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The book is a study of the rise of
communalism in the north-eastern part
of our country—the part which const-|
tuted what one might call greater Assam |
before it was split into the several states |
of today. The book’s primary contention ‘
is that communalism is, by and large, a |
modern phenomenon; the ecological ‘J
rootedness of the original-so called |
“tribal” religions—of the people-while
these religions were still going concerns- |
not only instilled a deep sense of respect
and reverence for nature around them,
it also taught the people that religious
diversity .is not an aberration to be
obliterated, but is something natural and
necessary and, therefore, to be accepted
with the same sense of wonder that is
due to nature itself. With .the advent of
the “world” religions into the region—
“world” religions, because of their lack
- of ecological specificity or rootedness—
the scence changes _dramatically. The
doctrinaire, dogmatic aspects of these
religions, necessary as they are to their
identity, confines them to an exclusivist
circle which makes conflict and mutual
disrespect natural elements in their prac-v
tical inter—relationships. The, book con-
tends that as tribal religions are no
longer going concerns, and as “world”’
religions have, more or less effectively,
replaced them, the only creative way to
combat the inherent exclusivism of the
great organized religions lies in a deeper
appreciation of Gandhi-his ideas as well
. as his life.

The book is part of a larger project on
a civilizational approach to our history.
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Preface

In spite of rising cases of communal violence in our country,
in this century, it is surprising that barring statements along
party lines, there has hardly been any attempt at articulating
a genuinely civilizational approach to the problems
generated by it. Even where religion is made the major
shareholder in the blame and secularism is constantly talked
about as the saviour, there has been no discussion of its
role in (a) the clarification of the proper relationship
between religions; (b) our understanding of the *““truth” of
science and religion and (c) in defining the sphere of the
religious. As to (a) it will be generally agreed that there is a
profound unclarity about the correct grounds for this moral-
intellectual position. And to remove this unclarity I had to
raise the following questions. 1. What is it genuinely to
respect a religion especially if it is another’s religion? 2. Is
there such a thing—or can there be such a thing—as the
truth of religion in spite of the multiplicity of faiths? With
regard to (b) I have been bothered with the following
questions. Is religion unscientific, or perhaps non-scientific?
And if so, are there, therefore, two kinds of truth—religious
and scientific? Or is religion untrue and superstitious while
science alone is true? Or is it rather that truth is one and
that both religion and science are centred on it? (These
(uestions are important to ask for reasons which have to do
with the politician’s vision of the future of India. In chapter
IX, hence, I have attempted a discussion of Scientific Truth
and Religion). i

It seems to me that no other human phenomenon has
suffered the kind of systematic distortion at the hands of
academics and others, than the phenomenon of religion,
particularly tribal religion. I try and correct the wrong in
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the following pages and with reference to the Adis of the
north- eastern region, I try and show the role of their religion
in the articulation of their identity. It was while pondering
over (c) that I was able to understand the phenomenon of
what is called religious communalism. Religion delinked
from ecology and reduced to an other worldly theology
becomes communalised and consequently is an easy tool to
exploit. The process of proselytisation that goes on unabated
in our country encourages this delinking in great haste.
Hence I would plead for a. movement which will bring the
two, that is, religion and ecology together. Besides
overcoming the threat of communalism, this and this alone
could bring intelligibility to talk of identity, diversity as well
as unity. '

In this journey towards understanding the Indian reality
I have been assisted by my husband Mrinal Miri and my
very dear students from different parts of the North-East, I
acknowledge their help with love and affection. I wish also
to thank Dr S. Sharma of the Department of Geography of
North-Eastern Hill University for all his help in the
preparation of the manuscript, particularly his help ‘with
the maps. Financial assistance for the research came from
the Indian Council of Social Science Research. I am most
grateful to the organization for this help.

—<Sujata Miri



The three-fold offspring.of Prajapati, gods, men and
demons, dwelt with their father, Prajapati, as chaste students
of sacred knowledge. After they had stayed (with him for
some time) as students, the gods said: ‘Speak to us, Sir.’

To them he uttered this (one) syllable: ‘Da. Did you
understand?’

‘We did understand,’ they said. ‘What you said to us was
‘‘damyata, restrain yourselves’.’

‘Yes (om),” he said, ‘you did understand.” Then the men
said to him: ‘Speak to us, Sir.’

To them he uttered this (one) syllable: ‘Da. Did you
understand?’ ‘We did understand,” they said. ‘What you,
said to us was ‘‘datta, give’’.’

‘Yes’, he said, ‘you did understand’. ,

The demons said to him: ‘Speeak to us, Sir.’

To them he uttered this (one) syllable: ‘Da. Did you
understand?” ‘We did understand,’ they said. ‘What you
said to us was ‘‘dayadhvam, be compassionate.’

‘Yes,” he said, ‘you did understand.’

This is indeed what the divine voice, the thunder, echoes:
“Da-da-da: restrain yourselves, give, be compassionate.” This
three-fold lesson must be learnt: restraint, giving and
compassion.*

* Birhadaranyaka Upanishad, Book V from Hindu Scriptures trans. R.C.
Zaehner.
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CHAPTER I

Introduction

The rise of violent communalism in this country in recent
times—and its extreme proliferation into ever new areas of
man’s social existence—is a somewhat unprecedented
phenomenon, if we take the total history of the country
into account. In this work I confine myself primarily to
religious and, peripherally, to linguistic communalism. Religious
communalism, rightly seen as the gravest threat to the very
concept of a modern India, is frequently seen—
unsurprisingly perhaps, but nonetheless with a touching
naivety of perception of social reality—as a result of a
sharpened awareness of the differences between different
religions among their respective adherents. When the
awareness of religious difference was perhaps at its sharpest
in this country—when Buddhism and Jainism as distinct
religions were established, when Islam came and perhaps
forcible conversions took place—communal violences of the
kind that we witness today did not—I venture to
suggest—take place. A historical perspective 1s, therefore,
essential in understanding our present predicament.

But I am not a historian, and had therefore to teach
myself a little history for the purposes of the present work. I
chose Assam as the arena of my investigation for three
reasons: (a) I wanted the scope of the work to be limited so
that it remained within my grasp; (b) the civilizational history
of Assam is fascinating in itself and (c) contemporary Assam
has fallen prey to the same tensions and conflicts which are
stalking the rest of the country. I would like to make clear
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at the outset that I do not believe whether in the history of -
Assam or of anywhere else for that matter, that there was a
golden age of civilized life which was, as it were, the picture
of harmony and of moral and material fulfilment. Earlier
societies in Assam were not conflict free, at different times
in its history, different cultures came into active contact
with one another, leading sometimes to creative fusions of
cultures and sometimes to shaip conflicts. The important
point, however, is that conflicts, whenever they arose, were
almost always resolved in terms of a shared system of values
operating within a large enough normative framework. This,
of course, does not seem to happen any more. "

Most of the small societies have been pulverized and made
helpless by the onrush of alien elements into their
culture—and acculturation seems to be the only way left.
The situation may not appear to be as catastrophic as in the
case of the Tasmanian aborigines and the North American
Indians, but it certainly answers to Malinowski’s description
of a process—painful and occasionally traumatic—*‘of
reorganization on entirely new and specific lines”’—except
that the people themselves are not very often aware of these
“specific”” lines. Conflicts are no longer resolvable in terms
of the old values and agreed methods.

Interestingly, anthropologists, bureaucrats (unsurprisingly
perhaps), and even social reformers working through
voluntary organizations are very keen to minimize the
significance of this loss of tradition. The changes, they claim,
have brought about much good to these societies—think
only of the work of the Christian missionaries in the fields of
education and health, of the government’s own effort at
spreading education and of the various quite tangible
‘““developmental’”” works undertaken by the government. In
any case, modernization, so it is claimed, is inescapable for
any society; and this is bound to bring in its wake its special
pangs and traumas to the society whose old values cannot
any longer be the foundation of a fulfilled life.

This brings me to mention some of the key terms which
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form the framework of discourse in this work: civilization,
secularism, communalism and religion. The usual claim is
that civilization has undoubtedly made progress because
people have moved from their primitive circular prisons of
the cognitive, affective and the amoral to enlightenment
and secularism, however inadequate this move at the
moment may be; violence, of course, is there, but this might
also be a price one might have to pay for eventual fruits of
enlightenment. I have made an attempt to understand these
terms in the context of the region itself—which is my primary .
field of investigation. (In the investigator’s report (Chapter
VII), there is an interesting account of what a cross section
of ‘“laymen’’ think of religion secularism, culture and
civilization and of the ‘other’.) The problem, as I see it, lies
not only in our altered conception of what constitutes the
other, but, mainly, in a radical misconception of what is
religion. The inalienable links between a people’s God and
their land so clearly a part of all tribal religions (indeed of
many ‘‘non-iribal’’ religions too) are all but incompre-hensible
to the modern man who thinks of religion as man’s link
with the other world. )

In Chapter I, I try to say something about the idea of a
civilized life. My account is not scholarly, nor does it take
into consideration the theories of civilization propounded
by western thinkers. A peep into our own civilization tells
me that four great virtues—charity, sacrifice, restraint and
reverence for nature—were the organizing principles of this
civilization—whether we take Indian civilization at large or
that of its smaller communities. These organizing principles
have now been replaced by materialism, individualism (mani-
fested paradoxically in groupisms or one kind of another),
secularism and the fairly new notion of nationalism.

Chapter II deals with the history of Assam in a necessarily
summary form. In this I have relied mainly on the authority
of acknowledged historians, and my main purpose has been
to study some of the important conflicts that arose during
the course of this history. The next chapter takes me to
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problems which have arisen in more recent times in
Assam—problems connected with language and religion.
This brings me to the centre of the discourse on
communalism in our times and a critical appraisal of this
discourse particularly in the light of developments in Assam.

The relegation of religion to the sphere of the
transcedent, of the other world, seems to me to be one of
the gravest mistakes of our modern day understanding of
religion. The very identity of different communities was
inalienably linked with their ecologies and it is these links
that their religions articulated, symbolized and extolled. It
is this more than anything else that accounts for the
distinctiveness of each religion.

Chapters III and IV deal with the present situation—a
situation where all traditional organizing principles are in
disarray and proselytisations of various kinds are making
desperate and more or less unsuccessful attempts at
replacing these principles. The break with the past for many
communities seems now complete—but the past whether
in the life of an individual or that of a community does not
leave one alone: it haunts the community may be in its
dreams, in its everyday life, in its inarticulate despairs and
in its socalled abnormal, erratic behaviour.
~ Assam, much reduced in size, flooded annually by the
waters of its great rivers and with regular periodicity by
“immigrants’’ from the immediate west, has now to
articulate for itself a new identity, a new allegiance, The old
fusions of culture and values seem now strange and remote.
In the agony of the emptiness within, anything can now
become an issue, be it language or village borders. The
emptiness is obviously the result of deprivation—but
deprivation of a much deeper kind than simply economic
deprivation—it is as though their inner, real being were
under a grave threat.

This threat—articulated as it is in very many different
ways—is, to my mind, linked profoundly to the people’s
alienation from their own land—the land which in
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multifarious ways defined the horizons of a meaningful
human life for them. The passage from “h_oly”——”holy"’ in
the deepest ecological sense—land to the holy books of the
proselytiser has brought in its wake confusions and tensions
which were never a part of the emotional life of the people.
I'his work sees the present predicament of Assam—and
indeed of much of the rest of country—as the loss of the
centre of its old civilization—the centre defined by its
ccological rootedness. This rootedness which gave people
the strength to be truly generous and the ability to recognize
the similar rootedness of others, has now given way to
exclusivisms defined primarily in political and economic
terms although they might wear disguises of various kinds.
T'he non-exclusivist ideologies such as democratic liberalism,
the so-called world religions seem in curious ways only to
promote and cement the new exclusivisms. One of the aims
of this work is to try and understand this curious
phenomenon. ,

The alienation of traditional religion from its ecological
centre seems irreparably complete. It does not any longer
scem possible to understand the wonderful diversity of
human life in terms of religion; nor does religion seem any
longer to provide the ground for a deep sympathy for the
other and the different. Well, perhaps not altogether. For,
the Gandhian discourse of religion in our own times, is a
powerful attempt at restoring to religion its traditional
capacities. It is to a consideration of this discourse that I
turn in the following chapter.



