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Abstract: 

Assam, a state in northeastern India, is renowned for its rich cultural heritage and ethnic 
diversity, with over 115 indigenous tribes, each possessing unique traditions, customs, and 

ways of life. This research article provides an in-depth exploration of the tribal culture in 

Assam, examining its diversity, traditions, and the challenges faced by these communities 

in the modern era.  

The study delves into the historical, geographical, and social factors that have shaped the 
cultural landscape of Assam's tribal communities, highlighting the contributions of major 

tribes such as the Bodos, Karbis, Misings, and Dimasas. The article also explores the 

traditional festivals, art, crafts, and textiles that showcase the creativity and skill of these 

communities, serving as a means of cultural expression and livelihood.  

However, the study also reveals the numerous challenges faced by Assam's tribal 

communities, including socio-economic marginalization, loss of traditional land and 

resources, threats to cultural identity, and the impact of modernization. The article 

emphasizes the importance of preserving and promoting tribal culture through various 
initiatives undertaken by the government, non-governmental organizations, and the tribal 

communities themselves. These efforts include the establishment of dedicated departments, 

autonomous councils, cultural festivals, documentation, and digitization of traditional 
knowledge. The study concludes by highlighting the need for a balance between 

development and cultural preservation, empowering tribal communities while respecting 

their cultural rights and traditions, to ensure a more inclusive and equitable future for all. 
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15.1 Introduction: 

Assam, a vibrant and culturally diverse state nestled in the heart of northeastern India, is a 

true embodiment of the country's rich ethnic tapestry. This lush green land, blessed with 

breathtaking natural beauty, is home to a multitude of indigenous tribes, each with its own 
unique traditions, customs, and way of life. The tribal culture of Assam is a fascinating 

amalgamation of ancient practices, colorful festivals, exquisite art forms, and a deep-rooted 

connection with nature. From the mighty Brahmaputra River to the misty hills of Karbi 

Anglong, the state's geographical diversity has played a significant role in shaping the 
cultural landscape of its tribal communities. The Bodos, Karbis, Misings, Dimasas, and 

many other tribes have coexisted harmoniously for centuries, contributing to the state's 

vibrant cultural mosaic. However, beneath this beautiful facade lies a complex history of 
migration, assimilation, and struggle for identity. The tribal communities of Assam have 

faced numerous challenges, including socio-economic marginalization, loss of traditional 

lands, and the threat of cultural erosion in the face of modernization. Despite these 

challenges, the resilient spirit of these communities has kept their traditions alive, as they 
continue to celebrate their heritage through festivals, art, and music. This article aims to 

provide an in-depth exploration of the tribal culture in Assam, delving into its diversity, 

traditions, and the challenges faced by these communities in the modern era. By examining 
the historical, geographical, and social factors that have shaped the tribal culture of Assam, 

we can gain a deeper understanding of the state's rich cultural heritage and the importance 

of preserving it for future generations. Through this comprehensive analysis, we hope to 
shed light on the unique traditions, customs, and way of life of Assam's indigenous tribes, 

and the urgent need to protect and promote their cultural identity in the face of evolving 

challenges. 

15.2 Objectives of the Study: 

1. To explore the rich ethnic diversity of Assam and provide an in-depth understanding of 
the state's tribal culture, including the unique traditions, customs, and ways of life of 

various indigenous tribes. 

2. To examine the historical, geographical, and social factors that have shaped the cultural 

landscape of Assam's tribal communities, and analyze the interplay of migration, 
assimilation, and cultural exchange in the region. 

3. To highlight the significant contributions of major tribes such as the Bodos, Karbis, 

Misings, and Dimasas to the vibrant cultural tapestry of Assam, and showcase their 
distinct languages, dress, cuisine, and customs. 

4. To investigate the traditional festivals, art, crafts, and textiles of Assam's tribal 

communities, and explore their role in preserving cultural heritage, fostering a sense of 
unity and identity, and providing a means of livelihood and cultural expression. 

5. To identify and analyze the various challenges faced by Assam's tribal communities in 

the modern era, including socio-economic marginalization, loss of traditional land and 

resources, threats to cultural identity, and the impact of modernization and 
globalization. 

6. To assess the importance of preserving and promoting tribal culture in Assam, and 

evaluate the initiatives undertaken by the government, non-governmental organizations, 
and tribal communities themselves in safeguarding and nurturing this rich heritage. 
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7. To examine the role of autonomous councils, cultural festivals, documentation, and 
digitization efforts in promoting the unique cultural heritage of Assam's tribes and 

fostering a sense of pride and identity among the tribal communities. 

8. To emphasize the need for striking a balance between development and cultural 
preservation, and propose strategies for empowering tribal communities while 

respecting their cultural rights and traditions, to ensure a more inclusive and equitable 

future for all. 

9. To highlight the significance of Assam's tribal culture as a national treasure and a 
testament to the resilience, creativity, and diversity of the human spirit, and underscore 

the importance of preserving this cultural heritage for generations to come. 

10. To contribute to the existing body of knowledge on the tribal culture of Assam, and 
provide a comprehensive resource for researchers, policymakers, and individuals 

interested in understanding and appreciating the state's rich cultural heritage. 

15.3 Ethnic Diversity in Assam: 

Assam's demographic landscape reflects a rich tapestry of culture and diversity. The state 

is home to over 115 ethnic groups, as identified by the People of India project [7]. The major 
tribes include the Bodo, Karbi, Mising, Sonowal-Kacharis, Deori, Rabha, Dimasa, Tiwa, 

Tai-Phake, Singpho, Kuki, and Khelma, among others [2]. Each of these tribes has its own 

distinct language, dress, cuisine, and customs, contributing to the state's cultural richness. 

The Bodo Kacharis, belonging to the Indo-Mongoloid family, are believed to have 
originated in Tibet and China. They are known for their expertise in bamboo and cane crafts, 

and their festivals include Baisagu, Domashi, and Katrigacha [5]. The Mising, the second-

largest ethnic group in Assam, are an Indo-Mongoloid tribe that migrated from Arunachal 

Pradesh to the plains of Assam in search of fertile riverbanks [5]. The Karbis, predominantly 

inhabiting the Karbi Anglong district, have a rich tradition of folk music and dance [1]. 

This ethnic diversity is a result of centuries of migration, assimilation, and cultural 

exchange. The region has been influenced by Indo-Aryan, Tibeto-Burman, and 

Austroasiatic cultures, resulting in a unique blend of languages, customs, and rituals [4]. 

Table 15.1: Ethnic Diversity in Assam 

Tribe Origin Language Customs Notable Festivals 

Bodo 

Kacharis 

Tibet and China Bodo Bamboo and cane 

crafts 

Baisagu, Domashi, 

Katrigacha 

Mising Arunachal 

Pradesh 

Mising Agriculture-based 

culture 

Ali-Aye-Ligang 

Karbi Karbi Anglong 
district 

Karbi Rich folk music and 
dance 

Karbi Youth Festival 

Sonowal-

Kacharis 

Unknown Assamese Fishing and 

farming 

Bihu 

Deori Unknown Deori Agriculture Bohag Bihu 
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Tribe Origin Language Customs Notable Festivals 

Rabha Unknown Rabha Tea cultivation Bohag Bihu 

Dimasa Unknown Dimasa Agriculture Buddha Purnima 

Tiwa Unknown Tiwa Farming Bihu 

Tai-Phake Unknown Tai-Phake Commerce Phake Festival 

Singpho Unknown Singpho Forest based Wangala Festival 

Kuki Unknown Kuki Agriculture Laha Festival 

Khelma Unknown Khelma Agriculture Khelma Festival 

15.4 Traditional Festivals and Customs: 

Assam's tribal communities celebrate a wide array of festivals that reflect their deep 
connection with nature and agriculture. These festivals serve as a means to preserve and 

promote their cultural heritage, fostering a sense of unity and identity. 

The Bihu festival, celebrated by all Assamese people regardless of caste or creed, is the 

most prominent festival in the state. It is observed in three parts throughout the year - 

Rongali Bihu in April, Kongali Bihu in October, and Bhogali Bihu in January [7]. The 
Bodos celebrate their own set of festivals, including Baisagu, Domashi, and Katrigacha, 

which run parallel to the Bihu festivals [5]. 

The Majuli festival, held on the largest river island in the world, is a celebration of the 

island's unique culture and traditions. It features traditional dance and music performances, 
as well as exhibitions of local handicrafts [1]. The Karbi Anglong district hosts the Karbi 

Youth Festival, showcasing the rich cultural heritage of the Karbi tribe through folk music, 

dance, and traditional sports [1]. 

Other notable festivals include the Deodhani dance festival of the Sonowal Kacharis, the 

Ali-Aye-Ligang festival of the Mising tribe, and the Bohag Bihu of the Tea-tribes [5]. These 
festivals often involve elaborate rituals, colorful processions, and community feasts, 

strengthening the social fabric of the tribal communities. 

Table 15.2: Traditional Festivals of Assam's Tribal Communities 

Festival Name Tribe/Community Time of Year Key Features 

Bihu All Assamese April, October, 

January 

Three parts: Rongali (Spring), 

Kongali (Autumn), Bhogali 
(Winter)   

Baisagu Bodo April Parallel to Rongali Bihu, marks 

new year  

Domashi Bodo October Parallel to Kongali Bihu  

Katrigacha Bodo January Parallel to Bhogali Bihu  
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Festival Name Tribe/Community Time of Year Key Features 

Majuli Festival Majuli Island 
residents 

November Traditional dance, music, 
handicraft exhibitions  

Karbi Youth 
Festival 

Karbi February Folk music, dance, traditional 

sports  

 

Deodhani Dance 

Festival 

Sonowal Kacharis August Temple dancers perform on 

sharp machetes  

Ali-Aye-Ligang Mising February Agricultural festival marking 

start of sowing season  

Bwisagu Bodo April New year celebration, 

community feasts  

Jonbeel Mela Tiwa January Ancient fair, barter system 
between hills and plains  

15.5 Art, Crafts, and Textiles: 

Assam's tribal communities are renowned for their exquisite art, crafts, and textiles. Each 

tribe has its own distinct style and techniques, passed down through generations. 

The Bodos are skilled in bamboo and cane crafts, creating intricate designs on furniture, 

baskets, and other household items [5]. The Mising tribe is known for their handwoven 
textiles, featuring vibrant colors and geometric patterns. The Mishings also create beautiful 

jewelry using beads, shells, and metal [5]. 

The Karbis are famous for their traditional weaving, producing colorful shawls, skirts, and 

bags. They also excel in woodcarving, creating intricate designs on traditional musical 

instruments and religious objects [1]. 

The Tai-Phake tribe is renowned for their exquisite silk weaving, producing high-quality 

fabrics used in traditional attire. The Singpho tribe is skilled in basketry, creating sturdy and 

aesthetically pleasing baskets using bamboo and cane [2]. These traditional art forms not 

only showcase the creativity and skill of the tribal communities but also serve as a means 

of livelihood and cultural expression. 

Table 15.3: Tribal Art, Crafts, and Textiles in Assam 

Tribe Specialties Techniques 

Bodo Bamboo and cane crafts, intricate designs on 
furniture, baskets, and household items 

Traditional weaving and 
crafting techniques 

Mising Handwoven textiles with vibrant colors and 

geometric patterns, jewelry using beads, shells, and 
metal 

Handloom weaving and 

beadwork 
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Tribe Specialties Techniques 

Karbi Traditional weaving of colorful shawls, skirts, bags, 

and woodcarving of musical instruments and 
religious objects 

Weaving and woodcarving 

techniques 

Tai-

Phake 

Exquisite silk weaving, producing high-quality 

fabrics for traditional attire 

Silk weaving techniques 

Singpho Skilled in basketry, creating sturdy and 

aesthetically pleasing baskets 

Basket-making techniques 

using bamboo and cane 

15.6 Challenges Faced by Tribal Communities: 

Despite their rich cultural heritage, Assam's tribal communities face numerous challenges 
in the modern era. These challenges range from socio-economic issues to threats to their 

cultural identity and traditional way of life. 

One of the primary challenges is the loss of traditional land and resources due to 

encroachment, deforestation, and development projects. Many tribal communities have 
been displaced from their ancestral lands, leading to a loss of livelihood and cultural 

disconnection [8]. 

Poverty, illiteracy, and lack of access to basic amenities are also significant issues faced by 

tribal communities. According to the 2011 census, the literacy rate among Scheduled Tribes 

in Assam was only 61.8%, compared to the state's overall literacy rate of 72.19% [8]. The 

working population among the Scheduled Tribes was also lower at 43.9% [8]. 

The influx of immigrants and the settlement of non-tribals in tribal areas have led to ethnic 

tensions and conflicts. The Nellie massacre of 1983, where over 3,000 Bengali Muslims 

were killed by the Tiwa tribe during the Assam Movement, is a stark example of such 

conflicts [8]. 

Assimilation and loss of cultural identity are also significant concerns for tribal 
communities. With increasing modernization and the influence of mainstream culture, many 

traditional practices, languages, and customs are at risk of being lost [6]. 

Climate change and environmental degradation pose additional challenges to tribal 

communities, who rely heavily on natural resources for their livelihood. Floods, erosion, 
and changing weather patterns have adversely affected agriculture and fishing, the 

mainstays of many tribal economies [6]. 

15.7 Preservation and Promotion of Tribal Culture: 

Assam, a vibrant state in northeastern India, is home to a rich tapestry of tribal cultures. The 

state boasts over 115 ethnic groups, each with its own unique traditions, customs, and way 
of life 4. Recognizing the importance of preserving and promoting this diverse cultural 

heritage, various initiatives have been undertaken by the government, non-governmental 

organizations, and the tribal communities themselves. 

https://www.academia.edu/37513644/Sub_theme_Oral_history_and_Cultural_Heritage_Title_Ballads_of_Assam_and_its_importance_as_oral_tradition
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15.8 Government Initiatives: 

The Government of Assam has taken significant steps to safeguard and promote the cultural 

heritage of the state's tribal communities. In July 2021, the state government established the 

Department of Indigenous and Tribal Faith and Culture as a dedicated entity to focus on the 

preservation and promotion of tribal culture 1. 

The department aims to undertake research, documentation, and the promotion of traditional 
art forms, languages, and customs. It plans to compile books on indigenous faith and culture, 

make them available in libraries and digital platforms, and utilize podcasts and videos to 

raise awareness 8. 

Furthermore, the department will ensure adequate funding for holistic activities aimed at 

protecting and preserving the indigenous tribes of Assam 8.  

This commitment demonstrates the government's recognition of the importance of tribal 

culture and its determination to support its continuity. 

15.9 Autonomous Councils: 

Assam has several autonomous councils established under the Sixth Schedule of the Indian 

Constitution and state legislation. These councils, such as the Bodoland Territorial Council 
(BTC), Karbi Anglong Autonomous Council (KAAC), and Dima Hasao District 

Autonomous Council (DHDAC), play a crucial role in preserving cultural identities and 

promoting socio-economic development in their respective regions 6. 

The autonomous councils have a three-tier structure, consisting of a General Council, an 

Executive Council, and Village Councils. The General Council, with elected and nominated 

members, holds executive powers over various subjects in the council area 6. 

This decentralized governance model allows tribal communities greater control over their 

development processes and cultural preservation efforts. The BTC, KAAC, and DHDAC 

have been successful in promoting the unique cultural heritage of their respective tribes. 
They organize cultural festivals, support traditional art forms, and work towards the socio-

economic upliftment of their communities while maintaining their distinct identities 6. 

15.10 Non-Governmental Organizations and Cultural Associations: 

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and cultural associations are vital stakeholders in 

the preservation and promotion of tribal culture in Assam. These organizations work closely 
with tribal communities to safeguard their language, art, and traditions. One notable 

example is the Mising Agom Kebang (MAK), a literary association of the Mising tribe. 

Established in 1972, MAK has been instrumental in developing and preserving the Mising 

language and literature 3. It has undertaken initiatives such as adopting a suitable script for 
the Mising language, publishing books and periodicals, and advocating for the introduction 

of Mising language in primary schools 3. 

https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/assam-government-creates-new-department-to-preserve-tribal-culture-1826492-2021-07-10
https://itfc.assam.gov.in/about-us/who-we-are
https://itfc.assam.gov.in/about-us/who-we-are
https://www.opastpublishers.com/open-access-articles/decentralized-development-impact-of-autonomous-councils-in-the-development-of-assam.pdf
https://www.opastpublishers.com/open-access-articles/decentralized-development-impact-of-autonomous-councils-in-the-development-of-assam.pdf
https://www.opastpublishers.com/open-access-articles/decentralized-development-impact-of-autonomous-councils-in-the-development-of-assam.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mising_Agom_Kebang
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mising_Agom_Kebang
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Similar organizations exist for other tribes in Assam, each focusing on the specific needs 
and aspirations of their respective communities. These NGOs and cultural associations 

serve as a bridge between the tribes and the wider society, promoting understanding and 

appreciation of tribal culture. 

15.11 Cultural Festivals and Events: 

Cultural festivals and events are powerful platforms for showcasing the rich heritage of 
Assam's tribal communities. These events provide an opportunity for artists, craftsmen, and 

performers to display their skills and promote their culture to a wider audience. The Karbi 

Youth Festival, held in the Karbi Anglong district, is a celebration of the Karbi tribe's 
cultural heritage. It features traditional dance, music, and sports, attracting participants and 

visitors from across the state 4. 

Similarly, the Dima Hasao district hosts the Jatinga Festival, which highlights the unique 

culture of the Dimasa tribe through music, dance, and food 4. 

Other notable festivals include the Bodoland Tribal Festival, the Deori Festival, and the 

Mising Ali-Aye-Ligang Festival. These events not only preserve and promote tribal culture 
but also foster a sense of pride and unity among the tribal communities. In addition to 

festivals, exhibitions and workshops are organized to showcase tribal art, crafts, and textiles. 

These events provide a platform for artisans to demonstrate their skills, share their 

knowledge, and connect with potential buyers and patrons. 

15.12 Documentation and Digitization: 

Efforts are underway to document and digitize the traditional knowledge, folklore, and oral 

histories of Assam's tribal communities. This documentation is crucial for preserving 

cultural heritage for future generations and facilitating research and academic study. The 
Center for Assamese Studies at Tezpur University has been actively involved in 

documenting the oral traditions of various tribes in Assam. The center has collected and 

published several volumes of folk tales, songs, and proverbs, ensuring their preservation 

and accessibility4 

Digital platforms and archives are also being utilized to store and disseminate information 

about tribal culture. The Assam State Museum has digitized its collection of tribal artifacts, 

making them available for online viewing 4. 

Such initiatives help in reaching a wider audience and creating awareness about the rich 

cultural heritage of Assam's tribes. 

The preservation and promotion of tribal culture in Assam is a multi-faceted endeavour 
involving the government, autonomous councils, NGOs, cultural associations, and the tribal 

communities themselves. Through dedicated departments, decentralized governance, 

cultural events, documentation, and digitization, efforts are being made to safeguard and 
celebrate the unique traditions and way of life of Assam's indigenous tribes. These 

initiatives not only help in preserving cultural heritage but also foster a sense of pride and 

https://www.academia.edu/37513644/Sub_theme_Oral_history_and_Cultural_Heritage_Title_Ballads_of_Assam_and_its_importance_as_oral_tradition
https://www.academia.edu/37513644/Sub_theme_Oral_history_and_Cultural_Heritage_Title_Ballads_of_Assam_and_its_importance_as_oral_tradition
https://www.academia.edu/37513644/Sub_theme_Oral_history_and_Cultural_Heritage_Title_Ballads_of_Assam_and_its_importance_as_oral_tradition
https://www.academia.edu/37513644/Sub_theme_Oral_history_and_Cultural_Heritage_Title_Ballads_of_Assam_and_its_importance_as_oral_tradition
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identity among the tribal communities. By promoting tribal culture, Assam is not only 
safeguarding its past but also enriching its present and future. As the state continues to 

embrace its cultural diversity, it is essential to ensure that the preservation and promotion 

of tribal culture remains a priority. By empowering tribal communities, providing them with 
platforms to showcase their heritage, and documenting their rich traditions, Assam can set 

an example for the rest of the country in celebrating and nurturing its indigenous roots. 

15.13 Conclusion: 

The tribal culture of Assam is a vibrant mosaic of diversity, traditions, and challenges. The 

state's numerous indigenous tribes have maintained their unique cultural identities, customs, 

and ways of life despite the pressures of modernization and globalization. 

The rich tapestry of tribal culture is evident in the colorful festivals, exquisite art and crafts, 

and the deep connection with nature that these communities share. However, they also face 

significant challenges, including socio-economic marginalization, loss of traditional land 

and resources, and threats to their cultural identity. 

Efforts to preserve and promote tribal culture are crucial for the sustainable development 
and well-being of these communities. Government initiatives, autonomous councils, and 

cultural organizations play a vital role in safeguarding and nurturing this rich heritage. 

As we move forward, it is essential to strike a balance between development and cultural 

preservation. By empowering tribal communities, providing them with access to education, 
healthcare, and livelihood opportunities, while respecting their cultural rights and traditions, 

we can ensure a more inclusive and equitable future for all. 

The tribal culture of Assam is not just a matter of regional pride but a national treasure that 

deserves to be cherished, protected, and celebrated. It is a testament to the resilience, 

creativity, and diversity of the human spirit, and a reminder of the importance of preserving 

our cultural heritage for generations to come. 
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