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THE TAI PHAKE COMMUNITY OF ASSAM : A COMPREHENSIVE STUDY ON CULTURE, RELIGION AND LANGUAGE
Connection between Northeast India and Southeast Asian countries including Thailand has been very old. The Tai people of Northeast India who settled in the Brahmaputra valley of Assam and Arunachal Pradesh share common language, tradition, beliefs, rites and rituals with Shan of Myanmar, Lao of Laos, Thai of Thailand, Dai in Zhuang of China. The Tai community is a branch of the Mongoloid population of Asia mainly concentrated in the Indo-Chinese peninsula. The present habitat of the Tai people extends from Assam in the west to Kwangsi and Hainan in the east and from Yunnan in the north to the southern part of Thailand (Siam) in the south. 
Wherever they have spread, the Tai people have acquired local appellation. In the four major areas of East Asia namely, Burma, Thailand (Siam), French Indo-China and Yunnan, they are known as the Shan, Siamese, Lao and Pai respectively. There are many instances of the same groups being named differently by different people at different historical periods. But the members of this great race, to whatever local groups they may belong, call themselves Tai.
The six Tai races residing in Assam are the Tai Phake, the Tai Khamti, the Tai Aiton, the Tai Khamyang, the Tai Turung and the Tai Ahom. The Tai Phakes initially migrated from present Yunnan province of China in 12th century. In Yunnan province, there was a kingdom known as Moung-Mao. It was the kingdom of Tais. The kingdom of Moung-Mao had four princes, Seukapha, Seukhanpha, Seupatpha and Seuchatpha. These four princes, in order to expand their kingdom set out a journey taking along a group of nobles, general army and large group of people.

The Tai Phakes joined the group led by the second prince Chaw Seukhanpha, who moved into the northern direction from Yunnan and established his kingdom in Moung-Kwang situated in present day Burma (Myanmar). The king ordered the Phakes to settle down on their own and start their livelihood in a place called Hu-Kawng valley in 1215 A.D. in consensus to the king’s order. Three rivers flowed through the heart of Hukawng valley and united into a single body of water near a stone wall of huge magnitude. The Tai people inhabiting within the vicinity called this wall of old mountain Pha-ke. ‘Pha’ means a great stone and ‘Ke’ means old. Thus Pha-ke means the wall of an old hill or in other words the Tai people inhabiting near the old mountain. The Tai Phakes lived there for more than 400 years after which unfortunately the entire Hukawng valley came under the supremacy of the then king of Burma. In order to salvage themselves from the inhuman oppression of the king, Phakes abandoned their erstwhile home Hukawng and entered Assam in 1775. Coming to Assam, they at first settled at a place called Nongtao of present Arunachal Pradesh. When the Burmese invaded Assam, all the people of Shan race including Phakes were ordered by the Burmese authorities to return to Mogoung. They went back with the Burmese soldiers up to Namchik of now Arunachal Pradesh. But because of the rough terrain, bad weather and heavy rainfall, they stopped half way.  In their quest for a proper and suitable residing place, Tai Phakes had wandered from one bank to another of the river Buridihing and its myriad tributaries, moving upstream and down till they finally settled down permanently in Dibrugarh and Tinsukia districts of Assam from 1850 onwards. Some of them settled down in Lohit and Changlang districts of Arunachal Pradesh. Names of the nine different Tai Phake villages of Dibrugarh and Tinsukia districts of Assam are as follows:

Dibrugarh district -
1.  Namphake



2.  Tipamphake

Tinsukia district -
1.  Borphake




2.  Man Mau




3.  Long Phake



4.  Mung Lung




5.  Nang Lai




6. Ning Gum




7. Phaneng
In Assam the Phakes introduced themselves as ‘Phake Yat’ (Phake Jat meaning Phake race) which gradually changed into ‘Phakeyal’ to finally ‘Phakiyal’. Their population is small in number and the Namphake village of Naharkatiya in Dibrugarh district is the largest and most populated village of all the Tai Phake villages. According to a survey conducted in 2008, population in the nine Phake villages of Assam is as follows:
	Sl no.
	Name of village
	No. of Family
	Total population

	1
	Nam Phake
	80
	660

	2
	Tipam Phake
	29
	210

	3
	Bor Phake
	30
	179

	4
	Man Mau
	10
	69

	5
	Long Phake
	20
	113

	6
	Mung Lung
	05
	30

	7
	Nang Lai
	03
	26

	8
	Ning Gum
	17
	113

	9
	Phaneng
	22
	26

	
	Total
	216
	1,426


RELIGION: 
The Tai Phake people are followers of Theravada Buddhism. In every Phake village there is a ‘Bapuchang’ or monastery. The Buddhist monastery at Namphake village is one of the oldest and most respected in Assam which was established in 1850. The monks reside in the Buddha Vihar or monastery with the disciples. The main monk is known as ‘Bhante’. The ‘Bhante’ is the administrative head and the prime priest of the monastery. Besides this, he offers religious teachings at the monastery, he mainly teaches the ‘Pali’ language thus enabling the students to study the Buddhist religious texts. Religion plays a very important role in Phake people’s lives. The affairs of the monastery are run by the monks with active cooperation of the people. The people provide food and clothes to the monks. Every day, early in the morning, Phake women cook food for the monastery and all the ‘bhikhus’. None of the family members eat until the food has been sent to the monastery. The ‘Bhante’ is a highly respected figure in the society and presides over all the festivals and funerals in the village.  They have their own separate manuscripts written in Tai scripts, some of which are still preserved in the monastery. These preserved manuscripts are mainly religious scriptures. 
FESTIVALS AND PRACTICES:
The culture of these people is very rich which is still being maintained. Poi Kanto Sangha is a religious ceremony celebrated in Namphake village in October or November. The ceremony is generally inaugurated by the Bhante by hoisting the world Buddhist flag. A structure known as Kalpataru is constructed where people extend their offerings, including money. Then in the evening the Kathin Chivara festival begins with the significance of donating of ‘Kathin’ to a ‘bhikshu’ or monk. Kathin Chivara is a piece of cloth which has to be hand woven within the night and this cloth is presented at the Buddhist temple in presence of at least six monks. The presentation has to be completed before sunrise.
Poiu-Chang Ken or water splashing festival is the most popular and important festival of the Phakial people which falls every year on 14th April. It is similar to ‘Sonakran’ which is celebrated in Thailand. It marks the beginning of the new year in the Tai calendar. It is celebrated for three days. In this festival people throw water on each other which signifies washing away the sins of one another. They also cleanse Buddha images and statues from household shrines as well as the from the monasteries by gently pouring water over them.
Buddha Purnima is also a major festival of the Tai Phakes. It marks the birthday of Lord Buddha. On this day, people gather together in the monastery and offer prayers to the God. This is followed by a feast. Generally this festival falls in the month of May.

Naun-wa is a three month period in which no auspicious activities such as marriage or construction work are done. During the day of ‘purnima’ the people gather in the monastery and offer prayers. It is not a festival but an important religious practice. Poi Ok-wa is celebrated to mark the end of the three month period of Naun-wa. People from different villages and a union of monks gather together and pray to God to forgive them for their faults.
Poi Mai-ko-chum-fai is another festival of Phakial people celebrated during the full moon day of February month. Small piles of wood and hay are set on fire by the people at late evening of the day. In this occasion, they prepare traditional dishes like ‘khau-laam’.
Poi-Nen Chi festival is observed in the month of March with the belief that offering of Chaitya will help to attain peace in this life and also in the life after death.

Besides these, Tai Phake people also celebrate festivals like Poi Lu-fra, Poi Lu-kyong, Poi-Kithing, etc.

DRESS:

The Tai Phake women wear colourful dresses woven by them. Their outfit consists of an ankle-long skirt ("chin"), a blouse open at the front ("nang-wat") and fastened around the armpits and a girdle ("chai-chin") to tighten the skirt around the waist. The female child wears a skirt ("chin") and a blouse. A white turban ("phahu") is worn by the women folk on individual preference. The colours of their dresses are expressive of their ages. The girls wear white sarongs; women stripped red, yellow and green sarongs and old women deep purple and blue sarongs with stripes. The men wear lungis known as "phanoot", a kurta, and a folded chadar.

HOUSES:

The Tai Phakes live in stilt houses called ‘chang-ghars’. These houses are built on piles of wood above the ground and are locally known as "haun hang".  Generally takau (toko paat) leaves, timber and bamboos are used in the construction of these houses. There are two hearths in each house and the inside one is considered as sacred. Every house has a drawing room called "kan nok", a prayer room called "khok tang-som" with a kitchen called "haun aom".

FOOD HABIT:

Rice is the staple food of the Tai Phakes. Their meals consist of cooked or steamed rice wrapped in banana or tara or kau leaves that known as "khau how" and boiled vegetables. Moreover a large number of wild leafy vegetables such as "pukut", "khi kai" etc. are eaten by them. Besides this, their meals comprise of meat, fish, eggs, steamed rice, dry fish, sour fish, dry meat, rice cakes. Tea is their favourite beverage. Some of the indigenous foods of Tai Phakes are Pa Chom (sour fish), Pa sa (fish curry with raw urium leaves), Khau lam (Rice cooked filling inside bamboo), Khau puk (rice cake), Pang hawkhan (a type of cake), Pa puk (a curry), Pakat choum (a sour leafy vegetable). Killing of animals is prohibited so hunting is not practiced by the Tai Phakes.

CHRISTENING OF A NEWBORN

Some special characteristics can be observed in the christening of the new born. The name subtly includes the gender, the position among sibling and the day of birth.

MARRIAGE
The Tai Phakes usually marry within the community. The society is basically patriarchal -the son inherits his father's property. They are monogamous although polygamy is not forbidden provided the man has the requisite means to support such a family. The Tai Phakes do not keep any matrimonial relations with people of other caste or tribes. Widow and cross cousin marriage take place in the Tai Phake society. The marriage is celebrated with a detailed ceremony. Divorce is not a common affair in the Tai Phake society. The husband or a wife files a divorce case before the "gaonburha" who takes a decision in the meeting of the village elders which is final. Divorce can be made effective only by the verdict of the village elders meeting.

DEATH:

Cremation is the rule for normal death. For the abnormal causes of death, burial is prescribed. The purification ceremony, in case of normal death is observed on the seventh day after death. Entertainment of the villagers with a feast and gift to the monks are the salient features of their purification ceremony. The Tai Phakes have special provision for the disposal of the dead body of a monk. The monk's dead body is not disposed on the same day, rather it is kept for a year or so in a watertight coffin. After about one year a big festival is arranged and all the Tai Phakes of different villages are invited and the dead body of the monk is ceremonially cremated.

LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE:
The Tai Phakes are bilingual. They speak Phake language among themselves and speak Assamese with an outsider. All the people are well versed in both the languages. The Linguistic Survey of India (Grierson, 1904) contained a very important stydy of the Tai language. Grierson included the Tai language in a family which he called Siamese-Chinese. Again within Tai proper Li Fang-Kuei (1977) identified three sub-groups which he named Northern Tai, Central Tai and SouthwesternTai. The Tai language of Northeast India belongs to the southwestern group. Grierson devided these into two groups.

Northern : Khamti, Chinese Shan, Burmese Shan and Ahom

Southern : Lao and Siamese.

 The Phake is a language of Thai-Chinese or Siamese-Chinese branch of Chinese-Tibetan language. The language is similar to that of Shan. General characteristics of Phake language are: 
1. Phake language is monosyllabic.
2. Phake language is non-infecting: to express any form of tense or to change voice, some individual words are added before or after the main word to retain the monosyllabic quality of the words.
3.  Phake is a tonal language and retains six prominent tones-rising, falling, high (mid), low high (falling) & low (mid). Same word expresses different meaning in different tone. So to understand the language, knowing a word is not enough, a person must have the knowledge of the different tones of that particular word also.

4. In Phake language, adjective is always placed after the noun. For example, 
Kun ni – person good – good person

Mokya Neng – flower red – red flower

5. Words defining the future tense of a verb are placed before the verb and the words defining the present or past tense are placed after the verb. For example,

Future Tense – Kao tak fat – I shall read

Present Tense – Kao fat si o – I am reading

Past Tense – Kao fat ka – I read
6. The language follows ‘subject + verb + object’ form of sentence construction

7. Originally, the consonant ‘R’ was not used in Phake language. But later they borrowed it from ‘Pali’ language used for writing the Buddhist religious books.

The Tai Phake language has nine vowel phonemes, seventeen consonant phonemes. Actually, there is no vowel letter in Phake language. They use some vowel signs. 
 
Being the followers of Theravada Buddhism, the Tai Phakes also have a sound knowledge of Pali language. There is a teaching centre in the village where ‘Pali’ is taught. A primary school was established in the village in 1910. There are several secondary schools nearby.
They have their own separate scripts borrowed from the Brahmi Script. There are some preserved manuscripts in the Nam Phake village monastery which were brought with them from Hukawng valley. The manuscripts were written in different objects such as, handmade pulp paper, Leaf of ‘taal’ tree, etc. They also have manuscripts in pure gold . Most of them are religious scriptures such as ‘Lamamang’ (Tai Ramayana), ‘Thamma Puttam’ ( Tai Mahabharat ), colourful ‘Fung Chen’, etc. There are two books preserved by the Tai Phakes where the history of this race is written. One is ‘Lik-Khoukhun’ and the other is ‘Lik-Khoumoung’. But due to inadequate preservation facilities many of the manuscripts have been destroyed. Now only about 400 manuscripts survive.
The Phake people have a fine tradition of keeping records of family history. ‘Ho Likboi’is such a record in which genealogies of a particular family are recorded. Generally, ‘Ho Likboi’ prepared by an elderly man called ‘Pathek’ who is well versed in all the details about the people
Their literature is passed down more by word of mouth than in written form. All the folk songs, different religious songs, folk tales, proverbs are transferred from one generation to the other by word of mouth only, they are not preserved in written form.
CONCLUSION:
The Tai Phakes in order to celebrate any social function use their own language whether written or spoken, to express or exchange their ideas and consummate the function. Besides their own language, the Tai Phake people’s art and culture, customs and practices, dress and ornaments, food and other characteristic features are brilliantly seen in every one of their villages to this day. In spite of a very small population, the Tai Phake people have maintained their unique identity– culture, religion and language and are able to continue their glorious legacy for a 235 years long period in Assam.
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