Chapter - 1

I‘ntrOduction

An outline of the problem of study

This is an ethnographic explorative study of the Molsoms, a little- known
tribe in Tripura, a small state in the North East of India. An attempt has
been made here to draw an account 6f the society and culture of'theAtribe A
through an extensive fieldwork conducted in the eighties in nine Molsom
settlements, of which five were in South Tripdra district and the remaining
** four in North Tripura district. A first hand -observation of the economic
éctivities, social organilsation and cultural life of the Molsoms helps dispel
many of the established and superficial notions about the community. The
study underscores the fact that the Molsoms con’sﬁtute a distinctivé
community with an identity distinct from similaf other tribal cdmmunities

Iike the Kukis and Halams. This is, in no sense, a study of the static social -
| énd cultural features of the Molsoms; instead, it has set out the social and

cultural features in the light of the changing realities and contexts.

No tribal community can afford to live in isolaiion from the other tribal and
non-tribal communities. The tribal and non-tribal communities live side by |
side in close interaction as they participate in the process of r'hodern state
buildi'ng. In the economic, social-cultural, and political fields these
communities cannot but interact with each “other at both group and
individual levels. This inter-community interaction, which has been always
growing in ‘intensity and sphere, is creatiﬁg a social space where these‘_
communities can share each other’s cultural symbols and change.. It is not
always the question of mutual sharing of each others symbols, but

sometimes it becomes an interaction of the ‘dominant’ and ‘subordinate’



cultural forrns where the earlier prevails over the latter. The ‘subordinate’ is
left with no other choice but to accept the ‘dominant so_cial and,cultural :

~forms since the latter possesses larger control over power and resources. -

AThe existing mode -of control of the forces of producthn and power andthe
prevailing democratlc.arrangements ﬂr‘nay not facilitate the desired forward
movement of the tribal communities. The resultantvsense of relative
deprivatlon and backwardness may influence their pattern of interaction .'
-with other communlties, especially with their dominant communities. It may
_ also_af»fect: their partlcivpation'- in the democratic political' processes. The
tribal communities rhay‘ look at the developmental packages offered to
them by the government and the cultural packages offered by the dominant
communltles wrth a great deal of susplclon In such a situation the tribal
communities develop a shell encircling thelr socio-cultural life and take all
efforts to make it |mmune to external forces of change Whatever may be
the case, these external and internal factors help understand the
dynamlsrn in the social and cultural life of the Molsoms.- It is generally - |
'’ observed that the triba_l—non-tribal interaction creates an opportunity for a- |
| mutual exchange ~of culture traits, but such an exchange can take place
only upto a point. The outside culture can penetrate into the tribal life only
|n certain. spheres because the tribals take specual care in retalnlng their

core cultural forms which they have developed over generations.

»Whlle going through the llterature available on the tribes of Tri‘pura and
' :Whlch has been wrltten mostly by the non-tribal scholars | have realised '
that the anthropologlcal ‘tradition of first hand collectlon of data through .
prolonged fleldwork by learning the language ' or ‘dialects these -
commumtles speak, and by earnlng their confldence has not been given

its due |mportance As a result the studies appear to be fur removed from

- the everyday life of the tribal communities. In conducting the present study e

-1 have made a sincere effort in drawing a true ethnographic account ofthe =

socual and cultural life of the Molsoms



In the literature and in general understanding there are misconceptions
about the status of the Molsoms. This prompted me to take up the task of
preparing a narrative of how the Molsoms emerged as adis'tinCt tribal
community and how they’earned a distinct identity ‘of their own. An.
analysrs of the folk-tales and the available stories and literature has helped
“mein this mission.

An interesting s‘hift is fast taking place in the economic life of the Molsoms.
A traditionally Jjhumia tribe, the Molsoms, have been fast adapting to the
changing realities. They are making some significant adaptive -chan‘ges |n
their cultivation-practices where they are continuing with jhum cultivation
and in most cases_ they have abandoned jhum cultivation and taken to
settled cultivation. The shift from Jjhum to settled cultivation does not have
consequence on their economic life alone but it has fur reaching -

consequences on the social life and on the cultural practices. Besides

- exploring these areas it would be interesting to see the difficulties they

'face while trylng to respond to the challenges of market economy and the

occupational diversification they experience in the process

An intensive study of the house types, food habits and dress pattern_'s',,
constitute an important part of an ‘ethnographic"'account of ,a'trioal
community. The: ecological setting, the economic condition, access to
_technology and resources tradition and the c'o'mmunity’s exposure to
'outS|de world aII this together condition the house-types food habits and
‘dress patterns Any anthropologlst commg from outS|de would be

. Vlmpressed to study these aspects of material culture of the Molsoms. In-

studying these a's‘_p’ect_s with great interest |1 was also keen to look into their . °

. logic structure timb_edded in their matertal practices.

Many tribal communities are there in Tripura as well as in other parts of the o

country whose life and culture have not been studied, although the

government agencies have undertaken many developmental programmes - . .

for them. Since the first five year plan, after independence, many



' programmes have been taken -up for developing the economic condition of

'~ the tribal pe‘dple. ln‘Tripura too a wide range of _development programmes -

~have been initiated by the government agencies for the "deVelopment of the -

\Molsoms along with. other tribes. The general understanding is that the

“benefits of these programmes are swallowed in the middle of the way and

~ ado not reach the target groups. One of the objectives of the present work

o has been to make -an assessment of the tribal development programmes
undertaken |n the area of my study ' i '

‘Since their emergence as a community, the Molsoms,; like all other tribe's',. '
had the problem of order. Over the ages and generations these'
communities have -developed_ their own method'_to resolve the inter-
: personal quarrels "'and inter-group disputes re'lating to sex behaviour land
' management and so on Every tribal community therefore has its own
: 'authority structure and a set of norms customs and mode of punlshment .

" attached-to it. The tribal authority structure h_as developed independent of

the tribal kingdoms ' But the rules regulations and 'institutions require .

- adjustments with the changing socral economic and political contexts g

- With the introduction of the democratic processes and the Panchayati Raj
in particular the . tribal communities living in remote places now get the

. ‘opportunity to actively partrcrpate in the larger political processes As a

consequence it may. be- possrble that many of the functions of the tribal

: panchayats have. been taken over by the Panchayati Raj mstrtutron Apart _
from drawrng an account of the traditional panchayat, its constitution and
| functions I have tried to see how the traditional tribal panchayat copes .
with the challenges thrown out by the Panchayati Raj mstrtutron and what'

: ,adaptive changes it makes in the process.

_ ;5An important com'ponent of an ethnographic account has to be the study of

lsocral organisation or the socral structure, i.e., the way the community is -

ﬁl.constituted wrth |ts major groups and institutions. In order to have an idea

"of the socral organisation of the Molsoms | have studied their “family in

terms of:: its structure ‘and functions, the kinship" structure Aand .the5 } y



functronrng of the kinship networks, a study of the genealogy, the clans,
and the marrrage practices.

The unique"and unknown areas of tribal religion have always drawn the
' attentidn of the anthropclogists. Although the Molsoms mcstly‘claim to be
Hindu, if asked about their religion, and they are recorded as’lHindu inthe
dfficial documents one has to examine the nature of their religious beliefs .‘

', and practrces in order to understand what kind of Hinduism they practlce

A drscussron of the unrque features of the religious practices of the -

' Molsoms erI reveal whether these can be Iocated in-between Hinduism
and animism. |

An important part of the present work has been the study of the rites de
passage and the elements of social control involved thereupon It has

been fascinating for me to go through the varrous srgnrfrcant ceremonres .

that the Molsoms perform with all seriousness and integrity at various ’ o

,»stages of their life, i.e., at the time of birth, in childhood, attainment of
puberty, at marnage and till the time of death.

" Man has never been satisfied with a situation which ensures only survival;' |
" he ‘has “always Icoked for a good living, a better 'Iiving. Amidst
imcoverishment and daily struggle for survival all tr'ibal communities have
found time to build up a strong colourful culture of musrc dance and
- games. They practrce aII these wrth a sense of coIIectrve sohdanty and
'collectrve partrcrpatron and they have programmes for the people across
all age-groups It is but naturat that their economic life, their moments of |
sorrow and happrness will be reflected |n these cultural forms and the
| ~'Molsoms will have ~some degree of resemblance with other. tribal 5
‘c_ommunrtres in these cultural practrces. | have tried to look into some of
~ these areas whtle studying the music, dance forms and games of the
"Mo_lscms. s |



The economic and cultural activities of a communlty are closely
interconnected. Hence, to implement any new scheme or to fr_a'me any ;
| scheme for developing the tribal communities, it is of great value to have
' knowledge about the life and culture of the smaller unknown communltles
concerned. Besides Tnpura other states of North Eastern Indla and some
other parts of Indla have been facing disturbances S0 far ltscommunal
harmony and ethnic relation is concerned. And among other things, the
lack of knoWledg_e in the, c_leasion, makers about the soclofcultur_al life of a
community is one of the'major reason for the problem ‘Without a proper -
knowledge about the life and culture of the tribal or other communltles the ,'

members of the domlnant commlty will fail to develop a. relatlonshlp of’_

mutual trust and harmony with these communities, Wthh is an essence for'

the development of Indian nationhood.

In Tripura, broadly, there are two groups of people, the tribals and the non- -

tribals who. constitute the total population of the state. The non-tribals -

constitute about 69 percent of the total population and mainly reside in the .~

‘plain lands which constitute about 40 percent of total areas'of the state. . .

‘The tribal population constitute about 31 percent of the total state

population and malnly reside in the h|ll areas which constitute about 60

'-percent of the total areas of the state. The relation between the tnbals L

~and the non-tnbals of the state had generally been fnendly and cordial. A

V'.'close |nteract|on was prevalllng between the people of two these broad

o groups. Before it merged with the Indian Unlon on 15" October 1949,

Trlpura as - belng ruled by the tnbal klngs The most of the non tribal -
subjects belonged to the Bengali llngwstlc group and practlced Hmdunsm.
-vor Islam. So far as the record goes the demographlo conflguratlon of the_ '
tribal.and the non-tribal subjects had the same in the first part of the. 20"“

century In the Census of 1901 the percentages of the tribals and the non- e

tribals were 52.82 and 47.18 respectively. But the rate of increase of the “

non-tribal subje_cts was hlgher. Thus as early‘ as in 1931 the, non-tribals

(became the majority in the state, and this happened when the tribal kings = - -
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~were . at the helm of affairs in the state. As per 1931 Census, the
percentage of the non-tribal subjects was 50.31 and that of the tribals. was |
49 69 But at that t|me “this - demographlc change did not strain the =
»relatlonshlp between the two groups of people In fact, such an increase |n;
.the demography of the non-tribal subjects had no detrlmental effect on the
economy of the state. The trlbals too were not affected much since the
non—trlbal subjects mostly preferred the plarn areas for thelr settlement
' whereas the tribal subjects dld not know the utlllty of those stretches of -
‘land for agrlcultural purpose since they had been practlcmg shlftlng

'cultlvatlon on the slopes of the hill at that trme But later, havrng adopted .
~the methods of settled cultlvatlon the tnbals gradually started utilising the "‘
plaln lands. The productwrty of the plam land cultivation is hlgher than thatj'-
of land extensnve shlftlng cultivation, and -as aresult, a good number of the
tribal subjects took to settled cultlvatlon. In course of time, most of the - |
plain land, a large part of which remalned fallow earller came under' '.
| cultlvatlon The increased land -man ratio in the h|lls the resultant paucrty '

'_of jhum_1and and cut down in jhum-cycle also made the tribals

'dlsmterested in shlftlng cultivation. It was a major problem to rehabllltate o

,the tnbals who adopted the teohnlque of settled cultlvatlon on the plaln
| land because the land in the plains had already been captured by, the non- - o
: tribals and those tribals who adopted the technique: of plaln land cultlvatnon -

. even before 1_9_47. Unless we keep this historical reality in mlnd.we would" e
- not be able to understand the present tribal-nontribal conflict in the state in
‘a proper Ilght An understanding of the life and culture of the Molsoms;

. would also: help understand the. shaping of ethn|c sentlment in the tribal

- mind.

The present ethnographlc account of the Molsoms of Trlpura has been ;e

- arranged in the follownng sections:

1. Land and people 'of Tripura; the Molsoms of Tripura; the origin of the = ‘
tribe | and its demographic profile. .
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. _ 2 Settlerhertt_ pattern, house types and food habits of the MoISOms.
/3. The Sconomic Itfe of the Molsoms.
' 4 The social organisation of the Molsoms.

5. The authority structure.

6. The rites of passage and social control

7 The religious life | |

8. Musio, Dance end Games among the Mol,soms.

,' l;Eachv of  these. sectiohs will constitute a chapter. Bestoes portrayihg’ a -

'descriptive account‘ of what | have seen in my ‘first'hand observation on

' vanous aspects of the society and culture of the Molsoms ] have trred to .

" put across the possible interpretation of what | have seen and trled to _1‘

" place in an analytlcal frame, the changes the Molsoms are expenencmg in

all these areas.

A brief review of literattlré

fln'the existing IiterétUre' no in-depth study. on the Iife and culture of the
"Molsoms is ‘available. However, some studies are there on the Irfe and’

: fculture of some other trlbes of Trlpura and the tribes of other North Eastern

f’ States of Indla from which we can have some idea of the socuo-cultural o

B ‘ ':economlc and polrtlcal -aspects of the life of these people
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AThe book by J. Shakespear titled The Lusai Kuki ,Clans (1912) deals_with
various aspects. of the life and culturé of the Lushais and Kukis. In six
chapters the author' provides valuable‘ information on the habitats -
‘appearance and - physical characteristics, hlstory, afﬂnltres dress and_
”ornaments artlfacts economy, domestic life, laws and customs rellglon' |
folklore, language of these tribal group This provide us one of the

classncal ethnographlc account of the tribal hfe in the region.

) Kallprasanna Sen edlted Rajmala (1926) (in Bengall) is one of the most
- useful and oft quoted document on the hlstory of the Trlpura krngs and their
. subjects Orlglnal Rajmala was written by Sri Kallprasanna Sen in 1458. He
was patronrsed by the King Dharmamanlkya |n this  task. Subsequent :
additions have been publrshed updating the orrglnal Rajmala Some doubt |

have been raised by the scholars like Suniti Kumar Chattarjee and D C

Sarkar ‘about the: hlstorlcal value of the documents produced in Rajma/a SO

' However descrlptlon of. some of the tribal communltres of the Trlpura is

-avaﬂable in the document

l‘he | book Udaipur Bibarani (in Bnegali) | by Dutta (1930)' gives some
valuable information about Udaipur, the then capital of Tripura. It provides
. uS the important fact that the first Bengali immijgration from »Britlsh |ndia'
took place in that part under the direct- patronage of the Tripura kings. The ,
early batch of Bengali immigrants'who were adept in settled cultivation, 'or

~__belonged to some art|san castes like the barber, washerman and so on,

S 5_'were given settlement in leapur Joshpur, Rangamatn and . some otherﬂ g

~* nearby villages..

Deb Burman s Census B/boran/ (1933) (in Bengalr) malnly glves an anaIysnsf o
’ of the |nformat|on taken from the 1931 Census of the state of Tripura. Some
rmportant matters like demography of different tribes, statistical lnformatlon""

on the religion language etc. are available in the ‘book which are of vital‘-

|mportance for understandlng the demographlc profile of the state at that .~ L

‘ “time.
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In Economic Problems of the Jhumias of Tripura (1969) J.B. Ganguly vgives ’
an economic profile of the Jjhum cultivating tribes of Tripura. The book
mainly deals with the traditional agricultural . methods ‘namely' ,shiftingf
. cultivation of the tribals of Tripura. In this study, Dr. Gangulyanalyse'd the
economic a_spects of. the Tripura tribals highlighting the relation between the‘

production and the consumption pattern of the tribals. -

- B.P Misra's study on the Socio-economic Adjustments of the Tribals - case . * -

study of Tn',oUra Jhumias (1976), conducted mainly on the socio-economic
adjustment of the Tnpura tribals in the settlement colonies of the Tribal
' Welfare Department of the Government of Trlpura discusses the problems_ )
 the tribal communltres in the state were facing while trying to adjust with the :
reqwrements of settled cultlvatlon The book also g|ves information on the

life and culture of some Trlpura tribes.

S.M.Dubey edited book North East India : A 'Solciological StUdy t197_8)-

contains 33 articles . which are 'presented in three sections, namely, Social .

~ Structure, - Stratification and Change, Political Development and -

Modernization, ‘and Socmloglcal Aspects of Economic Development Alongv
‘,.-Wlth 33 artlcles on vanous aspects of tribals and non-tribals of the North East

Indla, a gl|mpse of the hlstory of the studies conducted by various scholars is

available in- the editor’s article titled “North East India A Socrologlcal'
; Perspectlve” The article of J.B. Ganguly entitied “Problems And Prospects Of . |
Economic Development Of Trlpura gives some valuable |nformat|on on theg o

toplc

Saigol's book Tnpura -- Its Hlston/ and Culture (1978) provides - mformatnon Lo |

| '»'about the royal hlstory of Tripura kings and the cultural hentage of the royal 1-. ) |

- palace and also gives an account of the condition of the tribal subjects. The )
book - gives some case studies‘related to the culture and economic status
- of the Tripura tribes. The book based on the personal experlence of the'*

author who worked as a hlgh official under the Tripura Government
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Bhattacharjee, in study of the Jamatias of Tripura (1983), traces down the
origin of the Jamatias, and provides valuable information about their relation
with the kings of Tripura, their religious practices, chieftainship, economy,
settlement patterns etc. According to the study the Jamatias were one of the
Kokborak speaking tribes that had served in the army of the successive
kings of Tripura. In another study (1983 ) Bhattacharjee has collected
information on the Kolois - a Kokborak speaking tribe of Tripura. The Kolois
have been classified as a sub-groups of the Halams. The latter is of a Kuki-
chin linguistic origin. The Kolois are not listed as a scheduled tribes in
Tripura. However they get the government facilities equally with the other
scheduled tribes of the state since they are considered as a sub-group of

the Halams.

Bose, in his book titled Glimps of Tribal Life in North-East India (1980), has
dealt with some tribes of Assam (of early thirties). The volume gives an
analysis of the dual organisation in Assam, cross-cousin marriage, levirate,
tri-clan and marriage classes in Assam, the nokram system of the Garos
and the laws of inheritance found among the Garos. The book also gives an
analysis of the geo-political background of the North East India and the
descent system prevailing among the Dimasas. Though the title of the book
is Glimpse of Tribal Life ih North East India, the study is limited only on
some tribes of Assam.

Chaudhury , in his book The Khasi Canvas (1983) gives a social and
cultural account of the Khasis living in some of the states of the North East.
The Khasis constitute one of the scheduled tribes in Tripura. They are
mainly concentrated in Meghalay state of North East India and are well
known for their matriarchal pattern of society. Chaudhury, in his book, has
given an in-depth information and analysis of the Khasi matriliny, their
traditional religion, indigenous games, economy, social customs,
ceremonies etc. Among the tribes of North East India, the technology of iron
smelting could be found only among the Khasis, the book informs.
Besides, the indigenous methods of irrigation on hill tops developed by the
L:'bt;:y )
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Khasis have been narrated in the book. The book titled The Tnbes of
Tripura, by Deb Burman (1983) gives some primary information on nineteen
scheduled tribes of the Tripura. The book mainly deals with the sub-groups
of and the interrelationships between these scheduled tribes. In the chapter
on the Halams the Mulsums (Molsoms) are included as one of the sub-
groups of the Halams. It seems that the author is not prepared to accept the

Molsoms as a distinct tribe.

Deb and Lahiri wrote a book on Lusai Custom and Ceremonies in 1982,
This book deals with the customs and ceremonies of the Lushais of
Mizoram. Social organisations of the Lushais, their religious practices,
traditional political organisations etc. have been discussed in the book. The
Lushais are also found in Tripura and are considered as one of the
scheduled tribes of the state. Though, there is no reference , in the book, to
the Lushais of Tripura, yet we find some information about the life and

culture of the Lushais who are also known as the Mizos.

Dutta, in his book Trpurar Lushai Kukider Etikatha (in Bengali), (1983)
portrays the interrelationship that historically developed among the Lushais,
the Kukis, the Tripura kings and the British rulers. This book also gives an
account of the battle that took place between the kings of Tripura, the
British rulers and.the Kukis in 1777 o .

Gan Chaudhury, in his book The Riangs of Tripura (1983), gives some
information regarding the environment, ecological and natural status of the
state along with the socio-cultural and politico-religious aspect of the

Riangs.

Sailo’s book The Bongcher (1995) is one of the recent books on the culture
and history of the Bongcher tribe of Tripura. The study gives information
about the origin, migratory roots, religion, traditional self government, folk-
tales and some other aspects of the Boncher tribe of Tripura. The

Bongchers , as the study reveals, belong to the Kuki-chin linguistic origin.



| They mlgrated to Trlpura from the Lilichamphai area of present Mlzoram

-~ Their mlgratory roots as per the study, have got some srmllarltres with that

- of the Molsoms of Trrpura L

SB. Saha s Socro-economlc Survey of the Noatia Tnbes (1986) gives
-lnformatlon about, the culture and economy of the Noatla - a Kokborak
_speaking tnbe of. the Trlpura. According to the study, the Noatias have
similar cdltu’ral and social practices with.that of the Tripuris. They are, in
fact, a part of the -group of the tribes Wthh have newly assmlated into the

‘ Trlpur| communltles of the state

Tribes ‘Of North—East India, a collection of twenty One essays _edited by S
Sengupta (1994) covers the btological and.,cdltural,' aspeCts. of some tribes -
of North East India. The book opens'with an article with a brief description
on some trrbal groups of each of the North Eastern states. "While giving-

| descrrptlon on the Trlpura trrbes Kar, in hlS article “The Tribes of North- _
East India : An OverweW’ has observed that of the varlous tribes and -

_clans (of Trrpura tribes) only the Durlongs who came from eastern Burma
some three centurres ago V|a the Mlzoram Hills. and now confined to‘,"
'Kallashahar, claim to be lndrgenous to Tripura. But our_experrences do not
conftrm‘ this observation' The Darlongs in Tri‘pura 'are‘ nottreated as a

o separate tnbe so far as the off cial records are concerned They, however, L

- .are consrdered as a sectlon of the Kuk|s in Trlpura Their name, in fact, is )
not mcluded in the llst of the scheduled tnbes in Tripura although they get
the facnhtles meant for the scheduled tribes since they are treated as one. -}
of the sub"groups of the Kukis. The old Darlongs use the term Kuk| after
the surname (| e Darlong Kukl)

According to some official documents pubhshed by the state |
govern'rnent (M'enon 1975. 150, Deb  Burman. 1983 8; Dutta 1980
1, 58 ) the Halams are in fact a part of the Kukls_who were in constant
conflict with the ruling princelylfamily of Tripura. One section._of this
tribe _surrehdered themselves to the princely famity, who incidentally
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beldnged to the dominant Tripuri tribe. That section of the Kukis later
came to be known as Halams. These - documents, however, do not

provide any information as to when this had happened.

Rémaprasad Dutta’s A‘book ( 1980 ) giVes an account of -the battles
between the Kukis on the one hand and the prihcely family and the British
on the other; - which occurred around the year 1777 -( ibid:11 ). Hence

we can presume that the Halams came to be known as a separate tribe

during this périod.

1t is not clear as to what is the eiact number of éub-tribes of the Halams.
The Tripura District Gazetteer (Menon 1975) notes that the Halams had
t;/velvé vsub-groups which later split into sixfeen. However,'in'another
goverhment_ publiéation (Deb Burman 1983) it is .mentioned that the
Halams have seventeen sub-groups. In both the boqks the Molsoms are
,‘,include‘d‘v as a su'b-group. The above information reveal how little is

actually known about the Halams or about the Molsoms.

- Fieldwork

Since no comprehensive study was availablé on the Molsoms | had to
depend almost exclusively on the primary data collected through an
intensive fieldwork At first | did a survey on the location of the Molsom
villages. Inquiries were made at various Block offices, Tribal welfare
 offices and with some knowledgeable pérsons to locate these villages. |
also inquired with the Molsoms of one village as to where the other
Molsom c;ould be found and what would be the possible .popul'ation

composition of those villages. After compiling the data which | collected
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from the government sources and from the Molsoms | found that’ most
of the Molsom villages. were srtuated in different parts of the South_, :
Trrpura and North Tripura (present Dhalar drstrlct) drstrrcts with larger |
concentration in the former district. There were roughly forty Molsom .
villages detected in the state and 1 vrsrted eighteen of them to frnal‘lyv :
select nine villages for the purpose of an intensive study " | did this on the -
basis of the geographrcal location and populatlon concentratron of the
villages. Of these nrne vrIIages five were situated in interior hill areas and - -

four were closer to some small townshrps.. ‘

At first, . in November 1983 , I went to a_fewof the market places where L

the weekly markets locally known as haat, were held . I felt that this was

safer because people from different vrllages would gather in these haafs. - -

I made contact with some Molsoms who had come to these haats and L

spoke to them about my proposed study Most of these people showed_; o

~interest in my study and they invited me to stay in ‘their v1llages These
people were generallyvery hospitable. They even assured that no harm - -
‘would be done to me. Thrs should cordratly despele the fact was. thatI

| had no prevrous acquarntance with them and | met them "in the haats . for .' o

the flrst time. The srmpllcrty and warmth that the Molsoms had shown to
me at the first meetrng gave me a lot of “confi dence in undertakrng the : ,
freldwork It may be mentioned here that vvhlle.selectlng the villages | -j"if' -
had - been advised by the officials of the Tripura Police department not to
visit some of the villages in the interior areas because of the rrsks "
“involved. At the time of my fi eldwork the rural areas of Tripura were
disturbed as a result of the ongoing ext_remlst movement by a tribal .
organisation. But | did not always pay hee__d to their advice and
fortunately |did not have to face any problem from the extremists in *
'particular.’ All | had told the people whom | met in the haats was that | - .
wanted to‘ write a book on their life and culture and they offered me') all 3
cooperation. | even had selected three’ trduble prone villages for my

study.
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I went to Raipasa Molsom Bari in the first part of 1984. | stayed there
for ten days to get some pnmary mformatlon on their life and culture and K
~at the same time to build up some -sort of rapport with the villagers. ;‘ -
During that period | was reS|d|ng~ in a townshlp called Ambasa which is
situated about seven kilometers away from Raipasa. | was unable to get
accommodation at Raipasa then. | used to viSit -the 'village=in the_’ .
morning and return in the afternoon. Initially, | had ‘absolutely no idea-
about the life- and culture of the Molsoms. ‘So 'If?used this opportunity";
to familiarise myself with their life style. -1 - was aISQ able to make an
arrangement for my stay in the village for fleldwork in the next phase
Unfortunately, when | planned to return to the VIIIage for my intensive -
study, a riot occurred in the vilage and its surroundmgs Some
criminals from the non-tribal population around thrs VIIIage attacked the
trlbals to take revenge for an earlier attack on some Bengahs in Ambasa
by some members of the TNV (Tripura Natlonal Volunteers) The Ieader
of the_TNV, Mr. Bijoy. Hrankhol,- incidentally was from a wllage close to v
Raipasa. The main victims of that riot were the . Molsoms. Raipasa |
Molsom Bari was a deserted village as all its' inhabitants fled to the interior
forests for safety. . Their houses had been squandered -and many were
burnt A few Molsoms. were kllled Under that crrcumstances | decided
not to cover the Ralpasa Molsom Bari for the collectlon of quantltatlve‘_
data. [ then made a pllot survey of some neighboring Molsomuvulages’ ‘
and decided to cover Patabiri Molsom Bari, Dhanchera :VMoIso'm ~Bari:
 and Shibbari. After selecting three other Molsom V|IIages | came back to.
' Udalpur sub-dnvrsnon of South Tripura dlstnct to begln an mtensnve study
there. | left Ambasa for the time being. because the S|tuat|on in Molsom
villages at Ambasa was strll tense as the memory of the ternble riot was
still hauntlng the vnllagres However the cwcumstances became normal -
_ when | came back to Ambasa after conducting studles on the V|Ilages of -

South Trlpura
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In South Tripura, | started rhy study from Kalabon Molsom Bari, a villége'
situated near Tulamura bézéf of Udaipur sub-division which was consisted
of forty-two households . At that time | was residing at Udaipur and
was \)isiting the village every morning and returning in the evening. At
first | began my study by haVing conversations with the elders about - _
their life, customs, norms and ceremonies. Th'ese people were véry |
enthusiastic in telling me whatever | wanted to know. In this regard it
should be mentioned here that the little knowledge and experience which
| gathered from Raipasa regarding their life and culture helpéd me in
establishing rapport with the people.of Kalabon Molsom Bari rather easily.
The Molsoms in this village were especially excited that | was going to
write a book about them. After a week, | was able to'~make an
arrangement for my stay in the village. | then was also able to collect
information in @ more friendly and homely atmosphere. Soon | found that
the village people started to refer to me as Itihas Babuy, that is, a ;person
who writes history. [, of course, took care to check whatever | was told
were facts and not exaggerations. It was possible that since they were
conscious of the purpose of my visit, they would give ‘a different
picture of their activities. Therefore | cross-checked everything | was told
with othérs in -the village and also in other villages to ﬁna out »how
reliable my information was. | was able to establish a better rapport with
the youths because of rhy interest in music. | learnt some of their songs
which | used to sing to them. This made me more friendly with them. They
were especially impressed at the fact that an outsider and a 'ndn-MoIsom
could sing their songs. | also par‘ticipéted in their activities by tryihg to
dance with them in their ceremonies. In this way | was able to get closer

to them and soon a close bond of friendship grew_With many of them.

I did not know their language though | tried to pick up some words.
Most of the Molsoms knew Bengali and | had no problem in communicating
with them. In a sense most of the Molsoms are bilingual as they speak -

their own language as well as the local dialect of Bengali'. | compiled a
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-glossary of Molsom words with their English equrvalents whrch is

added at the end of thls dlssertatlon

1 stayed for one end ahalfj months in Kalabon Molsom Bari. | gained a-
ot from my stey there as this is the village from ‘vyhere} I collected the basic
‘_ data. | could use this as the basis of my study in the other viIIagee.
~ Since | had developed close relationship with the village folk-they had no -
_ hesitation in allowing me to attend many of their ceremonies. One of
those was the puberty initiation ceremony Usually 'no out5|der IS
- allowed to witness this ceremony as this is a hlghly private affair. | was -
interested in witnessing one such ceremony as this would give me some

first hand knowledge.

Sri Swaran Kumar Molsom of Kalabon Molsom Bari one day invited me for
- dinner at ,hjs house which | attended with a great deal of curiosity. Some - |
elderly Mo_l‘som-s of 'the A'v'illage were also present there. They offered me
rakzu, the local alcoholic drink, ‘which-l, along with them, enjoyedv since it
was one of their customary ways to honoor a guest. In that gossip session
Sri Swaran' Kumar told me, * Dada, since you are - writing our oulfural
history you should know one of our sociel ceremonies about which we |
generally do not discuss with any non-Molsom “person' because this' is
| considered a privafe matter in our community”. After that, as an exception -
to their established'preotice, 'th_ey gave me a detailed description of the
puberty initiation ceremony and granted me the perr‘nission' to witness one

such ceremony.

_VI was so far being given only desCription§ of the puberty initiation
ceremony which is an important rite of passage for the Molsoms. Initially
there was some hesitation in allowing me entry but after a few weeks of
my stay | was not only allowed to witness one such ceremony but was also
permitted to photograph it. The people requested me not to take
photograph of _the girl when she was unclothed. | respected their’

" sentiments.
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s During' interaction with the Molsoms in their villages | noticed that they
-were grvmg some specral lmportance and attention to me based on thelr‘ :
a understandrng that | had a keen interest to know about therr culture As' '
they reported none had made such an attempt before. In this regard I
remember one incidence that took place at a time when»l sta,rted-_wntlng
the di'ssertation 'One day | met some Molsom youth at Agartala-who had
came to the Tribal Welfare Department for some official works In course of
discussion they informed me that khoser would be. worshlpped the next
week (|n July 19895). | deC|ded to witness the ceremony And accordlngly |
started for Kalaborn Molsom Bari of Udaipur. Unfortunately 1 could not
reach the_vrllage a day before the day of worshlp. It was the worshlp-day
and it wasknown to me that during the day of khuSher worship no outsider,
" not eyen the villager who may have gone out for some business, is
allowed, to enter the 'yillage',‘ because that is taken as a ‘serious offense. V.
_ Seating on a stone under a tree just outside the village | was vyaiting and
" thinking what to do. Some children of the village savy me and reported to
other village people. After a few minutes, some young men of .the village
- came to me but stood inside the village boundary.. Seeing them | stood up, ‘
narrowed the gap: and apoIOQised that | failed to come in time. Theyf'
'\-. requested me to wait there and went back to the vnllage After about half an
hour they came ‘back and rnformed me that they had dlscussron with the
village prlest and elderly persons who specially consrdered the case and
allowed me to enter the vrIIage on cond|t|on that | pay a fine of twenty-frve
 bottles of rakzis and five hens | entered the V|Ilage and conveyed my E
. sincere thanks to the village prlest and others Just before making payment
for the fines |mposed on me, there was another round of discussion ‘_ '
between the youths and aged persons. The youths were arguing that
since | was to record their culture | should not be made to pay such a
“heavy fine”. At last, it was decided that only an amount of Rs.50 would be
taken from me for rakzu and hens. | paid the and observed the ceremony

freely.
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After collectmg information on thelr life and culture—thelr ntes rituals,
ceremonies. customs etc.;| started conducting the household census. | -

“framed- a schedule which . sought |nformat|on on the household

”fcomposmon sex, clan, rellglon occupatlon level of education land"

' holdmg, pattern of land use, type of marriage, age at marriage, place-~ :
| - of birth etc. Some of the questlons sought |nformat|on on more than one
generatlon_s, the pres.ent and past generatlons After completlng this | =
decided to take up one more from the seleoted villages and followed the

similar sequence of techniques to study it.

I colleoted qualitative data- in the initial stage of my fieldwork because | -
thought that the village people would be less -interested to respond to.the
objectlve type questlons like how many children you have, how much

~ “landed property you posses, in which. class do your. children read in etc.,

" which were a part of my census schedule. However, they gave me all such

: |nformat|on after a.period of twenty / twenty-two days when | was able to‘\

_earn their full ‘confldence.

" The next vullage I went to was Manlthang Bari of the same. sub-dlwsron
| which had thlrty-e|ght households My visit to Manithang Bari was followed
by visits to Thal| Bari (thuty-three households), Atharobhola Boro Bari .
"' (forty households) and Rala Molsom Bari (thlrty-two households) vullages .
| spent about a month in each of these four villages. My experiences in
wKalab_o_n Molsom Bari .made me familiar with the ways of life of the -
, Molsoms and hence it did not take much time for me to establish rapport

with the ‘people in these villages. In fact the people of these villages

‘were astomshed when | explalned to them some of their culture traits. L

They wondered how an outsider knew somethlng about their culture.
For instance, when | asked a person what. clan he belongs to—whether
Deorai, Mapu, Achep or so on, they gave me strange looks. At the same
time, however they were glad that | knew the name of their clans '
Thus in the wllages of Solith _»Trlpura 1 conducted studies in a_ friendly and N
favorable Jatjmosph‘e'ref | gathered same sort of experience during my
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 fieldwork in the villages of North Tripura (present Dhalai) district. In

Kamalpur sub-division of North Tripura district, in the second phase of my. .
visif at first | went to Patabiri Molsom Bari (thirty-six households)' which’ .
was followed by vrsrts to Dhanchera Molsom Bari(thirty-nine households) '
" and Shlb Bari (thrrty households) | had to frnally drop the study of the - .
Raipasa Molsom Bari (thirty households), the first Molsom village where | |
had been to, since. mtercommunrty riots took a heavy toll on the people
there. Most‘of them had abandoned their houses and settled elsewhere
because they were under constant threat of attacks from non-tribals. The
| government was trying to ensure peace and encourage the people to
return to their houses. But during the time of my fieldwork this process
‘was going on. | therefore could  cover three of the selected villages
', especially for quantitative data. | however, managed to collect some |

- qualitative information from the aged persons of that village.

‘ | conducted the ‘household census in eight villages and - collected
.qualrtatlve information on different aspects of their lives from nine
~ villages. - Most of my mformatlon collected in these erght villages
. matched with what | had collected in Kalabon Molsom Bari. There was
some variations.on songs especially in love songs. The contenf of
" these songs were 'differe’nt thOugh the tunes were the same. There are of
- ‘course-' differenoes:"_in some aspects of the quantitative data which |

collected from the eight villages.

| started writing the draft of my dissertation after the analysis of the
data. | made a few trips to these villages again in order to cross-check
some points or to clear some doubts.

The terronst actrvmes of the outlawed TNV (Tripura National Volunteers)
had started in the month of June 1980, which is popularly known as juner
danga. Though at the outset, | was advised by the officials of the Trlpura_
police department not to visit the tribal village of interior areas'bec_:ause of
the risk involved. 1, fortuna_tely, did not face any problem from the TNVs. On
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the contrary, through mrddiemen the vrllagers gave me the assurance that

. there would be no. problem from them if | resume fieldwork srnce it was a

purely academic study and |t had got nothlng to do W|th politics They were N

pleased that their Iife and culture would be highlighted through my study o '

The TNVs problem came to an end in 1988, after the Rajlb -Hrankhol (Buoy "
Hrankhoi president TNV) agreement After 1993 .the S|tuat|on detenorated .

remarkably when another extremist group, namely NLFT _(Natlonall

Liberation Front of Tripura), started terrorist activities with .much vigour.
Besides killing they started kidnapping the civilians with an intention to earn |
money and spread terrorism. With a sumilar intention they started to collect
annual I monthly ‘taxes’ from the employees and common people of some
|nter|or areas. Under the circumstances, it become a major problem,

espemally for the people belonglng to townshlps to vrsrt interior tnbal ,
villages. It was therefore almost impossible for me. to -visit the vrllages '
selected for the present study. However through an intimate mteraction Wlth'

the Molsoms, which was possrble because of the fieldwork srnce 1984, a.
strong bond of friendship had grown with the inmates of the Molsom

villages. The village people when visited my office or residence informed. me: a

‘ about the condition of the villages and their inmates. | also pa|d trips,

although occasronally, to. some of my sample villages as and when l got an

‘ opportumty But since the last part of 1997 the condltions deteriorated to :

such an extent that even my friends in Molsom vriiages were not confi dent in -'"

welcoming me to their vrllages No Moisom was supporting the actrvnties of -

‘the NLFT yet people of the sample villages requested me not to visit thelir;,' |
_ villagés because of the deteriorating inter-ethnic relations. With deep sense

of regret they said that the NLFT extremists were constantly threatening_’
those who had been in touch with the non-tribals '
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