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INTRODUCT ION

This is a study of the Bishmupriya., North-East
India is & multi-ethnic region, and the Bishmupriya is
one of the prominent groups of the region., lMembers of
this ethnic group prefer to be refered te 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 sub-
stantial and prominent concentration today.

In October, 1983, the Govermnment of Assam took
the decision to include the Bishmpriya Manipuri language
ag one of the mediums of instruction in the primary stage
of education in Cachar and Karimganj districts. In
February 1985, the Govermment of Tripura also took a
similar decision, i.e., to recognize Bishmpriys Manipuri
as one of the mediums of instruction at the primary level.
The decision of the Govermment of Assam to provide
recognition to Bishmpriya Manipuri language as medium of
thf:tian sparked off a severe controversy on the justi-
fication to recognize Bishmipriya as a 'Manipuri’
language., The Government of Manipur "expressed their
resentment on the decision of the Govermnment of Assam and
raised objection” that *"the Manipuri language is one and
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only language that has been accepted as state language of
Manipur from the time of Maharajas of Manipur. And there-
fore, there can be a language spoked by the Bishmupriyas

as 'Bishnupriya' language but there can m%mr be a
'Bishrupriya Manipuri language' ... The Bishmupriya

llaﬂ@xage iz not a constituent part of the Manipuri language,
‘as such, it can mot claim the use of the word "Manipuri® as
"Bishmapriya Manipuri language ..."% ’

‘ The CGovermment of Manipur objected to suffixing
the word "anipuri® after ”Eishmpriy&“ as, am@rding to
them the 'Bis&mpriya are mt %éanimria’ '

Again, i:&ae decision taken by the Govermment of
Assam o introduce Bishmupriya Menipurl Language at the
primary stage of Education as a medium of Instruction in
the districts of Cachar and Karimganj, was wamly welcomed
by the Bishmupriya ... 'It may be recalled at this stage
that Mr. G.4. Grierson in his Linguistic Survey of India
mentioned the mumber of Bishnupriya Manipuri speaking
population of 23,500 of whom there were 1000 speakers in
Fanipur and the remaining 22,500 sgpeakers in Cachar and
Sylhet (now in Bangladesh) as recorded in 1891. With due
regards to such a population of high cultural heritage the
Bangladesh Govermment have already recognised the
Bishmipriya Manipuri and provided broadcasting facilities



in this languasge at the Radio Bangladesh, Sylhet and have
taken up adequate measures for their material and cultural
development, The Government of Tripura also have
recognised the Bishrupriys Manipuri language, published a
Fortnightly Journal in this language and have taken up
other measures for implementation of intreoduction of the
lenguage and for safeguard of their other interests, It is,
therefore, clear that the aforesaid Govermments have always
been treating the Bishmupriyas as a major section of
Manipuris. ... From this point of view, etha opinion of
Government of Manipur may be considered gquite irrelevant
and the Government of Manipur can not, however, act as the
guardian of the Bishmupriys Manipari speaking population of
Assam and Trimra'*. '

This controversy provides the cue for the present
a't:ud_‘i"

The Bishmpriyé situation offers a challenging
opportunity for anthropologists and other social scientists
for ethnographic and comparative study of amn ethnic group
with the intention to 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 'Manipuri' to the name of the



Bishmpriya, The questions are: (i) the social history
of the Bishmuipriya, and ( ii) ethnography of the
Bishmupriya now inhabiting Cachar district of Assanm,

The focus on the social history of the Bishmupriya
is with the intention to trace the origin of distinctive
identity of the community, the Bishmupriya. There are two

~questions related with this: (a) the history of the origin
of the Bishmupriya HManipur as a distinct ethnic group, and
(b) the process associated with the contimuity and mainte=
nance of this identity. 1In relation to the first part of
this question we will have to take our attention to
Manipur, the original abode of the Bishnupriya.

The second part of the study is devoted to an
ethnographic study of the Bishmupriya in Cachar district
of Assam, 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 Assanm,

_ So far very little written information is available
on the Bishmapriya, Huch 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 ethmography and
reconstruction/compilation of available historical
references, The main thrust of the present study thus
is to compile sufficient ethnographic information on the
Bishmpriya, It is expected that this will help to
outline the social, cultural and historical contexts of
*politics of ethnicity' among the Bishmupriya,

In Chapter N 1 have tried to compile information
relating to'the people ( the Bishmupriya) and their land',

This contains discussion, the distribution of the

Bishmupriya, their demographic eharastariatié&» and
distribution, and their geographical distribution,

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

The Bishnupriya, on their part, make two claime:

First, that they are \tiw uriginal inhabitants of Manipur, 7

and not_the Pﬁeitei.> The Bishrupriya claim that “anipur

is an amiem: icient Aryan land ruled by Inde-iryan people for

several emturiea, and that the Bishnupriya are the Indo=-

Aryan people and the first cultured ruling race of Hanipur,
while the ﬁaitai are tm ﬁmgalmn pwgale azsi later

migrants ta Fianixmr”
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The Meitei, the main inhabitsnts 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', reference to mythology amd
historical evidences is cited by the Bishmupriyas to impress
their claim, It is interesting to note that both the
leitel as well as the Biahmg{_iya trace their origin to
Babrubshan, —the son of Chittrangada by the third Pamave,
Arjuna, of the Mahabharata episodes’. The question of the
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 present an exploratory overview of migration
of the Bishrupriya from Hanipur 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 foms -
dance and music,

G O
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w&amz that of the Meitel is of Tibeto-Burman group. The
Bishmupriya language masy have s number of Meitel words, but

it is nearer to the Bengali and Assamese language, with
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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 associated

with contimuity and maintenance of this identity,

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

Before we proceed to the substantive parts of
study of the Bishmipriys, it will be useful to meke a
concise but brief discussion on conceptual clarification
anl theoritical discussion., So, in the chapter iz, 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 Bishmupriya phenomena,

Chapter Yideals with the 'Ethrographic study of the
Bishmupriya in Assam', The main crux of the conflict
between the Bishmupriya and the Meiteli has been more heigh-
tened and pronounced outside Manipur, In temms of cultural
and social traits, the dividing line between these two
ethnic groups is rather very thin, The cultural and social



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

In the study sttempt has been made to identify
salient social and cultural characteristics af the .
Bishmupriya and how these have functioned to maintain
distinct identity. The study alseo cémpams the socio-
cultural traits of the Bishmipriya with the lMeitei on theA
one hand, and with the Bengali on the other, This has
been undertaken with the intention to outline the pattern
of culture~transfer and culture-accommodation as revealed
by the Bishmupriya in context of tw situations, (1)
historically, in the context of Manipur and ( ii) contempo=-
rary in the context of Cachar district of Assanm,

The point relating to method of study which needs
mention is sbout the source of data anl the method of dats
collection,

¥uch data of the present study is from secorndary
published material and interview of 'knowledgeable
Bishmupriya', Not much precise, and systematic information
. is available about this ethnic group. The more substantial
part of writing on this community is by public leaders and
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scholars from this community; suéh as ivﬁ.L. Choudhury® s
*Manipurer Itihas', D, Datta's 'Assamer Itihas',

Hek, Sinha's 'Manipurer Prachin Itihas’, L. Sinha's
‘Nanipuri RadlLeela', S. Sinha's 'Manipurer Itihas',

K.P. Sinha's *Prabaniha Mala', All of these are either
in Bengali or in Bishmupriya Manipuri language (Bengali
Seript), The Indian historian R.M, Nath's *The Background
of Assamese Culture' has produced useful book in Einglisﬁ' :
The writings in inglish are mostly in the form of 'Let
History and Facts Speak about Maniparis',

Data havealso been collected by intensive
ethnographic study of two Bishmupriya villages., In Cachar
diaﬁrict there are 16 villages which have a substantial
Bishmpriya population, Some of these are inhabited by
Bishmipriya only., I have classified these as 'Bishmupriya
villages' and "mixed villages'. For the present study we
have selected one 'Bishmupriya' and one 'mixed' village.
Ethnographic data on the sociO=-cultural and economic
aspects of life of the Bishnupriya has been obtained from
these villages. For the sake of comparison, some town
dwelling Bishmupriya, those from Silchar, were also inter-
viewed, I visited each house in 'Bishmupriya 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 Silchar town, a sample of
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50 households were selected out of 108 households. The
sample was further selected in such a way that it contained
the people from different economic categories,

The data on life cycle and anmual cycle were
collected by personal as well as group interview, In this
type of interview, the interview exercises no control,
provides no direction and has no brief or pre-determined
set of guestionsto ask. I merely engaged the interviewee
about his mt&mes and feelings.

s Fost of the wvillagers do not keep personsl .
&Wnﬁs of their feelings, modes, reactions, etc. to their
socigl 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 generations and identif$ - a large mumber
of collaterals by name., Through this method I kmew about
the marital relationships as well as their locstions.

: In the field I ziiréctiy observed whatever practica-
ble. I attended Bim;}riya festivals and marrisge ceremony
to observe their behaviour during these occasioms, It gave
me an opportunity to check on their narration and to note
discrepancies between narration and actual performance.
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In all cases, for accuracy I collected information
from several persons on the same toplc. I also collected
information from the above mentioned three places with a
view to amas—checkiﬁg, or for noting variations, if any, on
the same topic.

I must admit thaet 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 Bishmupriya
with whom I have been living from my childhood, from whom 1
received hospltality, frarkness and love.

As mentioned earlier, the present study is with a

linited purpose. It is towards part-=fulfilment of the

Ve Fhil course, It is the product of nearly six months of
field study during 1986 for a dissertation which is one of
the requirements besides written courses, for H.Fhil evalua= |
tion, The results of the present study have provided very
gtrong stimulus to accept the challenge to study “socisl
history" visea=vis dynamics of ethnicity.



