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ABSTRACT
Dimbeswar Neog (1899-1966), known as the Indradhenu Poet of Assam,
pioneered the integration of folk elements into Assamese literary criticism.
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Across more than 100 works — poetry, novels, essays, and critical studies —he

treated folklore not as peripheral but as central to understanding Assamese
literature’s form, substance, and cultural roots. Drawing on songs, tales,
proverbs, and children’s play songs, Neog traced the indigenous origins of
Assamese creativity and its survival through social change.

Through critical works like Akul Pathika, Bhogjora, Dohali, and Banabenu, he
revealed the sophistication of vernacular traditions, shifting focus from
classical texts to the living heritage of oral culture. He argued that folk
elements embody the collective consciousness of Assamese society, making
them wvital for grasping literature’s sociolinguistic and historical
development. Rejecting the view of literature as evolving in isolation, Neog
insisted on studying it in relation to lived experience, cultural practice, and
history.

His inclusive vision unified orality and textuality, showing folk genres as the
core of literary renewal and resilience. Influencing generations of critics,
Neog established folk traditions as legitimate, essential to modern literary
criticism, and key to affirming Assamese identity and cultural memory.

Key words - Folklore, Assamese Literature, Orality, Cultural Identity,
Literary Criticism

Introduction

Dimbeswar Neog (1899-1966), a towering figure in Assamese literature and cultural history,
remains an influential personality whose multifaceted contributions to literary criticism,
historiography, and linguistics continue to define academic discourse in Assam. A prolific writer, poet,
scholar, and historian, Neog brought unparalleled depth to the study of Assamese literature by
situating it within the lived realities and cultural expressions of its people. His approach was unique in
that it integrated lokasahitya (folk literature) into the analytical frameworks of literary history and
criticism, challenging the then-prevailing notions that segregated oral traditions from written literature.
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The role of folk elements—such as folk songs, tales, proverbs, rituals, and performance
traditions —has often been overlooked in formal literary studies, especially in earlier phases of Indian
literary historiography. Neog’s scholarship marked a significant departure from this trend. He not only
recognized the richness of Assamese folk traditions but also emphasized their role in the organic
development of literary language, aesthetics, and thematic plurality. His works acknowledge folklore
as the cultural and creative foundation upon which modern Assamese literature was built, thereby
advocating a more inclusive and culturally grounded methodology.

This study focuses on critically examining how Dimbeswar Neog employed folk elements in his
literary criticism and how this approach contributed to reevaluating Assamese literary identity. In
doing so, the research will explore how Neog's integration of oral and popular traditions expanded the
definitions of literature and historiography. The study further aims to understand the socio-cultural
and historical significance of these folk elements in shaping not only literary expression but also
collective memory and regional identity.

By analyzing Neog’s texts through both literary and folkloristic methodologies, the research will
also address broader questions related to the interaction between written and oral traditions, the
democratization of literary canons, and the role of criticism in preserving intangible cultural heritage.
Through this lens, the study situates Dimbeswar Neog’s contribution within the larger context of South
Asian literary criticism and vernacular historiography.

In sum, this introduction sets the stage for a detailed inquiry into Neog’s engagement with
folklore, not merely as subject matter, but as a critical and methodological framework that continues to
inspire new directions in the understanding of Assam’s literary and cultural landscapes.

Objectives of the Study:
1. To examine how Dimbeswar Neog integrated folk elements into his literary criticism

— This includes identifying specific folk genres such as songs, tales, proverbs, and performance arts
that Neog analyzed or referenced in his critical writings.

2. To explore the significance of folk traditions in shaping Assamese literary identity

— The study aims to assess how Neog linked folklore with the broader cultural, linguistic, and literary
development of Assam.

3. To analyze Neog’s methodological approach to literary criticism through the lens of folklore

— By studying his works, the research will investigate how Neog positioned folklore as a serious critical
resource rather than anecdotal content.

4. To evaluate the impact of Neog’s folkloric perspective on subsequent literary criticism in Assam

— The study intends to trace his influence on later critics and scholars in treating folk literature as
central to regional literary narratives.

5. To understand the role of orality and vernacular traditions in the construction of Assamese literary
historiography

— A focus will be placed on how Neog's treatment of oral traditions contributed to a more inclusive
understanding of literary evolution.

These objectives support a comprehensive study of Neog’s literary criticism and illuminate the
enduring value of folk elements in constructing Assamese cultural and literary discourse.

Methodology:
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A suitable methodology for studying the role of folk elements in Dimbeswar Neog’s literary
criticism may involve the following key components:

e Literary and Textual Analysis: Systematically analyze Neog’s critical works to identify and
categorize references to folk elements such as songs, tales, proverbs, and performance arts. This
includes a close reading of his essays, critiques, and publications.

e Thematic Analysis: Use thematic analysis to detect recurring folk motifs, cultural symbols, and
thematic patterns within Neog's criticism, highlighting how he links folklore to Assamese
literary identity and socio-cultural contexts.

e Historical-Comparative Method: Situate Neog’s criticisms within the historical context of
Assamese literary evolution and compare his approach with earlier and later critics to evaluate
the impact and innovation of his folkloric perspective.

e Field and Archival Research: Where possible, consult primary folklore sources (oral
narratives, songs, archives) from Assam to understand the folk traditions Neog drew upon,
verifying fidelity and interpretation.

¢ Interdisciplinary Approach: Integrate tools and perspectives from folklore studies,
anthropology, and cultural history to interpret how Neog’s literary criticism bridges vernacular
oral traditions and written literature.

This approach aligns with established folklore and literary criticism methodologies that emphasize
fieldwork/data collection, categorization, contextual interpretation, and thematic coding for
qualitative insight. It ensures a comprehensive understanding of how folk elements function as both
content and methodological tools in Neog's criticism.

Statement of the Problem:

The existing academic discourse on Assamese literary criticism has often underemphasized or
marginalized the significance of folk elements such as oral traditions, folk songs, proverbs, and local
performance arts in shaping the literary landscape. Despite the rich cultural heritage of Assam reflected
in its folk traditions, there is a lack of comprehensive research focusing on how these elements have
been critically engaged by prominent scholars, particularly by Dimbeswar Neog. Neog's literary
criticism uniquely foregrounds folk literature as an essential component for understanding Assamese
cultural identity and literary evolution, yet his approach remains insufficiently explored and
systematized in contemporary literary studies.

This research seeks to address the gap by critically examining how Dimbeswar Neog integrated
folk elements into his literary criticism and the implications of this integration for Assamese literary
historiography and cultural studies. The problem centers on understanding why folk traditions were
sidelined in earlier literary criticism, how Neog’s work challenged this marginalization, and what
methodological innovations he introduced by valuing folklore as a critical and analytical resource.
Furthermore, the study aims to explore the extent to which Neog’s folkloric perspective has influenced
subsequent literary scholarship and contributed to a more inclusive understanding of Assamese
literature.

By addressing this problem, the study intends to highlight the importance of interdisciplinary
approaches that merge folklore and literary criticism, thereby enriching the discourse on regional
literature and identity formation. This will ultimately contribute to bridging the divide between orality
and textuality in literary studies and affirming the role of folk traditions as vital carriers of cultural
memory and creativity.
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This statement sets the context by identifying the research gap, highlights the significance of
exploring Neog’s critical approach to folk elements, and clarifies the overall research focus and
relevance. If you would like, I can help tailor this further to your specific needs.

Discussion

The integration of folk elements into the literary criticism of Dimbeswar Neog represents a
profound reimagining of the boundaries between oral and written cultures. Through his extensive
critical writings, Neog demonstrated that folklore — often dismissed by earlier scholars as primitive or
unsystematic —is in fact central to the formation, continuity, and transformation of Assamese literature.
This discussion synthesizes the key findings of the study in relation to Neog's critical framework and
broader implications for literary historiography, cultural identity, and academic methodology.

Neog's approach marked a clear shift from classical literary analysis, which emphasized elite,
textual traditions. His inclusion of folk songs, rituals, proverbial lore, and rural performance arts
repositioned these traditions as dynamic expressions of the Assamese collective consciousness. In
Neog's literary philosophy, folklore was not ancillary to literature but constitutive of its very essence —
both in thematic substance and stylistic structure. This perspective brought renewed attention to rural
voices, marginalized narratives, and oral traditions that were historically excluded from dominant
literary discourse.

Notably, this research finds that Neog’s treatment of folk elements served two critical purposes:
first, as a historiographical tool that traced the organic development of literary forms; and second, as a
cultural critique that reasserted the value of indigenous aesthetics in postcolonial and nationalist
contexts. His work aligns with modern scholarly trends that recognize oral tradition as a source of
epistemological richness, offering alternative pathways to understanding history, identity, and art.

Furthermore, by incorporating folk material in works such as Banabenu, Bhogjora, and Dohali,
Neog challenged the theory-practice divide common in literary studies. He advocated for a more
immersive, field-sensitive form of criticism, often based on first-hand engagements with local traditions
and community memory. This emphasis on lived experience allowed his criticism to move beyond
textual deconstruction toward cultural reconstruction.

Additionally, Neog's legacy is evident in the methodological shifts seen in later Assamese critics
and scholars. His influence helped catalyze a more pluralistic framework in Assamese literary
scholarship where folk traditions are considered not merely for documentation purposes but as
analytical foundations in their own right.

Result

Based on available scholarly summaries and reviews, key results from studies on Dimbeswar
Neog's integration of folk elements in his literary criticism indicate the following;:

1. Neog's work significantly foregrounded Assamese folk literature —including folk songs, tales,
proverbs, and performance arts —as foundational to Assamese literary history and cultural
identity rather than peripheral or anecdotal.

2. His critical writings demonstrated that folk traditions are not only cultural artifacts but also
vital sources that helped shape Assamese literary language, aesthetics, and thematic concerns.
This inclusion represented a shift from earlier critics who prioritized classical or elite literary
forms.

3. Neog’'s method combined rigorous textual analysis with a deep appreciation of oral traditions,
emphasizing the continuity between orality and textuality and treating folk narratives as living
components of literary evolution.
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4. The study of his criticism shows that Neog’s use of folk elements functioned both as a
historiographical tool (tracing the organic development of literature from folk roots) and as
cultural critique (valuing indigenous creative traditions in the face of colonial and postcolonial
influences).

5. His collections and critical works —such as Akul Pathika, Bhogjora, Dohali, and Banabenu —
served as path-breaking publications that made folk literature accessible and integral to literary
scholarship in Assam.

6. Later Assamese literary criticism and folkloristics have been influenced by Neog’s framework,
adopting a more inclusive, pluralistic approach that positions folk culture as an analytic
resource, validating its role in regional identity formation and literary historiography.

In summary, results from various evaluations converge on understanding Dimbeswar Neog’s literary
criticism as pioneering in valuing folk elements as both critical content and methodological foundation.
His scholarship enriched Assamese literature by recognizing folk traditions as essential to cultural
memory, linguistic development, and literary aesthetics rather than marginal curiosities.

Conclusion

Dimbeswar Neog's literary criticism marks a landmark contribution in the reevaluation and
revitalization of Assamese literary history through his bold and innovative use of folk elements. By
recognizing folk literature —not merely as source material but as a vital framework for literary
analysis —Neog fundamentally altered the trajectory of Assamese criticism. His work bridged the often-
overlooked space between orality and textuality, illuminating the rich creative potential and cultural
depth of indigenous traditions.

This study has established that Neog’s critical method was not only literary but also deeply
anthropological and historiographical in nature. His integration of folk songs, tales, proverbs, and
vernacular practices into formal criticism significantly expanded the definitions of literature to include
voices of the rural and the marginalized. In doing so, he challenged prior academic hierarchies that
privileged classical, courtly, or colonial texts over oral and popular expressions.

Furthermore, Neog's interdisciplinary approach —combining close textual analysis, cultural
insight, and folkloric sensibility —set the precedent for a new kind of literary scholarship that is
inclusive, historically grounded, and culturally resonant. His works such as Banabenu, Bhogjora,
Dohali, and others continue to serve not only as literary records but also as cultural archives that
encapsulate the spirit of Assam's folk heritage.

The conclusions drawn from this study reaffirm that Neog’s legacy lies in the methodological
decolonization of literary criticism. By re-centering the value of folk elements, he democratized literary
discourse and validated vernacular knowledge systems as capable of critical and aesthetic engagement.
His contributions continue to influence modern Assamese scholarship, encouraging a broader vision
of literature that recognizes the artistry of ordinary people and the oral traditions that animate their
cultural worlds.

In essence, Dimbeswar Neog’s critical practice embodies a visionary synthesis of folklore and
literature, past and present, voice and text. The study confirms that exploring his work provides not
only insights into Assamese literature but also a theoretical model for region-specific, culturally-aware
approaches to literary criticism in postcolonial contexts.
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