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5. A. H. Mazumder, Bhakti-Sufi Movement in Mediavel Barak Valley : A Seminar Paper
presented at National Seminar, Srihatta Sammilani, Delhi, 1992.
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The religious beliefs of the hill tribes of this frontier is the extraordinary uniformity
of principle which underlies them all, and which they share in common not
only each other and with the north Turanian tribes, but also with the Dravidians
of Southern India. There can be greater mistake than to assume that each
tribe has its own individual beliefs, differing widely from those of others and
circumscribed by the narrow tribal limits. The facts are quite the reverse, and
the religion of these tribes-- Shamanism, Animism, Nat worship, or whatever
name may be applied to it --is everywhere practically the same. There are
differences, it is true, but they are differences of practice or detail rather than
of fundamental principles,and are far less important than those which divide
the Saktas from the Vaishnavas, or Unitarians from the members of the
Salvation Army. ...

The Animist population of Assam is 969,765, or17.70 percent of the
total number of inhabitants... The largest portion of NAT worshippers is in
North Lushai and the Naga Hills, where it amounts to over 95 percent. of the
total population. The Khasi and Jaintia Hills (present Meghalaya) follow closely
with with 93 percent. Next come North Cachar, where the conversion of
Kacharies to Hinduism has brought the number of Animistics down to 56
percent. In the plains districts, the proportion is highest in Nowgong, also
considerable in Darrang, Goalpara, and Kamrup. In the other districts the
numbers are very small... the spread of education and the influence of Hinduism
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1S y_early reducing the number of persons who still cling to the superstitions of
their forefathers, and it seems prabable that in time demon worship as a form
of religion will disappear from the province.’
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of Hindu myth, legend and cults.™
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future are known by the greater number of Kachins and are used by them ; some
have recource sometimes to Shan or Chinese sorcereres or to some rare Kachins
instructed by the former, who seperate days of the tiger, the leopard, the elephant, the
horse, etc.

Then the new-born shall be powerful, if he is born on the day of the tiger or the
leopard ; great, on the day of the elephant ; fat, on the day of the buffalo : shall alwayﬁ.
get to eat without working on the days of the dog, the cat, the rat, the har; : shall never

have his fill, on the days of the horse, the fowl, the pig, etc. : shall have a numeraus
posterity, on the day of the goat, etc,”™ ) :
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1.e, men with power of turning themselves into tigers; and (2) the belief in the existence
of a village inhabited only by women. Tiger-men are well known, and I have the
pleasure of the acquaintance of one. This gentleman is a Sema chief of a small village
in I.hr: Tizu valley. He himself disclaims the power, but that he has it is implicitely
bc‘llcx'cd h__\' t!‘w whole of the Sema and Angami tribes. A whole village of tiger-men is
said to exist in the far north-east. It is in this direction,too, that there lies the happy
village peopled entirely by women. The population of this village is kept up by its
Inhabitants being visited by traders from the surrounding tribes.””
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T SR o TR i g | Campbell 29— “Whilst examining some magisterial
cases, [ observed a crowd approaching with two women in front, guarded by three or
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themselves into tigers, and killed and carried off his son. ... to my surprise both women
acknowledged that they had killed his son, and had power to transform themselves
into tigers. Determined to undeceive the people as to the extraordinary belief, I told
the women that I will release them on condition of their transforming themselves into
tigers in my presence, which, to the horror of all,they agreed to do if taken to a
neighbouring jungle. This I ordered to be done; when, seeing no mode of escape, they
threw themselves on the ground, imploring mercy and pardon, and confessing the
imposture. They stated that they were poor, and lived by imposing on the credulity of
the villagers, who supplied them with food and clothing whenever they those to demand
it, in order to secure themselves and cattle from their depredations in the form of a
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A close study of the Syncretic-cult

o Rt in Sylhet and in Barak Valle i i
Karimgan; district) would reveal tl / ) (especiauie

ARy ' 1at Muslim pirs, earned a niche in the folk-
pantheon, venerated by Hindus and Muslims alike. have revolutionised the agro-

econlom}- of the time (14th-16th century AD). Badsa, Baghai, Manik pir, Sona
Gaif.l and such others who have proved to be a cementing factor for the diverse
society, have provided necessary spiritual force to the people to encounter the
onslaughts of nature. Sujit Choudhury in his work on the subject has left a
mcarlungful suggestion in this regard. It is, however, his conjecture that the folk
godlings in Bengal (Badsa in Barak Valley) have brought the vast track of land
under cultivation in between 14th to the 16th century in this part of N. E. Region.
[A foot note (No. 5) in the present author's article, “From Subanga to Bikrampur
: A study of Social Formation and Political Transition in North-Eastern part of
Cachar plains in South Assam - 661 - 1736”, NEIHA Proceedings, 17th Session,
1997, Shillong]
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“Gardens of Adonis are cultivated by the Hindoos with the intension aparently of
ensuring the fertility both of the earth and of the mankind.”™
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Sujit Choudhury traversed from folklore to literature, social-science to prose

narratives...the notable feature of his writings is that in most of them his historian-
entity is prominently manifested. If we start with folklore study, it is indeed the making

of the historian.
(Historians and Historiography of Northeast India, Ed. B. Bhattacharjee, Institute

of Northeast India Studies, Kolkata 2012).
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With a view to developing a ‘better understanding of the people and society’
Choudhury travelled extensively in the rural Barak valley and collected data on folk
religious rites and rituals, along with different lore or tell-tale connected with such
rituals and with the help of these he undertook a serious project to have a glimpse of
the early historical social structure eccompassing a geographical area covering the
entire Surma-Barak or Sylhet-Cachar region. This is the first time that the folklore of
Sylhet-Cachar have been studied in the same line that the western social anthropologist
James Frazer had followed. Choudhury combined with Frazers’ method the perceptions
of D.D Kosambi. (p. 262)
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Choudhury found a common pattern in all these legends i.e., the transformation
of animal figures into deities, which, according to him, suggest the migration,
acculturation and admixture of different ethnic groups prior to the era of documentary
history. (Historians and Historiography of Northeast India, p. 267)
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