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Abstract

Assamese folk literature represents one of the richest repositories of the cultural
heritage of Northeast India. Developed through centuries of oral transmission, it embodies the
collective wisdom, beliefs, customs, emotions, and indigenous knowledge of diverse
communities living in Assam. Folk songs, folktales, proverbs, riddles, myths, legends, and
folk drama not only entertain people but also preserve historical memory, moral values,
ecological awareness, and social identity. However, rapid globalization, urbanization,
technological advancement, and changing socio-cultural conditions have considerably
weakened the traditional process of oral transmission. Consequently, safeguarding Assamese
folk literature has become an urgent cultural responsibility. This study critically examines the
concept, evolution, major forms, and socio-cultural significance of Assamese folk literature
while highlighting the importance of sustainable cultural development. The paper further
discusses contemporary challenges and suggests practical measures such as systematic
documentation, digital preservation, educational integration, community participation,
government initiatives, and interdisciplinary research to ensure the continuity of this
invaluable intangible cultural heritage. It argues that sustainable preservation of Assamese
folk literature is essential not only for protecting cultural diversity but also for strengthening
indigenous knowledge systems, linguistic heritage, environmental consciousness, and
intergenerational cultural continuity.

Keywords: Assamese Folk Literature, Oral Tradition, Cultural Heritage, Indigenous
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Introduction

Folk literature constitutes the living cultural memory of a society. Unlike written literature, it
evolves through collective experiences and is transmitted orally from one generation to
another. Every community develops its own folk traditions that preserve its historical
experiences, social values, ethical principles, religious beliefs, and indigenous knowledge.
These traditions remain dynamic because every generation modifies them according to
changing circumstances while retaining their essential cultural identity.

Assam possesses an exceptionally rich tradition of folk literature owing to its remarkable
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ethnic, linguistic, and cultural diversity. Communities such as the Assamese, Bodo, Mising,
Karbi, Rabha, Tiwa, Deori, Dimasa, Sonowal Kachari, and several others have contributed
significantly to the growth of a vibrant folk tradition. Their collective creativity has produced
an extensive body of oral literature that reflects agricultural life, seasonal festivals, religious
practices, family relationships, ecological knowledge, and social philosophy.

Despite its richness, Assamese folk literature faces unprecedented challenges in the twenty-
first century. Modern lifestyles, urban migration, globalization, and the dominance of digital
entertainment have reduced opportunities for oral storytelling and community performances.
As elderly tradition bearers gradually disappear, many valuable traditions risk being
permanently lost. Therefore, preserving and revitalizing Assamese folk literature has become
an essential aspect of sustainable cultural development.

The present study attempts to examine Assamese folk literature from a critical perspective by
exploring its nature, historical evolution, major forms, and cultural relevance. It also
investigates the challenges confronting folk traditions and proposes sustainable strategies for
their preservation and promotion in contemporary society.

Research Methodology

The present study follows a qualitative and descriptive research methodology. It is primarily
based on secondary sources, including scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal articles,
research papers, conference proceedings, government publications, and UNESCO documents
related to folklore, cultural heritage, and sustainable development. Relevant literature has
been critically reviewed to understand the evolution, characteristics, and present status of
Assamese folk literature. A descriptive-analytical approach has been adopted throughout the
study to interpret the cultural significance of folk traditions and to assess the possibilities for
their sustainable preservation in the contemporary world.

Objectives of the Study
The study aims to:

Examine the concept and nature of Assamese folk literature.

Identify the major forms and characteristics of Assamese folk traditions.
Analyze the cultural and social significance of Assamese folk literature.
Investigate the challenges confronting folk literature in the contemporary era.
Explore strategies for ensuring its sustainable development.

AN e

Concept and Nature

Folk literature refers to the collective verbal expressions of a community that are preserved
and transmitted through oral tradition across generations. It is not the creation of any single
individual but the cumulative outcome of the experiences, imagination, beliefs, and creativity
of ordinary people. Unlike written literature, which generally has an identifiable author and a
fixed text, folk literature remains flexible and dynamic. It evolves continuously as each
generation adapts inherited traditions to changing social realities while preserving their
cultural essence.

IJSSR WWW.1jssT.com 132



International Journal of Social Science Research (IJSSR)
Volume- 3, Issue- 4 | July - August 2026 ISSN: 3048-9490

In Assam, folk literature occupies a central position in the cultural life of the people. It
reflects the emotional, spiritual, economic, and ecological experiences of various indigenous
communities inhabiting the Brahmaputra and Barak valleys. Through songs, stories,
proverbs, myths, legends, riddles, and dramatic performances, Assamese folk literature
preserves traditional knowledge relating to agriculture, festivals, religious practices, family
life, environmental conservation, and social ethics.

One of the distinctive characteristics of Assamese folk literature is its close association with
everyday life. Folk expressions emerge naturally from farming activities, seasonal
celebrations, marriage ceremonies, religious rituals, and communal gatherings. Consequently,
they function not only as literary compositions but also as instruments of education,
entertainment, moral instruction, and social integration. Their continued relevance
demonstrates the resilience of oral traditions despite rapid socio-economic transformation.

Historical Development

The history of Assamese folk literature extends far beyond the emergence of written
Assamese literature. Long before the development of manuscripts and printed texts,
knowledge and cultural traditions were transmitted orally within families and communities.
Early inhabitants of Assam depended on storytelling, songs, ritual chants, and communal
performances to preserve their collective experiences and cultural identity.

The multicultural composition of Assam significantly enriched the evolution of its folk
traditions. Communities such as the Assamese, Bodo, Mising, Karbi, Rabha, Tiwa, Dimasa,
Deori, Sonowal Kachari, and many others contributed distinctive narratives, songs, myths,
and ritual performances. Continuous interaction among these communities facilitated cultural
exchange, resulting in a rich and diversified folk heritage.

Agriculture played a decisive role in shaping Assamese folk literature. Seasonal cultivation,
harvest celebrations, and dependence on nature inspired numerous folk songs and rituals
expressing gratitude, hope, fertility, and harmony with the environment. Rivers, forests, birds,
animals, and changing seasons became recurring symbols within oral traditions.

A significant transformation occurred during the Neo-Vaishnavite movement initiated by
Srimanta Sankardeva in the fifteenth century. Although his literary works belong primarily to
written literature, the movement profoundly influenced Assamese folk culture by promoting
devotional music, dramatic performances, and community participation. Traditional folk
performances gradually incorporated Vaishnavite themes while preserving indigenous
cultural elements.

Throughout the colonial and post-colonial periods, Assamese folk literature continued to
evolve through interaction with modern education, print culture, and changing social
conditions. Despite these transformations, oral traditions have retained their cultural vitality
and continue to represent an indispensable component of Assam's intangible cultural heritage.

Major Forms

Assamese folk literature comprises a wide range of oral traditions that collectively represent
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the cultural diversity of the region. Each form possesses distinct literary characteristics while
contributing to the preservation of collective memory and indigenous knowledge.

Folk Songs

Folk songs constitute the most vibrant component of Assamese oral literature. They express
human emotions, agricultural experiences, religious devotion, romantic feelings, and
communal celebrations. Sung during festivals, rituals, and social ceremonies, these songs
strengthen social relationships and reinforce cultural identity.

Important categories include:
e Bihu Geet
e Biyanaam (Marriage Songs)
e Nisukoni Geet (Lullabies)
e Tokari Geet
e Goalpariya Lokageet
o Kamrupi Folk Songs
e Deha-Bicharar Geet

Among these traditions, Bihu songs remain the most widely recognised. They celebrate
youth, love, fertility, seasonal transformation, and agricultural prosperity while vividly
portraying the natural beauty of Assam.

Folktales

Folktales preserve the imagination and moral philosophy of Assamese society. These
narratives feature kings, queens, clever villagers, supernatural beings, animals, birds, and
mythical characters. Besides entertaining audiences, they communicate ethical values, social
responsibilities, courage, honesty, compassion, and practical wisdom.

Assamese folktales may broadly be classified into:
e Animal Tales
o Fairy Tales
e Trickster Tales
e Moral Tales
e Mythological Narratives
Proverbs

Assamese proverbs are concise expressions of collective wisdom acquired through
generations of practical experience. They communicate moral lessons, social observations,
and philosophical reflections in simple yet powerful language. Even today, proverbs remain
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an integral part of everyday communication in rural and urban Assam.
Riddles

Riddles represent an important intellectual tradition within Assamese folk literature. They
encourage observation, reasoning, imagination, and linguistic creativity. Traditionally, riddles
were exchanged during family gatherings and village evenings, serving both recreational and
educational purposes.

Ballads

Ballads narrate heroic exploits, legendary personalities, romantic episodes, and historical
events. They preserve local history that is often absent from formal historical records and
therefore constitute valuable sources for reconstructing the social memory of communities.

Folk Drama

Assam has developed several distinctive forms of folk theatre that combine storytelling,
music, dance, dialogue, and ritual performance. These dramatic traditions communicate
religious teachings, historical narratives, and social values while providing collective
entertainment.

Major folk theatrical traditions include:
e Ojapali
e Kushan Gaan
e Dhuliya
o Khuliya Bhaoriya
e Dotara Gaan
e Bhari Gaan (Bhow Gaan)
e Padma Puranar Gaan
e Kamrupi Dhuliya

These performance traditions continue to play an important role in preserving indigenous
artistic practices and community participation.

Myths and Legends

Myths and legends explain the origins of rivers, mountains, sacred places, rituals, festivals,
and social customs. They reflect the religious beliefs and worldview of Assamese society
while preserving historical memories through symbolic narratives. These oral traditions
strengthen community identity and contribute significantly to the continuity of cultural
heritage.

Characteristics

Assamese folk literature possesses several distinctive features that differentiate it from
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written literature while highlighting its cultural richness and social relevance. These
characteristics have enabled folk traditions to survive for centuries despite continuous social
and historical transformations.

Collective Creativity

One of the most significant characteristics of Assamese folk literature is its collective
authorship. Unlike written works that are associated with individual writers, folk literature
evolves through the creative participation of generations of people. Every storyteller, singer,
or performer contributes to its gradual enrichment, making it the shared cultural property of
the community.

Oral Transmission

The primary medium of folk literature is oral communication. Stories, songs, myths,
proverbs, and ritual narratives are transmitted verbally from one generation to another. This
oral tradition ensures cultural continuity while allowing flexibility in interpretation and
performance.

Simplicity of Language

The language of Assamese folk literature is simple, natural, and closely connected with
everyday speech. It is easily understood by people irrespective of their educational
background. This simplicity has contributed significantly to its popularity and widespread
acceptance across rural and urban communities.

Reflection of Social Life

Assamese folk literature presents an authentic picture of social life. It reflects family
relationships, agricultural practices, religious beliefs, occupational traditions, festivals, moral
values, and community customs. Consequently, it serves as an important historical source for
understanding Assamese society.

Adaptability and Continuity

Although rooted in tradition, folk literature is never static. It constantly adapts itself to
changing social circumstances without losing its cultural identity. This flexibility enables folk
traditions to remain relevant across different historical periods.

Educational and Ethical Value

Folk literature functions as an informal educational system. Through stories, songs, proverbs,
and legends, it communicates moral values such as honesty, compassion, cooperation,
discipline, courage, and respect for elders. It also imparts practical knowledge concerning
agriculture, ecology, and community life.

Community Participation

Most forms of Assamese folk literature are performed collectively during festivals, religious
ceremonies, agricultural activities, and social gatherings. Such participation strengthens
interpersonal relationships and reinforces communal harmony.
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Cultural Significance

Assamese folk literature occupies an indispensable place in preserving the cultural identity of
the people of Assam. It functions not merely as entertainment but also as a medium for
transmitting knowledge, strengthening social cohesion, and preserving indigenous traditions.

Preservation of Cultural Identity

Folk literature safeguards the historical memory and cultural identity of Assamese society.
Through oral narratives, songs, and performances, communities maintain a living connection
with their ancestral heritage. It reinforces the uniqueness of Assamese culture while
promoting respect for cultural diversity.

Transmission of Indigenous Knowledge

Traditional ecological knowledge, agricultural techniques, medicinal practices, and social
customs are deeply embedded within Assamese folk traditions. Such knowledge has been
accumulated through centuries of practical experience and continues to remain relevant for
sustainable community development.

Promotion of Social Unity

Collective participation in folk festivals, storytelling sessions, musical performances, and
ritual ceremonies strengthens community solidarity. These activities encourage cooperation,
mutual respect, and social harmony among people belonging to different ethnic and linguistic
backgrounds.

Linguistic Preservation

Assamese folk literature plays a vital role in preserving the Assamese language and its
regional dialects. Many traditional expressions, idioms, and vocabulary survive exclusively
through oral traditions, thereby enriching the linguistic heritage of the region.

Moral and Ethical Development

Folk narratives frequently portray the triumph of honesty over dishonesty, justice over
injustice, and wisdom over ignorance. Consequently, they contribute significantly to
character formation and ethical education, especially among younger generations.

Historical and Anthropological Importance

Many oral narratives preserve valuable information regarding historical events, migration
patterns, local heroes, religious practices, and traditional institutions that are absent from
written historical documents. Therefore, Assamese folk literature serves as an important
resource for historical, anthropological, and cultural research.

Environmental Consciousness

One of the most remarkable features of Assamese folk literature is its intimate relationship
with nature. The natural environment is not merely a background but an active participant in
folk imagination. Rivers, forests, mountains, birds, animals, flowers, agricultural fields, and
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seasonal changes appear repeatedly in songs, folktales, myths, and ritual performances.

Bihu songs vividly portray the beauty of spring, fertility of agricultural land, and harmonious
coexistence between humans and nature. Likewise, many folktales depict forests and rivers as
sacred spaces deserving respect and protection. Such narratives cultivate ecological
sensitivity among community members from an early age.

Traditional agricultural songs preserve indigenous knowledge relating to seasonal cultivation,
rainfall patterns, biodiversity, and sustainable resource management. This knowledge reflects
a balanced relationship between human beings and the environment rather than unrestricted
exploitation of natural resources.

In the contemporary context of climate change and ecological degradation, the environmental
wisdom preserved within Assamese folk literature assumes renewed significance. Integrating
such indigenous knowledge into environmental education can contribute meaningfully to
sustainable development and biodiversity conservation.

Challenges

Despite its immense cultural value, Assamese folk literature currently faces numerous
challenges that threaten its long-term survival.

Globalization

Global popular culture has significantly influenced the lifestyle and entertainment preferences
of younger generations. As a result, traditional storytelling, folk songs, and community
performances have gradually lost their earlier prominence.

Urbanization

Migration from villages to urban centres has weakened traditional community structures
where oral literature was naturally transmitted. The decline of joint families has further
reduced opportunities for intergenerational cultural exchange.

Technological Transformation

Digital entertainment platforms, television, and social media have replaced many traditional
forms of recreation. Consequently, younger audiences often show limited interest in
participating in folk performances and oral storytelling.

Language Shift

The increasing use of English and other dominant languages has reduced the everyday use of
regional dialects that constitute an essential component of Assamese folk traditions. This
linguistic shift threatens the survival of numerous oral expressions.

Commercialization of Folk Culture

Commercial adaptation of folk performances for tourism and mass entertainment sometimes
alters their original context, meaning, and authenticity. Excessive commercialization may
gradually weaken their cultural significance.
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Inadequate Documentation

Many valuable folk traditions remain undocumented. As elderly performers, storytellers, and
folk artists pass away, numerous oral traditions disappear permanently without being
recorded for future generations.

Declining Youth Participation

Modern educational and professional commitments leave little time for young people to learn
traditional songs, narratives, and performance practices. Unless deliberate preservation
measures are adopted, this generational gap may seriously affect the continuity of Assamese
folk literature.

Sustainable Development

The concept of sustainable development extends beyond economic growth and environmental
protection; it also includes the preservation and transmission of cultural heritage. In the
context of Assamese folk literature, sustainable development refers to safeguarding
traditional knowledge and oral expressions while enabling them to remain relevant in
contemporary society. Preservation should therefore combine continuity with innovation
rather than treating folk traditions as static relics of the past.

Systematic Documentation and Archiving

Comprehensive documentation is the foundation of sustainable preservation. Folk songs,
folktales, myths, legends, proverbs, riddles, and traditional performances should be
systematically collected through field surveys and recorded using modern audio-visual
technology. Digital archives, libraries, and institutional repositories can ensure that these
valuable cultural resources remain accessible to future generations and researchers.

Integration into Formal Education

Educational institutions play a crucial role in preserving folk traditions. Assamese folk
literature should be incorporated into school, college, and university curricula through
dedicated courses, practical workshops, storytelling sessions, and research-based learning.
Such initiatives will encourage young learners to appreciate their cultural heritage while
strengthening linguistic and historical awareness.

Community-Based Preservation

The sustainability of folk literature depends primarily on the active participation of local
communities. Traditional singers, storytellers, folk artists, and village elders should be
recognised as custodians of cultural knowledge. Community festivals, cultural workshops,
and intergenerational learning programmes can strengthen the transmission of oral traditions
within society.

Digital Preservation and Technological Innovation

Modern digital technologies provide unprecedented opportunities for safeguarding intangible
cultural heritage. Online repositories, podcasts, documentaries, e-books, digital museums,
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mobile applications, and social media platforms can effectively disseminate Assamese folk
literature among global audiences. Digital storytelling projects can also encourage young
people to engage creatively with traditional culture.

Governmental and Institutional Support

Government agencies, universities, cultural academies, museums, and non-governmental
organisations should collaborate to formulate comprehensive policies for preserving folk
literature. Financial assistance, research grants, fellowships, publication schemes, archival
projects, and regular cultural festivals can substantially strengthen preservation efforts.

Encouraging Academic Research

Interdisciplinary research involving folklore, anthropology, linguistics, history, literature,
cultural studies, and digital humanities should be promoted. Field-based documentation,
comparative studies, and critical interpretation will enrich scholarly understanding of
Assamese folk traditions while generating new knowledge for future researchers.

Role of Media

Mass media and digital communication have emerged as powerful instruments for preserving
and promoting folk literature. Although modern technology has altered traditional modes of
cultural transmission, it also offers new opportunities for revitalising endangered oral
traditions.

Radio and television continue to broadcast folk songs, interviews with traditional performers,
and documentaries on Assamese culture. These programmes help popularise folk traditions
among wider audiences and encourage public appreciation.

Digital platforms have further expanded the possibilities for cultural preservation. Social
media, YouTube channels, podcasts, online archives, and virtual exhibitions enable
researchers, artists, and cultural organisations to document and disseminate folk literature
beyond geographical boundaries. Such platforms facilitate interaction between tradition and
innovation while ensuring wider public access.

Universities and research institutions may also establish digital folklore databases containing
recorded performances, manuscripts, photographs, and oral histories. These initiatives will
not only preserve cultural resources but also provide valuable materials for academic research
and international collaboration.

Thus, when used responsibly, modern media can become an effective partner in sustaining
Assamese folk literature without compromising its authenticity and cultural integrity.

Conclusion

Assamese folk literature represents a living cultural archive shaped through centuries of
collective experience, creativity, and oral transmission. It embodies the historical
consciousness, indigenous knowledge, ethical values, ecological wisdom, and artistic
imagination of the diverse communities of Assam. Folk songs, folktales, myths, legends,
proverbs, riddles, and folk theatre continue to strengthen cultural identity while preserving
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the linguistic and social heritage of the region.

Nevertheless, rapid globalization, technological transformation, urbanization, and changing
patterns of communication have created significant challenges for the survival of traditional
oral literature. Without systematic preservation, many invaluable cultural expressions may
gradually disappear. Therefore, safeguarding Assamese folk literature has become an urgent
cultural and academic responsibility.

Sustainable preservation requires coordinated efforts involving local communities,
educational institutions, government agencies, researchers, media organisations, and cultural
practitioners. Documentation, digital archiving, curriculum integration, interdisciplinary
research, community participation, and supportive cultural policies should function together
as complementary strategies.

Ultimately, protecting Assamese folk literature is not merely an act of conserving the past; it
is an investment in the cultural future of society. By preserving this rich oral heritage, Assam
can strengthen its cultural identity, promote linguistic diversity, encourage ecological
consciousness, and contribute meaningfully to the broader goals of sustainable cultural
development.
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