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‘ A study
On the Socio-cultural Background

of the Rabhas

1.00 INTRODUCTION : |
The Rabha is a distinct community of

North-East India. According to Sri Rajen

Rabha, the word ‘Rabha’ is derived from the

word ‘Raba’. In the Rabha language ‘Raba’
rhe‘dns to bring. There is a folk tale among

the Rabhas that the ‘Risi Bai' (God) brought -

them from 'Rongkorahg‘ (heaven) to the earth.
So, they are infroduced as Rabhas.
According to L. Cornel Wadel, the
Rabhas are a clan of the Bodo Kacharis. They
are Hinduised. Sir G.A. Grierson also says that
the Rabha is the Hindu name of the Kacharis?.
Qn the otherhand, some Anthropologists
want to say that the Rabha is the sub-clan of
the Garos. Major playfair, Friend Perreira efc.
give this opinion. Thus way, it becomes a con-
troversial view either the Rabha belongs to
the Kacharis or the Garos. It is observed that,
there are some physical and cultural relations
among the Rabhas, the Bodos,}the _Goros or
any other fribes of North-East lpdia. Because
they all belong to the same family. All the

# Lalit Chandra Rabha
Lecturer, Deptt. of Assamese

tribes of North-East India, e.g. the Bodos, the
Garos, the Rabhas, the Misings, the Dimasas,
the Deories efc. belong to the great Mangaloid
family. So that, there are some relations
among them. But they are all seperate eth-
nic groups. According to M.M. Brahma, "In
respect of religion the Rabhas are but little
difference from the Bodos. They have no
Brahmin for their religious performance®.
They have seperate language, culture and
Literature which are differences from the’
Bodo-Kacharis or any other iribes of Assam.
E.A. gait also say that the Rabhas are'in real-
ity a distinct tribe.
2.00 SPATIAL DISTRIBUTION : ,
The Rabhas live in different places of
North-East India. Specially they live in the
South Bank of the river Brahmaputra {dhapa
daral of the district of Kamrup and Goalpara
of Assam. They also live in the district of Garo
hills of Meghalaya. Moreover, a major part
of the Rabhas live in West Bengal also. Some

of the Rabha peoples live in the district of
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Nalbari, Nagaon, Sibsagar, Lakhimpur etc. of
Assam.
3.00 SOCIETY OF THE RABHAS :
CLANS AND SUB-CLANS
3.01. The Rabhas are divided into some
groups, e.g. Rangdani, Maitari, Dahuri, Pati,
Cungga, Bitalia and Totla. Dr. S.N. Goswami in-
dicates the name Dahuri as Dohari®. It may
be a printing errors. Actually, it is Dahuri. In
the census of Assam in 1911. Friend perreira
wrote the name ‘Dahuria’ instead of Dohari,
“The Rabhas have been divided in the follow-
ing setting groups. (1} Rangdania, (2) Pati,
(3] Maitariya, (4) Koch, (5) Dahuriya, {6) Bitalya,
{7) Songa®. In the Rabha Language, Dahuri
means a long stick used for drive away the
wild birds and animals. So, it is said that the
group, who drived away the birds and ani-
mals from the kitchen room during the
BAIKHO festival is introduced as Dahuri. Some
bodies want to tell some other groups like
Modahi, Koch etc. with other groups¢. On the
otherhand some scholars introduced the
Koches as a clan of the Rabhas’. But the
kshatriya koch Rajbangshi and the kochcha
Rabha are not the same caste though there
are some similarity between the two ethnic

groups. According to Dr. D.N. Majumdar,
"Some times the. Rabhas and Koches claim a
common Ibenmy. This is very much true about
the kochcha seéction of the Rabhas, who were
probably originally Koch but somehow or
other they have become associated with the
Rabhas. This assumption is supplemented by
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the fact that most of Kochcha Rabha clans
were similar to the Wanang Koch clons
where as the clans of other sections of the
Rabhas have very little similarity with the clans
in any of the Koch sections. Another fact which
is worth mentioning here is that these com-
munities are so akin to each other in mate-
rial culture and in respect of other aspects of
society also, that sometimes individuals and
sometimes even groups are formally adopted
from one group to the other. However, be-
cause of the confusion about identity among
these comunities we can not assume that
they are of the same origin. Each of thesé
comunities has distinct language and culturé:
which however, are converging becausé of
the common factor of hinduization®. Accord-
ing to M.l Borah, "The Rabhas are akin f0 d
branch of the kuch tribe known as Pani kuch
who are thinly scattered over all the parts of
Assam and the lower parts of Bhutan®.

3.02 The group system of the Rabhas
are formed due to labour division. In ancient
times, when they began to celebrate their
national festival’ BAIKHO, they divided the
works among them for smooth function. In
the Rabha language,'Rang' means rocks. S¢.
the peoples who usually carried the rocks for
the festival BAIKHO were introduced @S
'Rangdani’. ‘Mai' means rice. The peoples
who prepared rice were introduced s
"Maitari’. The peoples, who carried the leaves
of banana tree fo use as a dish were intro-

duced as "Pati. The peoples who drived away
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the hens, pigs efc. from the kitchen room
were introduced as 'Dahuri’. The peoples who
supplied' ‘choko' (wine prepared from rice)
were infroduced as ‘Madahi'. The peoples,
who killed the animals and birds for-use in
the festivals were introduced as:‘Hana’ and
who supplied these animals ond blrds were
introduced as ‘Totla'.

3.03. Each-group of the Robhus are di-
vided into some materineal descent groups.
According to Dr. D.N. Mazumdar, “The
Rangdani, the Maitari and the Dahuri have a
common set of unilateral, exogameous,
matrilineal descent groups which are known
as Banai, and which will be henceforth
reffered 1o as clans............ All Rabha clans
belong to certain groups which are known
as Huri, Each Huri comprised two or more
clans"®,

There are many ‘Barai' or *"Huchung’

.omong the Rabhas. The Barai or Huchung of .

the Rangdani and Maitori groups of the

Rabhas are (1) Phenong/churchung, (2} Chira
(cheran) / Chrenga / Nibra, (3} Radung /
Nalong / Khanda, (4) Rankha / Mata /
Darmang / Rankhoduk / Meyak, (5} Kengtong
/Doren, (6) Pan Pam / Pamanang / Pamphlak
/ Rungdung, {7) Bantho / Majou / Chongdam
/ Chanduk, (8) Rangdek / Chamanang,

{9) Mejenga / Zuro, {10} Baida / Chondu,

(1) Bakchok / Lem / Tarang (12) Rungdung
(13) Tara / Hadu / Bagu, {14) Hakachanang /
Hakacham, (15) Hato, '(16) Gaynang/
Chamanang, (17) Nalong / Akchi, (18) Rabang,
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(19) Haro / Hatok (Hato), (20) Nukcher /
Rangduk, (21} Santak and (22) Dayang /
gaching / champlak "

3.04. There are twelve 'Barai’ or Mahari
among the Pati Rabhas, They.dre (1) Ching,
(2) chinal, (3) Nangdo, {4] Nafa, (5) Dia,
(6) Dagam, (7) Kachu, {8) Daru (9 Patho,
(10} Rangrang (11) Nangbang, and
(12) Dobakhol.2. On the otherhand, accord-
ing to Harimohan Sarkar- the Baro Mahari

.

(twelve Mahari) of the Pafi Rabhas are

(I chung, (i chinal, (Il Nado, (IV} Nafa (V) Dia
(Vi) Dakam, (Vi) Kachu, (Vi Daru (IX) Phathou;
(X) Rangrang, {Xl) Magar, and (Xlll Nagbia, ®

3.05. The Barais of the kochcha Rabhas
are_ (I} Kama (ll} Chapar () Kencham

+V) Nakhra V) Charo, (Vi) Rangag il Dalfa,

Vil Mauii 1X) Chano, (X) Naugin etc..*
3.06. The societies of the Rabhas are
between the Patriarchal and'the matriarchal
system. The Rabhas are matriarchal because
of their respect of their Huchug or Barai.
According to the customs of the Rabhas a
baby should take his mothers barai or Huchug
(title). On the otherhand the peoples of the
Rabhas generally follow the patriachal rule
of residence and the sons inherit the proper-
ties of their fathers though they take their Barai

or Huchung from their mothers. In this way,

the socio-cultural system of the Rabhas shows
a matri-patri cultural complex.
4.00. FOOD SYSTEM.

The food system of the Rabhas are very
simple. Their chief food is rice. They gener-
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ally eat various kinds of fish, flesh or animals,
crabs, snails, eggs and various types of veg-

efables. Dried fish and flesh are most popu- -

lar among the Rabhas. Generally major parts
of the Rabhas are cultivators and they culti-
vate various kinds of rice and vegetables.
Brinjal, Tomato, Potato, Pumpkin, bean, La-
dy's finger efc. are popular among the
Rabhas. They also eat various kinds of fruits
e.g. mango, jack fruits, oranges, banana efc.
In ancient times they use 'khar' (a kind of

alkali prepared from the dried banana tree)
instead of mustard oil. Eating of battle nut are
popular among the Rabha peoples. They con-

sider.it as a sign of respect. So, they offer

battle-nut to the guests. They use battle nut
in the social and religious festival also. They
eat flesh of various animals, e.g. pig, goat,
hen, duck, pigeon efc. Guests are generally
entertained with the flesh of chickens, pi-
geons or hens. On the otherhand, pigs and
goats are presurved for special occasion of
sacrifice or festival. The Rabhas drink a kind
of rice-made wine which are known as

choko. It is used in social and religious festi-
val also. '

5.00 RELIGION

The Religion system of the Rabhas is
different from any other tribes of Assam. They
have no brahmins (priests) for the religious
performances. In the Rabha language, the
Gods or Goddesses dre called BAI, Accord-
ing 1o the Rabhas, the RISHI BA| isthe Supreme

God. He lives in kongkorang (heaven|. The
another chief Goddess of the Rabhas is ‘
BAIKHO or KHUKSL. It is worshiped in the

month of BAIKHO (May). They worship this
Goddess for the welfare of the villagers. Some
of the Gods or Goddesses which are
worshiped by the Rabha people are Langd

|

!
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bai, Barmani, Ghor goshai, Pawra Deo efc. |

The idea of the Langa bai Is derived from the
Hindu Religion. The word Langa is derived
from the sanskrit word ‘Nagna’. Nagna
means nacked. It is told that the God walks
nackedly.. So the God is called Longa bai. He

is worshiped in the from of a piece of stone:. -

The Rabhas worship another Goddess.
which is called Ghor goshani (The Goddess
of the house). She is worshiped in the maif
house of the family. According fo the Rabhd
peoples, Ghor goshani was a wife of Langd
bai (Shiva) But one day, Ganga and Durgd:
another two wives of Langa (shiva) snaiched
away Langa bai from her. In that moment,

~ Shiva told her-

“Panch putre khaba puza kheti pathare: |
Tai Gharani puza khabi gharar bhitare.

[Your five son will be worshiped -“in the field

and you will be worshiped in the house)
From that day, the ghar gashani is worshiped
in the house of every Rabha family.

The Pati Rabhas of the South Kamrup .

and the South Goalpara District of Assam

- worshiped Goddess named ‘Barmani’. The

word ‘Barmani' is derived from the sanskrit
word ‘Brahmani', The worshiping festival of
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the Barmani is known MARE PUJA. In ancient
times, this Goddess is worshiped for long
seven days. But now-a-days it is solved in
three or one days. The worship which is
solved in long days are called BHAR MARE,
the worship which is ‘done in one day and

. night is called PHUL MARE and the worship

which is solved in a day is called EK BELIA
MARE or ZAGAR DIA MARE.

The Barmani is another form of
Manasa Devi of the Hindu Religion. In this
occasion, MAZU is placed in the Mare ghar
(Temple of the Barmani Devi). The artist who
prepared the Mazu from a soft free is called
a MALEA. There are tree types of Mazu e.g.

Damaru Mazu, Kamani Mazu and Pat Mazu. -

Some times, a small and round Mazu is
hanged up instead of a big Mazv. It is called
Tepari or petari. The Rabhas believe that the
Barmani stayS in the Mazu during the
worshiping period.

" The priest of the MARE PUJA is called
DEORI. The word DEOR! is derived from the
sanskrit word. Devagrihi. MARE SONG and
OJAPALI and DEODHANI dance are essential
parts of the Mare puja. The subject matter of

‘the Mare song is the tale of Manasa Devi. In:

the middle of the tale of the song, specially
at night, some other songs are also sung,
which is called 'Zhuna geef".

The Ojapali dance is performed with the
song of the Manasa Devi. Oiabqli {s consists
with a Oja I< Sanskrit Upadhyaya) and some
pali. Oja starts the song and the Pali recite
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the song and dance. The Ojapali performed -
many dance. Digha, Pathali, Dui Pakia, Tini
Pakia, Sakhai Berani, Oja burani, Thela, Dali
bhanga, Ghora khatani, Saguna, Neul,
Chalani saraka, Tengal Machara ete. are
among them. .

' DEODHANI is another dance which is
performed in the MARE PUJA.  Bamun-
Bamunir nritya, Rabha nritya, Kachari nritya,
Garo nritya, Gashani nritya, Ldngodeo nritya,
Kacha Khaiti nritya, Chandi nritya, Ghateswari
nritya, Rana Chand:ir nritya,Parowa Devir
nritya etc. are the additional dance of the
Deodhani. Deodhani dance is performed by
awoman. The word Deodhgniis derived from
the Sanskrit word' Devadhvani'.

The Rabhas believe in some evil spirit
also. Some of the evil spirits are Tikkar, Daini,
Bira, Jhakua, Boima,"Budubc, Kamahachi,
Khichum, Bihuli, Singgra, Kuber, Jakhini,
Huduma, Laykos, Khusami, Maira, Lambang,
Memang etc. They worship this evil spirits to
protect themselves. They have physicians
also to drive away the evil spirits. The Rabha -
physicians drive away the evil spirits by
MANTRAS. They also use leaves of wild trees,
roots of wild trees, grass etc. as medicine.
6.00 MARRIAGE SYSTEM

The Rabhas have their own marriage
system. The marriage systems of the Rabhas
are very simple. Generally, a boy is to marry
his maternal uncles daughter. According o
the social customes of the Rabhas, all the
members of the same Barai or Huchug are

L L.
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kitch ond kins and all members of the other
Barai or Huchug are distinct marriagable kins.
So, one can never mary a girls belong to the
same barai. There are some marriage sys-
tems among the Rabhas. Some of these are-

6.01. Bhari Chingkai or marriage by
begging bride : In this system the bride are
begged from the groom. If the bride or the
parents of the bride agree with the proposal
of the groom, then the marriage is performed
in the house of the groom.

6.02 Nak Dhangkai or marriage by in-
trusion : The national festival of the Rabhas is

~ BAIKHO. In this festival, the young boys and

girls attract each other. If any girl love a young
boy, then she goes fo the house of the boy,
After that, the marriage is performed accord-
ing to the social customs.

6.03. Jangai Dhankai or marriage by
catching the groom : This system is equal to
the 'chapania’ system of the Assamese
Hindu. This marriage is performed in-the
house of the bride instead of the house of
the groom. After the marriage, the bride lives
in the housg of the groom.

6.04. Widow marriage : Generally,
widow can marry the younger brother of the
former husband. But she cannot marry the

elder brother of the former husband.

According to the customs of the Rabhas
one husband can marry serveral wives at
the same fime, but one wife cannot marry
with several men at the same time. From this
view, the system of the family of the Rabhas
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is Polygamous. .
The costs of the marriage of the Rabhas
is very high. The marriage continues for three
days. In the marriage, parties with rice, wine:
flesh of pigs, hens and goats are offered 10 |,
the society. | !
7.00 PLACE OF WOMAN N
The place of woman in the Rabha socl- ‘
ety is very high. The Rabha women aré f
equally active with men in all respect. They .
do both the indoor and outdoor works. 50 ;
their cultural contribution fo the Rabha sock ;
ely is very high. They spin and weave the
beautiful clothes. The Rabha girl, who are not
expert in weaving and cooking are negleded ,
by the society. They are not selected for mar- .
riage by the youths. Besides doing these ‘
works, Rabha girls collect the wild vegeiable:"" .
fruits and fuels from forest. They toek part I J-
any works of the society. In this way. 'hf"
women are essential part of the Rabha s |
ety. o
8.00 FOLK SONG, DANCE AND MU~
SICAL INSTRUMENTS i
The Rabhas are very rich in folk song: |
dance and musical instruments. There aré '
so many folk songs among them that the .
dales, the banks of the rivers and the fields |
are sank by the songs sung by the Rabhd ;
people when they work in the field. The folk {
songs of the Rabhas can be divided into ¢ *
following groups. :
8.01 SONGS OF THE FESTIVALS : There 0 |

many songs among the Rabhas which aré

e
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associated with the festivals. Song of the
Baikho festival, song of the Mare Puja song
of the Pharkanti or funeral ceremony, sutaran
or song of the Langa Puja etc. are the songs
of the festivals.

8.02. SONGS OF THE EVERYDAY LIFE : Tamak
bai or Tamakai (nursery rhyme), Bang Bang
or the song of the shephered boys.
Bahurangee or Bagezari Bair geet and many
other songs are included in this group.

8.03. BALLADS : Song of Randan-Chandan,
song of Nalua-Chalua-Gandhashree, song of
Dadan king, Song of Marukshetri, song of
limani, song of seven sisters efc. are included
in the ballads.

8.04 There are many folk dance among
the Rabhas. Baikho trakkai or the dance of
the Baikho festival, dance of the Hasong puia.
dance of the Mare puja Bagezaree dance,
Hanaghora dance, pawra dance etc. are
Among them. On the otherhand, the Rabhas
have a dance which is performed in the fu-
Neral ceremony for the rest of the soul of the
dead person. The Rabhas call it PHARKANT!
dance.

8.05. The Rabhas use some special
Musical instryments when they sing the folk
S0ng. They use a kinds of flute to produce
Mournful melodies. This kind of flute is called
KARar, It is 7/8 inches long and made from
the Nal bamboo (a kind of wild bamboo). It
has two hole, one for entrance the wind and

Snother for pass out the mournful sounds. -

Most probably, It is the Rabha tribes who can
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claim for this type of wonderful flute. The
'Singa’, which are made from the horn of the
buffalo are used as the previous signals for
hunting and fishing. They use a special mu-
sical instruments which is called 'Daidi'. Some
of other musical instruments of the Rabhas
are Dhak, Badung Duppa, Turulia flute etc.
9.00 LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE

The Rabha Language belongs to the
family of the Sino-Tibetan Languages.®. it de-
velops through the Bodo section of the Tibeto-
Burman group of this family of Languages.
Most of the languages of this family is tonal.
But the Rabha Language is not tonal. Its origi-
nal tone has lost. The Rabha Language has
not its own script. The Assamese script is
used in this Language.

The Rabha language is rich in folk lit-
erature. They have many folk songs and folk
tales. Some of the folk songs are mentioned
above. Some of the folk tales are tale of Dodan
king, tale of the dance of Pharkanti, tale of
Marukshetri, tale of Kara Badungduppa-
kham, tale of Dyumkuchi, tale of Basundar
and Tashrayraju, tale of Tashrayraju and
Nalang, tale of Khope-Nese, tale of Nalug-
Chalua-gandhashree, tale of Kumbaichung
efc.

Though the Rabha language is rich in
folk literature, but it is in the primary stage in
the modern literature. In 1909 AD g book
named ‘Jisuni nemkai markani saikai katha'
was published by the ‘British and foreign Bi-
ble society' This book was translated by






