period,

A review énd comparison of the ethnographic and
historical traits of the Bishnupriya and the Meitel reveal
some interesting features, The starting point of discussion
is acceptance of the fact that the Bishmupriya community
comprises of people with origin outside Manipur, Ve have moted
the different explanations on this, forwarded by the two

controverting commuinities,

- According to Grierson the Bishnupriya language is of
Indo=Aryan group, while the Meitei language 1s of the
. Tibeto~Burman group., A survey of their pregent language
clearly establishes the distinction, A comparison of the two

languages as spoken in Cachar establish some very interesting
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fegture, The Bishrupriya language, we find 1s a mixture of
many languages, though the predominating rumber of words

are from Sanskrit origin, This perhaps was the basis on
which Grierson classified the Bishnupriya language as oneof
Indo=-Aryan group. An analysis of the words in Bishmupriya
language reveals fhat out of a comprehensive collection of
30, 000 wopds, nearly 18,000 are derivatives from Sanskrit,
the community has coingd aboﬁt 2000 of its own.wqrds, and
torroved about 3,500 words from Meitei, The language has
about 2,000 words of Perso=Arabic origin. _All this goes th
establish that the community had 'owned' a langiage of Indo-
Aryan origin, and in the course of its travel it had also
borroved many words of Perso~Arabic origin, This establishes
that it had in its history come under influence of Muslim
culture, It is a question of further investigation to find
whether this trait came to the community during its 'travel'
to Manipur, about 600 years ago, or at a much later time,
when the community had moved to Cachar amd settled there,
There, however, appears to be little doubt that'the comminity
had not migrated in to Map;pur in some historical time, and
much later, in its second phase of migration, travelled to its
present abode, in Cachar.

It is interesting to note that this travel, in two
phases, have brought an interesting pattern of change in the
social and cultural characterisitics of the community. These
characteristics have provided the basis for maintenance of
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distinét'identity of the commnity, We find that while the
Bishnupriya, van in-migrating Bengali community,! in the
process of changes in if's social and cultural characteris-
tics, has shown faster change in s fter cores of its |
culture amd social systems, the harder cores of culture have
‘snown slow rate of change, or resistance to change,

The structural aspects of the society, like clan
system, status of womén, and rules of marriage have been
rather resistant to change, softer cores of culture like
language, dress, dance, religious practices, have been
comparatively faster in accepting change. It is these outer
manifestations of culture which have reoriented themselves
with their changed cultural milieu, and thus there is a
tendency often to identify the Bishmipriya as one of the
sub-groups of the Meitei, A close look will, however,. reveal
that there is considerablé structural dj.fference between thé

Meitei and the Bishnupriya,

Another significant point relates to the aetiology
of the controverpgy relating to the identity of the Bishnmurpriya,
It is interesting to note that two traits, Janguage and dance,
music, form important markers on basis of which communities in
particular social context mobilize themselves to seek their
'distinct identiﬁy'. It has been a usual experience, at least
in India, that political situations, like election ard
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government, provide opportunities for mobilization and
hightened expressioh of distinct identity, In the case of
poly-cultural regions like mortheeast India, we find that the
All India Radlo has precipitated such situations, uniten-
tionally, This has been the experience with the Jaintia vige
a=vis the Khasi in Meghalaya and the Bishmupriya vis-a=vis
the Meitein in Assam, It 1s ifmteresting to note in both
these cases, there are more similarities as well as longer
history of 'one identity' than that of dis-similarities and
'conflict's The politics of 'distinct identity' in both the
cases had its aetiology with recognition of distinct ' folk
songs' by the All India Radio, The hightened form of
'discovery of distinct identity'! in the course of its develop~

ment assumes new lndicators to substantiate distinctiveness.

The present study has been only exploratory, for
obvious reasons of limitations of scope., The findings of this
study, however, provide stimulating challenges for anthropolo-
gists interested in study of culture transformation, and
socizal history.
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