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Abstract

The Tai Phake community of Assam, a follower of Theravada Buddhism, has preserved a rich
tradition of folk music that reflects their cultural identity, social customs, and spiritual beliefs.
This paper explores the traditional folk songs of the Tai Phake community, with a particular
emphasis on "Kham Yon Kong", a distinctive musical and performative expression. Performed
mainly by youths during various festivals, "Kham Yon Kong" is both a musical celebration and
a socio-cultural interaction with the villagers. The folk song is typically accompanied by
drums, cymbals, and gongs, showcasing rhythmic dynamism and group coordination. This
article aims to analyze the structure, performance practice, and cultural significance of "Kham
Yon Kong", thereby highlighting its role in fostering community ties and intergenerational
continuity within the Tai Phake society.
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Introduction:

Assam, a melting pot of diverse ethnic communities and traditions, is home to the Tai Phake
people, a Buddhist ethnic group with roots tracing back to Southeast Asia. The Tai Phake are
the brethren of the Tai Ahom community of Assam. They are inhabitants of the bank of the
Buridihing river, Namphake and Tipam Phake of the Naharkatia area of Dibrugarh district, and
Bor Phake, Ningam, Phaneng, Man Mo, Nonglai Mounglang villages of Tinisukia district of
Assam. (Buragohain, 2014) The Tai Phake community, though numerically small, has nurtured
a vibrant and distinctive cultural heritage that continues to thrive amidst the challenges of
modernity. Central to this heritage is their rich reservoir of oral traditions, particularly folk
music, which holds a vital position in their social, spiritual, and everyday life. These traditional
folk songs are more than mere artistic expressions; they serve specific socio-cultural functions
and are performed across a wide range of occasions, including religious ceremonies, rites of
passage, agricultural activities, seasonal festivals, weddings, community gatherings, and even
during moments of reflection in daily life. Each song carries its own contextual relevance,
reinforcing community values, beliefs, and historical memory.

Tai Phake folk music encompasses a diverse array of thematic and functional genres, each with
its own distinctive form and purpose. These include Kham Oi, Sa Oi, Soi Yoi, Khe Khyang,
Kham Non-Shan, Kham Yon Kong, Kham Pu Son Laan, Kham Laan Thin Pu, Kham Pai Fra,
among others. These songs are performed in specific contexts, such as while working in the
fields, recounting ancestral stories, offering religious prayers, celebrating matrimonial unions,
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expressing romantic emotions, or passing down moral advice across generations. Notably, they
also include lullabies, dialogues between grandparents and grandchildren, and songs that reflect
the rhythms of nature and daily experiences. Through these genres, the Tai Phake people not
only preserve their linguistic and musical traditions but also transmit cultural knowledge,
emotional expression, and social norms from one generation to the next. Among these rich
repertoires, Kham Yon Kong occupies a unique place as a youth-led performative practice
marked by rhythmic vitality and complimentary lyrics. This folk tradition is characterized by
rhythmic energy, improvisational creativity, and participatory engagement. Performed mainly
during festive occasions by youths, often in call-and-response with house owners or elders,
Kham Yon Kong serves as a celebratory and joyful performance. It combines elements of music,
dance, and interaction, making it a dynamic form of social expression. This article investigates
the significance of Kham Yon Kong in the broader framework of Tai Phake cultural life,
exploring its performative elements, transmission methods, and its role in fostering social
harmony.

Observation and Analysis:
1) Performance Context and Structure -

Kham Yon Kong is traditionally performed during community festivals and significant social
gatherings. The performance is primarily led by youths, who travel from house to house within
the village, performing in the courtyards or designated spaces. The performance includes a
coordinated musical ensemble consisting of Kong (drum), Mong (gong), and Seng (cymbals).
At the beginning of the performance, they sing the song with a salutation to the house owner
or audience. After that, the lyrics of Kham Yon Kong are often complementary and auspicious,
filled with humorous and veiled requests for monetary offerings from the host families. The
verses may also incorporate spontaneous and improvisational lines, creating a dialogic
engagement between performers and the hosts.

For example-

Au taap suiyu nao sao thing hang na hu oche yot nik
Paan nam tak nai saam sau yein.
Yaa pai ngin kuo sus au
Kaa maa aa wi sa khoum taan yaa hau pheyng maa sing kau nai.
Po aan lu sam ku suo tak pai ouns u saan khau nee hau saam.
Mau nai oun yaak kaap sau lai sam ke tam moun song sa lot
Pun mau wang la la naam.

Sau kaum sik te ei ka phum moung kam se yot oi pan ou.
(Collected from Lt. Ngi Pethun Gohain, Namphake village, Naharkatia) (Chetia, 2022)

Meaning: On the sacred moment of the Offering festival, with trust, honor, and bonding of
affection, joyfully, we are singing and dancing. The rhythmic beats of drums, cymbals, and
gongs we are singing and dancing on the festival grounds. On this holy moment, generously
contribute and satisfy us. Thus, these heartfelt offerings increase your holiness. By these holy
works, you will get rid of suffering from sorrow-torment.
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i) Interactive Elements -

One of the core and attractive aspects of Kham Yon Kong is its inherently interactive
performance model, which distinguishes it from many other traditional folk forms. Central to
this interactivity is the musical dialogue that takes place between the performers, typically
youths, and the members of the host family, particularly the elders. may respond with verses of
their own, either humorously refusing the demands or matching the performers’ wit. This
musical call-and-response tradition fosters mutual respect, strengthens community
relationships, and sustains intergenerational communication. It is a form of social and cultural
negotiation that reflects the values of community participation and collective joy.

ii1) Transmission and Learning -

The transmission of Kham Yon Kong within the Tai Phake community is deeply rooted in the
oral tradition, that passed down across generations. The learning of Kham Yon Kong occurs
through oral tradition, observation, participation, and imitation. Youths acquire skills by
watching senior performers and participating informally. No written scripts exist, emphasizing
the improvisational and communal nature of the art form. The lyrics and delivery are often
improvised on the spot, shaped by the performer's wit, the social context, and the audience's
reactions. This improvisational aspect places a strong emphasis on creativity, adaptability, and
a keen understanding of the cultural nuances of the community. Moreover, the performance
instills linguistic competence, reinforcing the unique vocabulary, idioms, and phonetic patterns
of the Tai Phake language.

1v) Cultural and Social Functions -

These folk songs serve several important cultural and social functions. It plays a ritualistic role
by enhancing festive celebrations through music and dance, adding vibrancy and meaning to
communal events. Kham Yon Kong fulfills a ritualistic function by enriching festive occasions
with the powerful mediums of music and dance. Festivals such as Mai Ko Chum Phai, Poi
Sangken, etc., along with other religious and seasonal celebrations, provide the ideal setting for
its performance. The lively rhythms of drums, cymbals, and gongs accompanying the singing
create a festive ambiance and evoke spiritual symbolism and communal joy. The performance
becomes a form of ritual, offering an expression of gratitude, reverence, and shared happiness.
It also acts as a medium of cultural preservation, embodying and transmitting traditional
language, values, and customs from one generation to the next. Furthermore, the song fosters
community building by encouraging collective participation and reinforcing social bonds
among members of the community.

It is noteworthy that the role of Kham Yon Kong as a dynamic medium of cultural preservation
is very important. In a world where indigenous languages and cultural expressions are
increasingly under threat from homogenizing global forces, Kham Yon Kong acts as a living
archive of the Tai Phake way of life. The use of native dialects, idiomatic expressions, and
culturally specific themes within the songs ensures that the linguistic and moral worldviews of
the community are kept alive and relevant for younger generations. In addition, the
performative nature of Kham Yon Kong encourages collaboration, teamwork, and public
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expression, particularly among the youth. It offers a culturally sanctioned space for creative
self-expression while simultaneously instilling social norms such as respect, humility, and
community responsibility. The festive environment surrounding the performance cultivates joy
and unity, contributing to the emotional well-being of the participants and the broader
community.

Results:

The study of the traditional folk song Kham Yon Kong reveals its multifaceted nature,
showcasing how this musical tradition operates folk art form and a dynamic cultural process
within Tai Phake society. The performance acts as a socio-cultural phenomenon, unites
generations, nurtures creativity, and reinforces a shared cultural identity. Through detailed
observation and analysis, the following key findings have emerged:

1) Youth Participation: The central role of youths in performing Kham Yon Kong underscores
its value as a channel for youth engagement in cultural heritage. Both male and female
performers actively participate in this performance. The inclusive nature of the performance,
welcoming both genders, further strengthens its role as a democratic and accessible mode of
cultural engagement. Through participation in Kham Yon Kong, the younger generation gains
performative skills and also develops a deep-rooted connection to their heritage.

i1) Community Integration: The participatory structure encourages village-wide involvement,
strengthening interpersonal relationships and social harmony. Kham Yon Kong is a collective
effort that includes performers, elders, family members, and even casual onlookers. The
interactive nature of the performance, especially the musical exchanges between young
performers and village elders, creates a lively social atmosphere that transcends generational
boundaries. This interaction fosters a sense of unity, belonging, and shared purpose. Such
communal participation helps strengthen interpersonal relationships, encourages mutual
respect, and promotes social harmony within the village.

ii1) Dynamic Tradition: While rooted in tradition, the performance allows for spontaneity,
adaptation, and artistic expression, ensuring its relevance in contemporary celebrations. Each
performance is unique, shaped by the personalities of the participants, the context of the
occasion, and the mood of the audience. This fluidity allows the tradition to evolve organically
while maintaining its core elements. Performers are encouraged to improvise lyrics, incorporate
contemporary references, and tailor the performance to the specific event.

iv) Cultural Resilience: In the face of cultural homogenization and global influences, Kham
Yon Kong persists as a resilient tradition embodying the Tai Phake’s distinct cultural identity.
Despite the urbanization and the declining use of indigenous languages, this folk tradition
persists as a vital expression of ethnic identity. Its performance not only preserves linguistic
and musical elements unique to the Tai Phake people but also asserts their cultural presence
within the diverse composition of Assam’s ethnic groups.
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Conclusion:

The traditional folk song "Kham Yon Kong" stands as a vibrant witness to the Tai Phake
community’s cultural resilience and artistic expression. These songs showcase the deep
interconnection between folk music and cultural identity. Rooted in the values of Theravada
Buddhism and the community's agrarian lifestyle, this musical form goes beyond
entertainment; it acts as a medium for cultural transmission, social harmony, and spiritual
reflection. Through its rhythmic structure, collective performance, and festival-based
presentation, "Kham Yon Kong" reinforces intergenerational bonds and strengthens community
identity. This tradition helps preserve traditional and cultural values alive within the
community. As modernization and external influences continue to shape indigenous cultures,
the preservation and scholarly understanding of such traditional art forms become ever more
crucial. This study reaffirms the need to recognize and support the living traditions of
communities like the Tai Phake, whose folk music serves as an artistic heritage and cultural
lifeline connecting the past with the present. Additionally, this study underscores the
importance of documentation, promotion, and studying local traditions, especially as modern
changes affect traditional ways of life.
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