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EDITORIAL
Glimpses from a Bengali Literary Text: can such a text be a
lesson to Anthropological text writers?
RAJAT KANTI DAS
Editor, JIAS

When writing is treated as a practice of imparting meaning to one’s own
experiences, it suggests that writing is essentially shaped by experience. It is
‘experience in and of itself’, just as we sometimes tend to reduce field observer
to be truly ‘empirical being’ in his or her own self. But ultimately the individual
as writer constitutes oneself in an ongoing story, carried in memory and
transformed into a text which represents the primary process of ‘self-
accounting’.  In anthropology we seem to use writing as a manifestation of
independent reality and as a process of knowing in itself, more as a process of
self-enactment or self-representation. The reason why texts produced by
anthropologists sometimes give an impression of drab and mechanical exercise
of ‘writing social reality’ is because they very often fail to convey in Geertz’s
words (Works and Lives, The Anthropologist as Author, 1988) ‘the author’s
experience of travel between ways of life and words of meaning.’ In this respect,
they may probably take a leaf from literary text writers.

I have a strong feeling that some of the texts produced in Bengali literature
(as well as in other literary forms existing in India) have much to offer to
anthropologists engaging themselves in writing about society, culture and
change from the perspective of a specific group of people. Here I shall just refer
to one particular book written by the Bengali writer Satinath Bhaduri. The
book under reference is “Dhnorai Charit Manas” where Dhnorai is the central
character. Dhnorai, a rustic product of rural Bihar, is endowed with an uncanny
sense of looking beyond what to the naked eye is reality. As a bearer of the
folk tradition, he tries to see and analyse human situation from his own sense
of understanding, much of which comes from his deep-seated faith in the
tradition he has grown up with. Placed against the backdrop of the Second
World War, the character of Dhnorai symbolises clash of values attached to
tradition and post- War development – a stark reminder of the favourite
anthropological topic of tradition vs. modernity. We may have a feel of it from
the following monologue of Dhnorai (translation mine which can never be
able to reach author’s level).

“Colour of the land changes, so also does minds of the people; a small
child of today grows into a young lad tomorrow; roja (the period of self-
purification for the Muslims) gradually loses its intensity; the pattern of
livelihood changes, Morol of Tatma ( the suburb of Jirania town) takes to riding
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a bullock cart – everything in this world changes. What seem to remain static
are pakki (land or area permanently taken over by the British Government)
and Ramayan. The banyan tree within the pakki may shed its leaves during
winter; new leaves being swayed by the western wind may take their place;
rain may wash away the top soil of the road; road may be broadened as much
as you like, taking it as far as to the place of ‘Kamakhyaji’ or even beyond, but
all these are not real changes. Real changes mean when even along the earthen
portion of the road bullock carts will cease to ply and you will no longer hear
Garoan’s (bullock cart driver) song at night; people will not be allowed to use
the road freely because goats and lambs are in greater demand than human
beings. Everyday ‘Doms’ (untouchable caste whose traditional occupation is
to cremate dead bodies) carry a large number of pigs along the road to be
taken to Siliguri and Naxalbari for the Whites, but people moving in bullock
carts loaded with rice will be stopped. Wonderful! It seems there are no people
in the world other than the British Army.” A significant point that emerges
from the above description is the way it reflects a common villager’s perception
about the British administration and its army. One may derive plenty of insights
from such monologues or soliloquies, which abound in the book.

In anthropology we give a lot of effort in describing a place – a village or a
locale, but such descriptions very often fall into a set pattern and is devoid of
words of meaning. Author’s description of Jirania, Tatmania and Dhangartuli
– the three places which remain as the primary witness to Dhnorai’s growing
up from childhood to adulthood, may provide a welcome relief from the
stereotypic pattern followed by us. The free translation from Bengali attempted
by me will not be able to get into the full meaning as attributed by the author,
but it may at least give a glimpse of it.

“Not of Ayodhya king’s time, this concerns the present Jirania. In
‘Ramcharitmanas’( by Tulsidas) it has been mentioned as ‘ Jirnaranya’. If you
are not able to read [Ramcharitmanas] yourself, request ‘Mishirji’( one who is
regarded as the professional reader) to read it out [and explain ] to you. Much
of what was Jirania earlier is still in existence – sandy soil and a forest of
Indian plum (‘kul’) trees with thorny serrated leaves. Even now the long time
practice of waking up sleeping passengers [Jirania bound] by shaking them
before the train reaches the station is still in vogue. They shout in the process
“jungle has come, Jirania has come” It is clear that the main emphasis of this
piece of writing is on Jirania’s jungle identity, though among the neighbouring
people it has an enhanced status.

“The people of Tatmatuli (a suburb area, about four miles away from
Jirania) call it ‘Taon’ (Town). To them, it is not a town of small magnitude. It is
‘Bhari Sahar’(a weighty town), bigger than Pirganj, Bisaria. Can Pirganj boast
of a Collector’s office? Does any ‘Dharamshala’ exist in Bisaria? And ‘Padri
Saheb’s’ Church? As a town, Jirania has no parallel. One can find ‘Tomtoms’
(horse driven carts) plying on the road almost in every hour and that too along
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the pacca road. There is a double-storeyed, brick-built house which belongs
to none other than ‘Cherman’(Chairman). ‘Babubhais’ of the town are all
‘Bangalis’(Bengali), who are pleaders, court  writers, doctors or administrators.
Their children are also no less proud of the town than the ‘Tatmas”(the people
of Tatma)...

There is no village in between Jirania and Tatmatuli. That is the reason
why I call Tatmatuli a suburb of Jirania. It will not be more than four miles
from the town; to Tatmas, it won’t be more than one ‘crosh’ ( a ‘crosh’ may be
appromixately three miles or so). On the west of Tatmatuli is ‘Bakarhatta’s’
ground which is full of Simul trees (‘Bakarhatta’ meaning ‘hat’ of goats).  Beyond
Bakarhatta is ‘Dhangartuli’. The ancestors of ‘Dhangars’ (scavengers) were
actually Oraons. Nobody knows exactly when they came from the Santal
Parganas on the other side of the Ganges to this side. But there is similarity
between the dialect of the Oraons of Santal Parganas and of those living in
Dhangartuli. While speaking to people other than Dhangars they use Hindi.
There are some Christian families among them. Most of them work as gardeners
in the gardens of White masters. Those who could not get gardener’s job do
other types of manual work. They are all physically strong and because they
remain sincere to their works, everybody wants to employ them as labourers.
‘Dhangars’ call ‘Tatmas’  ‘dirty animals’, who in turn call them ‘foolish
Christians’.

Dhangartuli belongs to Dharampur Pargana, whereas Tatmatuli comes
under Havelli2 Pargana. The two Parganas were formed during Raja
Todarmalla’s time. At that time also the demarcating line between the two
Parganas was the high road. Today the road has been metalled and named
‘Kosi-Siliguri’ road. But the road not only differentiates Dharampur and Havelli
Parganas, it also symbolises separation of hearts of Tatma and Dhangar people.”

The above description is not only factual, it is full of meanings – meanings
imparted by the author himself, meanings derived from people’s own ideas
and customary habits and meanings reflecting the mood of individuals.

My own impression is that the author has deliberately avoided
superimposing himself on the local level of understanding that he considers
has a merit of its own. When it involves search for locating the sources of
traditional knowledge system, he tries to equate himself with them without
making any allowance for distorting the factual part of it. The following example
is suggestive enough.

“The head of ‘Panchayat’ is called ‘Mohoto’(also called ‘Mahato’). They call
four other important persons of the body as ‘Nayeb’. And the person who serves
‘lutice’(notice) and collects people is called ‘Chharidar’. Mohoto and four Nayebs
comprising ‘five’ or ‘pancha’ form the panchayat. Mohoto not only symbolises
power, he is also expected to be able to command a fair degree of knowledge.
As the Mohoto of Tatmatuli recites the following couplet,
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Diti,Jol,Pabak,Gagan, Samiran
Pancha rachita ati adhom sareera.
(Earth, water, fire, sky, air –
Our mortal body is made up of the five.)”
The description below may even provide greater insight.
“They were all moving together – seniors including Mohoto, four Nayebs

and Chharidar in front followed by a large number of young and old. Where
were these people so long? Probably they gathered in and around Mohoto’s
house braving the rain just to enjoy the show going to be enacted by the
panchayat. Squeezing slush and mud, a group of half-naked brave people were
out on a night expedition. Their self respect, pride in the community they
belonged to received a jolt. In darkness they were treading along the narrow
path with care; the smashed earthworms under their feet emitting a faint glow
and the snails getting crushed producing a cracking sound. Like wild jackals
they were moving in desperation; obviously not in their senses, preoccupied
as they were with the thought of taking stern measures for the loss of face.

Women in the neighbourhood also started gathering one by one in Dhanua
Mohoto’s single-roofed hut, just vacated by the owner for the purpose. Outside
nothing was visible in thick darkness. Even then everybody, rinsing their wet
cloths, tried to see through the darkness in expectation. They would start
talking in a chorus, their faces showing no signs of sympathy; rather giving
impressions of rejoicing at the imminent victory in the trial and satisfying
their curiosity about interesting anecdotes not known till then. How could
that boy of all people of the world, who was yet to attain maturity, dare to do
such a thing? With great enthusiasm Gudar’s mother tried to brief others about
the activities and full details of the programme undertaken by the panchayat.
Her face could hardly be seen in the faint glow of kerosene lamp. But who was
going to listen to her? Their excitement could only be comparable to the
incident when Dhangartuli was set on fire last time. Wives of Basua, Nallu,
Tetar, the three Nayebs, considered themselves no less important than Mohoto’s
wife and were shouting together at the highest pitch. When the braves were
out on a mission to destroy the evil, their wives could not put ‘tilak’ on their
forehead. But they wanted to compensate that by resorting to shouting and
abusing.” Interestingly, Dhnorai was at the centre of the whole episode, who,
being a Tatma, established and maintained relationship with Dhangars, even
going to the extent of joining them as a labourer engaged in earth filling works
connected with construction of public road. Dhnorai’s mother was also guilty
of offering home- made food item to Dhangars.

One may clearly understand the depth of caste feelings and the range of
differentiation created as a result of jati consciousness. The above episode
may not qualify as a typical anthropological case study, but is certainly more
effective and penetrating. After all, every milieu has its ‘meaningful, inscribed
narratives’ and it requires all the skill and analytical power of a good
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ethnographer to come to terms with those. The profoundness of ethnographic
coverage in terms of depth and meaningful exposition as is exemplified by
some literary texts could provide important clues to anthropologists in search
of an answer to what actually constitutes reality. Admittedly, in the narrative
method of anthropological endeavour the finer aspects of literary text are mostly
missing, which may be because of its ‘scientific preoccupation’. But the
narrative method followed in anthropology cannot easily bypass it, particularly
when anthropological representation has been given a’ literary turn’.
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Degeneration of ‘Memory’: the case of Sümi Naga
NGUTOLI Y SWU AND JURI GOGOI KONWAR
Department of  Cultural Studies, Tezpur University

Abstract: The Sümi Naga are one among the Naga tribes of the North Eastern part
of India, predominantly found in the State of Nagaland. Like other tribal groups,
the Sümi Naga depend on oral history preserved in the form of a ‘Collective Memory’
as a source of tracing their culture, traditions and history. Over the years, what
used to be recognized as ‘Collective Memory’, as the Sociologist Halbwachs
maintains, has undergone a lot of changes due to encounters with other cultures
and subsequent change of frames. Sümi Naga, who were animists and who led a
simple life contented within their village environment, tilling the land and enjoying
the fruits of their labour and restricting themselves to rural lifestyle, got totally
transformed by the encounters with the British Administrators during the colonial
rule, the American Baptist Christian Missionaries and the Indian Army operations.
These encounters, especially the ones with the British and the American Baptist
Missionaries, led to waves of change whereby their social and economic life were
totally transformed and took a direction towards the better in terms of material
living. In spite of the positive aspects of these encounters that brought  significant
changes in their material existence, when one observes the effects of these
interactions over the Sümi memory over the years, the damages and losses incurred
are irreparable.

This paper aims to look at how the collective memory of the Sümi has been
affected by those encounters and this in turn have deeply influenced the way oral
history of the Sümi is being retold in the present time, giving an impression of
degeneration and distortion of the Sümi memory and culture.

Key words: Naga, Sümi, Memory, Culture, Oral History

INTRODUCTION

According to Jan Assmann (2008), ‘Memory is the faculty that enables us to
form an awareness of selfhood (identity) both on the personal and collective
level’1.  Around 1900s, scholars from different disciplines and countries
became interested in studying the intersections between ‘Culture’ and
‘Memory’ but their works remained unconnected. It appears that till 1920s
personal memory was the only form of memory to be recognized. It was only
much later that a distinctive social perspective was developed and largely
applied with the use of the term ‘Collective Memory’. The French Sociologist
Halbwachs2 made a distinction between the following types of memories:

(i) Autobiographical Memory – memory of those events we ourselves
experience;

(ii) Historical Memory – memory that reaches us only through historical
records;
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(iii) History – the remembered past which is no longer important to us;
and

(iv) Collective Memory – the active past that forms our identity.
Halbwachs (1992) was of the view that memory depends on socialization

and communication and can be analyzed as a function of our social life and
that every collective memory requires the support of a group delimited in space
and time3. This is also true in the case of Sümi Nagas who depend on oral
history as the main source of their identity. They are a group of tribals who
inhabit the hills of Nagaland in the North Eastern part of India and form the
second largest population among the fourteen Naga tribes in the State of
Nagaland. The oral history of the Sümi Naga is derived from collective memory
as it is shared by all and requires active involvement of a group of adherents.
For the Sümi, at the time of retelling oral tradition and culture, it is a taboo for
one person to complete the whole story even if one may have the requisite
knowledge of it. In course of my fieldwork it was observed that while recalling
their memory each person would begin by saying ‘kutami ghi pinanike ikemu
khaghi nipu asu launo piche keu ye…’ roughly translated as ‘another person
will also say, but long back what our forefathers used to say was…’ and the
same person would not complete the story. As a general practice, the elders of
this community would always say ‘our elders told us this’, or ‘according to our
elders’ and would always refer to their days at the Apuki/Iliki (dormitory for
boys and girls) and Aloji (gangs formed for agricultural work/exchange of
labour) where they always shared knowledge about the way of life, oral
traditions and customary practices.
Traditional system of memory preservation among the Sümi
‘Throughout history, collective memory has been central to the creation of
community from a small unit such as family to an entire nation. The social
practices of collective remembering allow the members of a community to
preserve a conception of their past.’ (Wang 2016, Quoted by Bosch)4.

The Sümi method of passing on oral history and traditions, unlike the
Africans, did not require a specialist. Jan Assmann (2008), in his article on
‘Communicative and Cultural Memory’, divided Halbwachs’ Collective Memory
into Communicative Memory and Cultural Memory. According to Assmann5,
‘Communicative memory is the transmission of memories in everyday life
through oral tradition and is limited to three to four generations.  Cultural
memory on the other hand is the objectified and institutionalised memories
that can be stored, transferred, reincorporated through generations and
embodied in texts, rites, monuments, celebrations, objects, sacred scriptures
and other media that serve as memory triggers to initiate meanings associated
with events or episodes.

In the pre-Christian Sümi society, the Morung or the Apuki/Iliki (dormitory
for boys and girls) played a central role in transmitting the oral history from
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the older to the younger generation. At the Apuki or the boys’ dormitory life
skills like hunting, fishing, trapping of birds and animals, architecture of
building houses, handicrafts, making of fire, folk dances and  folk songs, art
of warfare, weapon making were taught by the elders. Similarly, at the Iliki,
elderly women would teach the young women about various arts and crafts
like, cultivation, spinning cotton, weaving, household duties, folk songs and
folk dances.

Apart from living at the Apuki/Iliki, young people also learned about
customs and practices while working with the elders at the agricultural field,
where the practice of forming work groups called Aloji was followed. According
to this system, the members of the groups worked together in the agricultural
field and exchanged labour throughout the agricultural season, i.e., from the
time of sowing till harvest. In course of these activities, they would learn various
folk songs (like Alu kumla le) sung while working in the agricultural land.
One such song, called ‘Ayekuzu le’ (recorded during fieldwork) sung by the
womenfolk while spinning cotton is mentioned below. This is apparently a
farewell song, sung by a young girl who is betrothed to be married. The song
talks about how a girl remembers her days living with parents before marriage
and reckons the time to bid farewell to her parents and ancestral home.

Ye hoye – hoye (2x1)
Ye wolo – wolono ilili wolo
Yehoye hoye
Ye zula zulano ilili zula
Yehoye hoye
Ye timino khashino ishe asu
Yehoye hoye
Ye asu yeku niki ghungu yeku
Ye yeku – hu lono
Ye yeku hu lono no ishe ipu
Yehoye hoye
Ye ipuno ipulo ishe loji
Yehoye hoye
Ye loji kithe lo hulou ipi
Yehoye hoye
Ye pi itino niza ishe ilho
Yehoye hoye
Ye ilhono iqhemi gholo sache
Yehoye hoye
Ye sache moni ili ishe loji
Yehoye hoye
She lojipumi noghi ishe ilu
Yejoye hoye
Ye ilu kulu laza cheqi alu
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Yehoye hoye
Ye ilu abekutha lono losu
Yehoye hoye
She losu loshi ishe aghau ku
Yehoye hoye
She akujole pewoxono ipu
Yehoye hoye
She ipu piye ishe iza piye
Yehoye hoye
Ipuno iloji kusa ishi
Yehoye hoye
Ye loji kusa ishino kha aye
Yehoye hoye
Ye wola wola no ilili wolo
Yehoye hoye
Ye zula zulano ilili zula
Yehoye hoye
Yehoye hoye.

 Earlier, all the members of Aloji, irrespective of age, learned the folk songs
and various traditional practices from their association with the elders while
being a part of the Aloji. With the decrease in agricultural practice in rural
areas, the function of Aloji has become reduced and so also is the trend of
transmission of oral tradition.  Similarly, the practice of staying in Apuki/Iliki
has become outdated now, widening the gap between young and old
generations with degenerating effects on the collective memory system that
has been preserved so long.
Factors of degeneration of memory among the Sümi
Before the establishment of the colonial rule, the Nagas including the Sümi
led a secluded life and were engaged in inter- village feuds indicating lack of
unity at the highest level. They were territorially grounded and each village
used to make all attempts to safeguard its territory as well as to bring new
areas under its control. Much importance was given to men who took part in
war fare, which used to be a common occurrence and became a part of their
cultural existence. For instance, the shawl of Sümi men called ‘Avi kiyiphi’
could be worn only by two categories of men, one who had hunted heads and
one who had offered feasts (feast of merit) to the villagers. The British in the
early 19th century started the process of bringing the natives of the Naga Hills
under their control and became successful to a certain extent by the late 19th

century. The British, however, did not make any attempt to impose their own
culture; instead they tried to bring certain modifications that suited the
interests of the colonial administration.6

The colonial interference changed the traditional pattern of village
administration. Like other Naga tribes, the Sümi also followed the traditional
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village administration where the Chief (Akükau) was the head of the village.
This post was hereditary only in the case of Sümi and  Konyak tribes of
Nagaland. The British rulers understood the importance of the role of the village
chiefs of the Sümi.  They appointed village chiefs in conformity with the local
practice and customary rule. Thus, while continuing to be the leaders of their
people, the chiefs also became an important link between the British
Government and their people. Although the village administration was
delegated with powers to deal with the local disputes, in actual practice the
British interfered in almost every stage of functioning of the local
administration 7. In this way, the traditional system of governing the village
got changed along with the customs and practices related with the governing
system. The British on their part brought certain modifications to the customs
and practices to suit their own interest but, when the Sümi tried to change
them on their own initiative, they were prevented from doing so. For that
purpose they took various recourses which extended to even flogging and
other forms of physical punishment. For example, in the winter of 1945, C R
Pawsey, Deputy Commissioner of Naga Hills, in course of his visit to villages
undressed Kughato Sukhai at Usutomi village off his short pants as it was not
officially approved. Another law which was enforced by the Deputy
Commissioner was not to allow Nagas to wear the dhoti and anybody caught
wearing dhoti would be flogged8. In one sense this might have gone to the
advantage of the community, but the introduction of Christianity as a cultural
ploy to ward off the influence of Hinduism was somewhat paradoxical in the
context of colonial cultural policy adopted in the case of North East Indian
tribes9.

The British established their rule in the Naga Hills in the year 186610 and
with the introduction of Christianity among the Nagas in 1872 (calculation
based on the Nagaland Baptist Church Council’s celebration of 125 years in
1997 as a mark of the coming of Christianity among the Nagas) through the
American Baptist Christian Missionaries, put into effect the British policy of
uplifting the Nagas. To highlight their mission, they would often use derogatory
terms to refer to the Nagas which can be confirmed from the official
communications. Even in the ‘Foreword’ to the Monograph of J H Hutton’s
‘The Sema Nagas’, Henry Balfour used terms like ‘unrisen race’, ‘primitive’
‘whose varied-culture status ranges from that of stone age savage to the highest
civilization’11. Other terms like, ‘Savages’, ‘Barbaric race’, ‘Vile’, ‘Heathen’ and
‘Uncivilised’ were also used to refer to them. Therefore, it was no surprise that
they wanted to transform the so called ‘backward’ community into a ‘civilized
people’ in order to make their administrative work easier as these ‘transformed
community’ could be used for menial works associated with their
administration. Consequently, they supported the American Baptist
Missionaries to carry out missionary works in the Naga Hills. These
missionaries were given protection, moral support and grant-in-aids to run
schools.
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The Coming of Western Christianity and its Impact on the Sümi Memory of Oral
Tradition and Culture

The Sümi people living in the southern Sümi region share boundaries
with the villages and towns of the Angami, Chakesang and Rengma tribes. So,
when the Angami and the Chakesang tribes embraced Christianity, it was
through them Christianity was preached among the Sümi living in the southern
Sümi region. In 1896, when Ghopuna and Ghusuna of Ighanumi village heard
about the new faith (Christianity) spreading across their neighbouring village
Chozubami, they became curious and wanted to learn about it. They spent
some days at Chozubami and became so impressed that they decided to
embrace this new faith. However, they couldn’t succeed in preaching this new
faith among their own villagers (Ighanumi village) since all were staunch
animists. Ghopuna and Ghusuna gave up Christianity and again became
animists.  In 1904, Seliezu (the first ordained Evangelist among the Angami
Nagas) and Kruniezhu12 came to Ighanumi village and convinced Ghopuna
and Ghusuna to get reconverted to Christianity. Both of them were taken to
Kohima where Rev. S W Rivenburg baptised them and thus they became the
first to represent the Sümi Christians. During that time an incident occurred.
In course of reconstruction of a road in Assam, Ivulho of Ghokimi village
accidentally dropped some stones on his supervisor. Fearing some stern action
against him, he ran away to Kohima. There he met Rev. H B Dickson who
arranged to provide education to Ivulho. Later he converted to Christianity
after being baptised by Rev. H B Dickson in 1906. After returning to his village,
he wanted the villagers to stop following the animistic way of life. One day
when the warriors of his village brought an enemy’s decapitated head and put
it up on the head tree. Ivulho, considering this act as a sin, protested against
it by chopping off the head tree. This infuriated the villagers and they chased
him out of the village. Back at Ighanumi village, there was no one to lead the
newly converted Christians. So, Rev. H B Dickson made Ivulho the Pastor of
the Ighanumi Church in 1908. The first batch of native Christian converts had
to face stiff opposition from the non- Christians who were the majority at the
beginning. The Sümi Chiefs were very powerful and the subjects never
disobeyed them under any circumstances. When the Chiefs made stringent
rules for the new converts, the American missionaries felt the need to convert
the Sümi Chiefs first in order for their subjects to follow. The people who were
converted to Christianity used to be addressed as ‘Jishomi’, literally meaning
“the people who drink”. For the Naga, including Sümi, drinking rice beer was
a very important component of their culture and food habit. It was believed
that they drank for good health, and not to get drunk. They needed to drink
rice beer in order to withstand the effects of heavy rain and sickness. They
used this drink even while working in agricultural fields since plain water
alone could hardly quench their thirst. With their proselytization, drinking
was considered to be a sin and therefore they had to slowly give up this
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practice. When the practice of drinking ceased, the use of various tangible
elements associated with it (such as the use of drinking cup with beautiful
designs, the scooping spoon, baskets used for straining the rice) automatically
disappeared. Drinking rice beer was an important aspect of the Sümi social
life; festivals, rites and rituals remained incomplete without it. Even at the
Apuki/Iliki, this drink was an important element of the evening ritual. Men
from the Apuki would often visit the Iliki to give company to the girls by singing
folk songs while they remained busy with their evening task of spinning cotton.
Thus, the merriment and the camaraderie that was shared through this drink
disappeared when they stopped consuming it.13.

During the pre- Christian era, the houses of the Sümi were decorated
with animal heads, human heads, horn of Mithun (Bos Frontalis) and wood
carvings. But with the advent of Christianity, all these decorative objects were
labeled as satanic and burnt down. Even weaving and dyeing of clothes for
religious ceremonies were prohibited. Ornaments, like cowries, ivory, scarlet
hair of enemies and hornbill feathers, carved walking sticks, chairs and beds
made out of single piece of wood, were burnt as these objects were believed to
be used for worshipping the spirits14. Even the use of beautifully carved walking
sticks, chairs and beds made out of single piece of wood were destroyed 15.
Similarly, folk dances were considered as work of the devil and the singing of
folk songs, a sin. Folk songs were very important in the lives of the Sümi. They
expressed joy, sorrow, words of wisdom and life’s secrets through these songs.
One such song, Thighale, was sung by the Sümi women while working in the
Jhum field. During Jhum cultivation, men would dig up the soil , followed by
the women, with an agricultural tool made of wood, called  Athughasü, to soften
the soil and make it suitable for sowing. During the course of the field work,
women from the Mishilimi village performed the following song, the lyrics of
which is presented below:

Oho he achholeu
Oh ishio ahe, oh ho ohe oi
Hiyelo ho ahe
Oh achholeu – I a lothaliu ohe
Oh kupuli sutsa, oh navilo pina
Oh pinaliu ingui
Oh sache la – I nakulu lu sahe
Ishe chehu lapa, oh lapa aghuna la
Oh alosu sutsa, oh navilo pina
Oh lojilimi ni, oh kujona kiu
Oh kiu dolona, oh kimine lu he
Oh na ishe asa, oh asa kukholo
Oh kimine luche, oh atampui,
Oh na ishe umhi
Oh kuchopi saxo, oh na ishe aju
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Oh ajuhu lono, oh na ishe ale
Oh aleu nanu, oh mugha shitsulo
Oh ishe oh oh oh oho o
Hiyelo oh ahe.
Thus, embracing Christianity led to a change of life of the Sümi Nagas.

This change not only obliterated tangible and intangible cultures of the Sümi
but also interfered with the practice of transcending oral tradition and history
to subsequent generations. However, there is no doubt that Christianity brought
about many positive changes in the life of the Sümi, especially to those who
embraced this faith. For example, many sanguinary practices like headhunting,
internecine wars and many superstitious beliefs and practices associated with
it were abolished due to the influence of Christianity. On the other hand, the
Sümi became emancipated  and learned to assert their rights and political
identity. Such sweeping changes marked the beginning of degeneration of
Sumi traditional values as reflected in cultural beliefs and practices in
generations to follow. For instance, venues like Apuki/Iliki and the system of
Aloji, when replaced by the Church, relegated the sharing of memory associated
with them to a position of little consequence.
Indian Army Operation and its Impact
The next encounter of the Sümi Nagas occurred after the British left India in
1947. According to the memorandum submitted by the Nagas to the Simon
Commission (1929), the Naga people declared their independence on
August14, 1947, a day prior to India’s independence. They even took the step
of informing the United Nations about their declaration. The persistent refusal
of Naga Hills to be a part of the Indian union led to many negotiations between
the Indian Government and Naga people for some years after independence.
However, these negotiations failed and the Indian Government denounced
the agreement made with the Nagas. Subsequently, the armed conflicts erupted
and ultimately the Naga Hills was annexed to the Indian union16.

In fact, the Nagas were never under Indian territorial control even prior
to the arrival of the British. The British Government had brought the Naga
areas under its control only for administrative convenience. They had divided
the territory without the consent of the Naga people into “Naga Hills”, “North
Eastern Frontier Area” and “Free Nagas”. After the end of the British rule, the
Naga territory continued to be occupied by the Indian and Burmese forces. As
a result, some of the Naga groups came under India and the rest fell within
the Burmese territory. The Indian administration drew political boundaries
to demarcate the States of North East India. In course of this exercise, the
Nagas were found within some of the Indian States like Assam, Arunachal
Pradesh and Manipur. When the Indian Government introduced the Sixth
Schedule of the Constitution, the Nagas did not accept it. The Naga National
Council (NNC) decided not to send their representative to the Indian Parliament
and Assam Assembly. On May16, 1951, the NNC started exercising Naga
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Plebiscite. The representative of the NNC travelled throughout the villages
within the Naga territories to seek mandate from the people whether they
wanted to have a separate government or preferred to remain under the rule
of the Indian Government. At the end of this exercise, it was found that 99.9%
voted in favour of the Naga government. This was compiled as a book and was
sent to the President of India, Indian National Congress and the Secretary
General of the United Nations. The Free Nagas did not take part in this exercise.
As a sequel to this, the Naga people stopped paying taxes to the Indian
Government and did not even allow conducting the election in their territory.
Upon learning about the visit of Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, the then Indian
Prime Minister, and Mr. Thakin U-Nu, the then Burmese Prime Minister, to
Nagaland, the NNC initially decided not to cooperate. This decision was later
revoked on 28th March, 1953. It was decided that the NNC leaders would receive
the Prime Ministers of India and Burma following the Naga customs and
traditions and would submit a memorandum to Pandit Nehru for war
reparation. However, on 30th March, 1953, the then Deputy Commissioner of
Kohima, Mr. Borkakotii, received the memorandum from the NNC leaders and
asked them to not demand war reparation from the Government of India. He
also did not permit the NNC leaders or anybody from the Naga public to speak
to the Indian Prime Minister and warned  them that disobeying his order would
incur punishment17.

When the two prime Ministers arrived at the meeting venue, the Naga
public was unaware about the exchange between the NNC Leaders and Mr
Bokakotii and had gathered in large numbers to meet them as was initially
planned. But after learning about the proscriptions imposed by Mr. Borkakoti,
they all left the meeting venue.  On the same day, Mr. Borkakoti ordered arrest
of the Nagas. He further promulgated the Assam Maintenance of Public Order
Act, 1953, according to which, arrest of all members and leaders of the NNC
was to start. As a result, they went underground and ran away to the Free
Naga areas to hide.  The Sümis, who fled to the Free Naga region, decided to
join hands with the Sangtam and Yimchunger tribals of that area to fight against
the Indian military. It was the Assam Rifles along with the regular forces of
the Indian Army who were given the task of maintaining law and order in the
North East and keeping tight vigil over the Indo-Myanmar border.
Unfortunately, some of the activities of Assam Rifles men were extremely
obnoxious to the Nagas. In one such instance, they entered the Yimchunger
inhabited village called Huker and tried to outrage the modesty of women,
chopped down the bamboo trees of the village without the permission of the
village chief and killed the pigs reared by the villagers without taking consent
from the owners.  The villagers retaliated by killing three of the men of Assam
Rifles on 15th March, 1955. With vengeance, the Assam Rifles retaliated on
18th April, 1955 by burning down houses and granaries and killing the
domestic animals of the village. The terrified villagers took refuge in the
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neighbouring Sümi Ngozübomi village. Upon learning this, the Assam Rifles
force attacked Ngozübomi village. This was the beginning of the operation of
Indian Army across the Sümi region. The Indian armed forces specifically
targeted the Sümi and opened army posts in the Sümi territory18. Many people
were killed, houses were burnt, women irrespective of their age were raped
incluidng , and men, young and old, were persecuted19. The Assam Rifles
even desecrated the Church. Encounters broke out between the Indian soldiers
and the Sümi people and there were many casualties. The intangible cultural
heritage, especially the oral traditions and history were also lost as nearly a
generation of Sümi people died during this period of operation either at the
hands of the Indian army or due to starvation or diseases while hiding and
living in the jungles. When a village was burned,  the Indian soldiers would
wait to check if the people would come back to salvage what they could and to
make sure that the village was burnt down to ashes including the granaries
and livestock. Their aim was to force the villagers to submission by keeping
them starved for days together. But in the process, they also burned the
beautiful tangible cultural heritage like the Morungs. Today, if anyone visits a
Sümi village, the original Morung would not be visible and not much could be
said about the physical structure of the Morung since the older generation of
people who knew about it, were long gone. The beautiful carvings and
decorations on the houses, the carved posts for tying the Mithun (Bos Frontalis)
for rituals, the authentic traditional clothes, ornaments, handicrafts and the
varieties of crops that were in use, disappeared . It is said that more than 40,000
Sümi were killed between 1953 and 199020 . The loss of lives and cultural
properties incurred during this period of conflict created a knowledge gap
that has deeply affected the history and identity formation of the Sümi.

For groups like Sümi Naga, who depend on oral tradition as a means of
deriving their history and identity, the above encounters led to the creation of
memory gaps.

Compared to the loss incurred due to the activities of the Christian
missionaries, the operations of the Indian Army caused a large scale loss of
life which was responsible for the greater degeneration of the Sumi memory
system, which was collectively preserved and maintained for a long time. When
we look at the arrival of Christianity and its consequences, we find that though
everything was destroyed voluntarily, memory was alive since human lives
were not affected. In spite of taking on a new identity, somewhere at the back
of their minds, memories and knowledge about their old life and practices
still dwelled, and even non believers wanted these memories to remain. For
example, during the course of the field work, I came across a 94 year old man
from Pughoboto who had much to say about the oral tradition and culture. He
was a retired headmaster of a government primary school and had been
extensively engaged with the spread of early Christianity as well as lived
through the tortures and traumas of the Indian Army operation. As a Christian,



148 NGUTOLI Y SWU AND JURI GOGOI KONWAR

he was committed to the faith. He had embraced Christianity during the time
when there were just few Christians and could vividly remember the hardships
faced by them during the operations of the Indian Army21. He could still
recollect every detail about the said events.

The encounter with the Indian army was different from that of the Christian
missionaries since during this period, people died not only due to physical
torture but also due to starvation and diseases. Those who were captured,
suffered at the concentration camps, while those who escaped into the jungle,
suffered due to lack of food and shelter. As gleaned from field interviews, the
villages after being burnt down, were rebuilt after several years. As a result,
the place where their former village used to stand would be covered with thick
jungle and the villagers were forced to start all over again upon their return22.
In such cases, there was no question of retrieving the material goods lost
during the operation. Some of the people interviewed during field work shared
the view that with the death of many people, especially the elderly, at the
concentration camps or while hiding in the jungle, the memory associated
with their cultural heritage also died.

Jan Assmann observed that the memory we possess, as human beings
equipped with a mind, manifests itself in constant interaction with not only
other human memories but also with ‘things’ of outward symbols. Therefore,
memory is not only a metaphor but a metonym based on material contact
between a remembering mind and a reminding object23. In the case of the
Sümi, the ‘interaction’ with other humans as well as with ‘things’ had
undergone a drastic change which resulted in the creation of a memory gap.
The recent confusion regarding a Sümi women wraparound called ‘Aghukiyi
mini’, gives us a foresight into the Sümi future if no concrete reformative or
supportive stand is taken at present. The existence of a wraparound called
‘Aghukiyi mini’is known to the Sümi, but unfortunately no one can trace the
origin of this wraparound. None of them have an idea about what it looked like
in spite of its legendary status of being worn only by women whose husbands
had taken an enemy’s head. Therefore, the Sümi Totimi Hoho, the apex body
of the Sümi women, undertook the task of searching for this wraparound. They
could not trace this wraparound anywhere. However, they found that between
1931-1932, the former Deputy Commissioner of Naga Hills, J P Mills had taken
it to London and donated it to the Pitts River Museum. With no other option
left, they went all the way to London and took photos of what they believed to
be the Aghukiyi Mini. But to this day, no step could be taken to reproduce this
wraparound because of the uncertainty of the authenticity of it24. This is a
case of loss of the ‘remembering mind’ following the loss of ‘remembering
object’. Here, loss of object contributes to loss of memory.

 While conducting a survey among the elders, one is saddened to find
that they have nearly forgotten their old culture and tradition either due to
old age or because they have no one to share the memories with. A case



   DEGENERATION OF ‘MEMORY’                                        149

explaining the status of memory as discovered during the field research in
the Sümi village of Mishilimi may be cited here. When a lady, who apparently
belonged to the last group of women to live at the Iliki of their village, was
recounting how she would sing folk songs in a group while spinning cotton,
the author requested her to sing the folk song which, according to her, always
accompanied the cotton spinning process. The lady started to sing but could
not complete the song as she could not remember the lyrics or the tune of the
song. She was surprised because she believed herself to be someone possessing
a very good memory from a young age. When asked as to what could be the
reason for forgetting, she stated  that all the women belonging to  her age
group had passed away and since she did not have anyone to share such
memories with, she might be forgetting them. On being asked to state how
many people she thought were in possession of the knowledge of oral tradition
and culture, she reckoned that at present there were only a handful of people
who had this knowledge of oral tradition25.

Similarly, at Lazami village, a group of elderly men, who were said to have
knowledge of oral tradition, gathered to share their knowledge. They started
sharing one after the other, but as was the practice one person did not complete
what he started with. It was observed that they  were all very clear when it
concerned about the story of the migration of their village, but when it touched
upon other aspects of oral tradition and culture, specifically why their village
still used the traditional method of counting days to celebrate the Sümi festival
of Tuluni26 on 23rd July and the method used for counting the days, they
could not clearly recall or share their experiences  Here one explanation could
be that the memory about the story of the migration of their village has been
told and retold on a regular basis and hence there is much clarity about it, but
when it comes to other aspects of the oral tradition which are not shared or
discussed on a regular basis, the memories get degenerated in course of time.

Even at Mukalimi village, when two elderly men were interviewed about
certain aspects of the cultural heritage pertaining to the Sümi in general and
their village in particular, they were not in a position to recount much about
it When they were asked to sing any of the Sümi folk songs that they could
remember, they did make an attempt, but could not remember the tune or the
words. On being asked as to what could be the reason behind this ‘memory
gap’, they said that the elderly persons did not pass on such knowledge to
them while they were alive and even they were not quite interested in gathering
such knowledge at the beginning. It could be their fault that they did not
associate themselves with the elders, thereby losing the opportunity to gain
this valuable knowledge27.

These are the people who the Sümis believe, know about their oral tradition
and culture. The common complaint of these elders is that young people are
no longer interested in learning about the Sümi culture and tradition and
are ashamed of even speaking the language in the Sümi village. In the Southern
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Sümi area, each village has its own distinct dialect and as a result, it is difficult
for a person from a single Sümi village to comprehend the language of the
residents of another village. In one such ancestral village, when asked if any
youngster from the village showed any interest to learn about the oral traditions
or any aspect of the cultural heritage, an 84 year old man remarked that only
one or two used to approach him for such a purpose. He further added, ‘timina
ni ghami tsa junute qa Apu Aza naqona lai nighami tsa pi ani thana itimi za ti
tiqhelimi tsa piu vo thana nighami tsa piaza, mo nighami ghi qa khina khinamo qa
tipa na ghami tsa pini thana’ 28 meaning, the young people of their village did
not want to speak in their language for others would always laugh at them, so
they mostly used the common Sümi dialect to communicate; their spoken
language in its original form was used by the older men and women only, but
whoever he or she may be one should speak in one’s own language. In this
situation, the unification of Sumi as a tribe through having a language of its
own, clashes with inter-village dialectical differences. However, the adverse
impact on the tribe’s cultural tradition representing a unitary system should
be kept in mind.

In urban areas too, many young people prefer to speak in Nagamese or
English and are therefore not very fluent in their traditional dialects. Language
is considered to be the most important component of bearing culture and
tradition forward. A Sümi, failing to speak or write the language results in the
alienating of oral tradition and culture, ultimately losing their identity.  With
younger generations running after the pomp and glory of other cultures, the
Sümi have quite a task set for themselves. The elders are passing away every
year, but the next generation memory keepers are not in a position yet to
retrieve or retain the treasure of being a Sümi in the real sense of the term.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

For a culture that draws its history from an oral source, memory is the essence
of it. It is usually perceived that mostly the elderly men and women possess in
depth knowledge about the cultural heritage. But what is perceived does not
always exist in reality. The last century made the Nagas, and in this case, the
Sümi, go through a lot of changes which were rather forced upon them due to
pressing circumstances. Though they had reaped its benefits, these changes
have brought about some form of a cultural disaster. Destruction of cultural
property with the advent of Christianity and the Indian Army operations has
had a long term effect on their cultural life. Many men and women who had
knowledge about the cultural heritage have passed away and it now remains
confined to a limited few. If documentation work of their memory in the form
of recordings (through video, audio or photographs) is not taken up in right
earnest, then the day is not far off when for a certain hearsay ‘memory’ one
may have to run from pillar to post to authenticate it. Therefore, initiative has
to be taken by the tradition loving Sümi with all seriousness, irrespective of
one’s age, gender, status, occupation. They need to search for a way to go
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back to their roots, the place from where they had come.  They should also give
importance to the knowledgeable words of the elderly by directly associating
with them. Behind their so- called ‘illiteracy’ lies the ‘priceless knowledge’
that one needs to identify oneself as a ‘Sümi’, for memory cannot be bought or
reclaimed unless one associates it with another. After all, Memory enables us
to live in groups and communities and living in groups and communities enables
us to build a memory (Assmann, 2008).
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Abstract: Pastoral semi-nomadic Gujjars are known for their seasonal migration
patterns, including winter migration from pastures situated in the Himalayas to
lower ranges of the Siwaliks and plains and then back in summers. With time,
Gujjars in Jammu and Kashmir are adopting a sedentary lifestyle owing to multiple
factors, including economic transformation, developmental policies and the most
recent armed conflict. Historically, these changes have shaped Gujjar relations
with the State in complex ways. Mistrust is at the core of Gujjar-State relations. I
call this ‘specifically cultural and historical consciousness’ of Gujjars vis-à-vis
state as subjectivity. Through the analysis of ethnographic snippets from my ongoing
fieldwork in Jammu and Kashmir, I argue that this subjectivity shapes Gujjars’
experiences as health-seekers and their healthcare providers who belong to
neighbouring dominant communities. Since both Gujjars and their healthcare
providers share relations of mistrust with each other, it makes Gujjars’ pathway to
primary healthcare complicated.

Key words : Pastoralism, Scheduled Tribe, Biomedicine, Health seeking behaviour,
  Resistance, Mistrust, Tribe-State Relations

INTRODUCTION

Pastoral communities are gradually turning to settled ways of life globally.
Pastoralists settle in response to push away from the pastoral economy and to
pull of urban or agricultural life (Fratkin, 2004). Factors that push pastoral
communities out of the pastoral sector include population growth, loss of land,
droughts, and livestock raiding and ‘services provided by towns, including
schools, hospitals, famine relief, and economic opportunities such as petty
wage jobs, pull people into towns’ (Galvin, 2009: 190). Apart from these factors,
pastoralist communities are also pushed and pulled by ‘international
development agencies and religious organisations, conservation groups, and
national governments that frequently advocated settling of nomadic or semi-
nomadic pastoralists’ (Smith,2005:138). Many of these organisations advocate
permanent settlement of pastoralists as a means to benefit the local and
national economy, assimilate marginal populations thereby forging national
identity, and provide health and education to these isolated peoples’ (Roth
and Fratkin, 2005:2). Depending on the context, pastoralists, thus, have settled
in response to: (a) state-enforced measures; (b) changing economic
opportunities, and combination of sharp economic, political, demographic,
and climate change (Roth and Fratkin, 2005).
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Pastoralist communities in India are also experiencing push and pull
factors, deterring them from their transhumant practices and shifting them
towards gradual sedentarisation. In her detailed analysis of pastoralists of the
Himalayas, Veena Bhasin (2011:168) lists multiple factors including ‘state
policies regarding forests, agriculture, irrigation, fodder, famine, pastoral rights
and migration are mechanisms that contribute to the alteration of pastoral
lifestyle’. In Western India, the pastoral community of Maldharis, along with
other settled communities in the region, has been facing duress due to climate
change, but the ‘pastoralists, in particular, contend with a lack of adaptation
support to combat adverse climate events (such as frequent droughts
alternating with intense floods), degrading and disappearing common grazing
lands due to the industrialisation priorities of the state, and existing
institutional policies around the marketing of select livestock products that
have debilitated adaptation pathways’ (Venkatasubramanian and Ramnarain,
2018:1600).

While studying Changpas, a pastoral community in Ladakh, Goodall (2004)
has reported how the loss of pastures, shifting of economies, and societal change
has impacted the seasonal, cyclical migration of the sheep, goat and yak-
herding groups. Dangwal (2009) described how the imposition of forest
reservation laws in Uttarakhand restricted the mobility of Bhotiyas and Gujjar
communities in the region and challenged their transhumant practices. Sofi
(2013) listed pasture scarcity, armed conflict, modern education, and
availability of health services as the main reasons responsible for Bakarwal
taking up a sedentary lifestyle. Kavita Suri (2014:61) argues that because of
the militancy in the region, an increasing number of Gujjars and Bakarwals
are settling in the plains and ‘fodder shortage(s) due to closure of pastures
and forest areas’ is another significant problem for the Gujjars and Bakarwals.

As pastoralists begin to settle, their culture undergoes a significant
transition. Although culture change is a continuous process, settling down
brings out rapid and unexpected changes for the pastoralist communities
(Harris and Johnson, 2007). Adaptation, which can be defined as behavioural
or biological change at either the individual or the group level that supports
survival in a given environment, is a chief characteristic of pastoral
communities. Once pastoralists settle, their relation with the environment
undergoes a transition. Pastoralists’ adaptation to their new environment is
slow and difficult. Traditionally, the accessibility of natural resources sustained
pastoral livelihoods. The availability of natural resources guided livestock’s
seasonal mobility. However, when pastoralists take up settled life, they are
forced to fend for themselves and their cattle using the limited resources
around the areas they have settled. They cannot move any longer in search of
pastures and water for their cattle. It puts stress on their way of life. Their
social structure, families and kinship relations evolve considering their settled
way of life. Religion, politics and educational needs begin to have enhanced
meaning in their lives.
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Pastoral health can also be seen as a measure of successful (or poor)
environmental adaptation after sedentarisation. In other words, the group’s
‘level of health reflects the nature and quality of the relationships that exist at
three levels: within the groups, with other groups, and with the physical
environment’ (Singer et al., 2020: 32). Studies have highlighted the role of
health in newly sedentarised communities, and it has been reported that health
and nutrition in these communities take a hit. Roth et al. (2005:188) found
that child nutrition and morbidity had worsened in the transition to
sedentarism for formerly nomadic communities. Ripkey et al. (2021) observed
that newly sedentarised pastoral communities faced an increased incidence
of nutrition-related non-communicable diseases. In terms of health
implications for newly sedentarised groups within the Indian context, the
gap is even more pronounced. Tribal communities in India form 8 per cent of
the total population, and even after seven decades of independence, they
remain primarily marginalised (Xaxa committee, 2014). This marginalisation
and gap between tribal and non-tribal populations in healthcare is significant
(Kumar et al., 2020). The Bang committee report, which was submitted to
Government of India in 2018, documented the status of health and health
care in tribal areas and the roadmap for the future to solve the issues. It was
the first comprehensive report on tribal health since India’s independence.
The report mapped child mortality, disease burden, healthcare infrastructure
and issues ailing tribal healthcare in India. The report concluded that despite
the high dependence of the Scheduled tribes on the public healthcare system,
it continues to be characterised by a low-quality, low output, and low outcome
delivery system, targeting wrong priorities. Although the report successfully
talked about various indicators of tribal health, it misses out on the fact that
(a) pastoral tribal communities and their newly sedentarising counterparts
have unique challenges concerning health care and, (b) the historically
evolving relationship of mistrust between pastoral communities and the State
and resultant health-related subjectivity of the pastoral people, which keeps
them away from the health delivery system. Health research studies on pastoral
communities and their sedentarised counterparts are limited. The 2008 report
of the National Commission for Denotified, Nomadic and Semi-Nomadic Tribes
argued that the pastoral communities are located at the extreme end of
receiving health benefits even within the tribal health spectrum.

This study focuses on Gujjars, a semi-nomadic pastoral group in Jammu
and Kashmir. Gujjars are gradually sedentarising, leaving the seasonal
migration. Traditionally Gujjars with their buffalo herd practiced seasonal
migration in the upper regions of the Himalayas during the summers and
then back to the valley in the winters (for a detailed commentary, see Kithan,
2015). However, in the last century, Gujjars have begun adopting a settled
way of life due to various reasons. Apart from the various push and pull factors
responsible for the sedentarisation of pastoral people globally, some regional
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and local reasons facilitated Gujjar sedentarisation. These include changes
brought in by the colonial government in terms of land and forest management,
redrawing of political boundaries in the Indian subcontinent, land reforms
by the Jammu and Kashmir government in the 1950s, the Azadi movement in
the 1990s and the associated ongoing political turmoil and shifting relationship
with neighbouring communities in the wake of everyday communalism. I argue
that these factors have shaped the subjectivity of the Gujjars in multiple ways,
especially in terms of mistrust for state institutions and their functioning.
Subjectivity, a term loosely used by anthropologists, is ‘the shared inner life of
the subject, to the way subjects feel, respond, experience’ (Luhrmann, 2006:
345). Subjectivity is ‘the emotional experience of a political subject; the subject
caught up in a world of violence, state authority and pain, the subject’s distress
under the authority of another’ (ibid: 346). Sherry Ortner argues that ’if we fail
to consider the subjectivity of the people we are studying, then we ‘impoverish
the sense of the human in the so-called human sciences.’ For Ortner,
subjectivity is ‘the basis of “agency” a necessary part of understanding how
people (try to) act on the world even as they are acted upon’ (Ortner, 2005:41).
Subjectivity for Ortner is ‘a specifically cultural and historical consciousness’
(ibid), and ‘the anthropological interest in the concept of ‘subjectivity’ arises
from our desire to describe something like an emotional tone or mood common
to a group of people’ (Luhrmann, 2005:348).  I use the concept of subjectivity
to argue that there exists a historical and political consciousness among the
Gujjars that has aided in the shaping of their subjectivity vis-à-vis health
providers. Subjectivity, I argue, is an aggregate of individual experiences,
ideological belief systems and the control they exercise on individual
preferences and decision-making.

In the light of this discussion, the objective of the paper is to understand,
(a) the factors responsible for the emergence of subjectivity among the Gujjars
vis-à-vis state and (b) how this subjectivity shape up their relationships with
the primary health functionaries. The paper is divided into two main sections.
In the first section I have discussed various forces which shaped subjectivity
of the Gujjars since colonial times. In the second section, with the help of
ethnographic snippets, I have shown the interaction of the pastoral subjectivity
with the state health functionaries and complex ways of interaction between
them. In the concluding section, I have argued that this complicated
relationship can be eased out by humanizing biomedicine and sensitizing
health providers.

METHOD

Gujjars towards sedentarisation
In Jammu and Kashmir, the population of Gujjars is about 10.93 lakhs, which
is 8.8 per cent of the state’s total population (Census of India, 2011). Gujjars
are the third principal ethnic group in Jammu and Kashmir after the Kashmiris
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and the Dogras. In 1991, Gujjars were included in the list of Scheduled Tribes
with respect to Jammu and Kashmir (Kithan, 2020). Aparna Rao (2007:57) has
described five communities of Gujjars in Jammu and Kashmir. According to
her, the first three communities were Muslim, ‘overwhelmingly endogamous’
and used the exonym ‘Gujar’. Of these three communities, the first one was
called ‘Kandi Gujar’, and they ‘lived the year through mainly to the south of
the Kashmir Valley as sedentary agriculturists practicing some sedentary or
transhumant cattle breeding’. The second community referred to as the ‘Valley
Gujar by her, spent the whole year in Kashmir valley and its surrounding
mountains as transhumant cows and buffalo breeders. The wealthier families
in this second community were ‘increasingly investing in agriculture’. The
third community was called Banihara or ‘Dodhi Gujar’ and was mainly
composed of nomadic buffalo breeders who spent winters in Punjab and the
summers in the upper reaches of the Kashmir Valley, and wealthier ones in
this group also had land (Rao, 2007:58). The fourth group was called Bakkarwal,
the nomadic goat and sheep breeders, who migrated twice annually between
the alpine pastures above the Kashmir Valley and the hills between Poonch
and Kathua. According to Rao (2007), the fifth group was called Gujar-
Bakkarwal, and they ‘spent most of the year around Poonch and were
predominantly wealthy agro-pastoralists with transhumant sheep and cattle
breeding.

Gujjars call their settlement groupings in terms of dera. Each dera is
occupied by an independent homestead, typically consisting of an elementary
family, i.e., married man and woman and their children, the universal human
social grouping. They are units of production and consumption. The male
head hold rights over all the movable and immovable property. The hearth is
the centre of the household. A hearth is not shared with another household
for a detailed discussion on their social structure (Rao, 1998).

This study focused on one settlement of Dodhi Gujjars near Kot Punnu
village of Hiranagar Tehsil of Kathua district. Kot Punnu is a multi-caste Hindu
village and Muslim Gujjars live on its periphery. The caste groups include
Rajputs, Brahmins, Lohars, Nai, Tarkhans and Dalits. The Gujjar settlement is
located on the forestland of Nihalpur on the bank of the river Ujj. The Kot-
Punnu group was accessible only by a two-kilometer kuccha path. The
settlement was inhabited by eleven households. During the initial days of my
fieldwork in September-October 2005, I collected genealogical data from all
the households. Apart from basic household information, I collected data on
their migration patterns. Through informal conversations I asked them about
their religious beliefs, economic life, impact of militancy, traditional health
care practices and their interactions with the primary health care
functionaries. Apart from Gujjars, I interviewed health functionaries including
the government and private doctors nearby, female health workers and chemists
to understand their interaction with the pastoralist group. Since the study is
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based on one settlement comprising few households, it could be considered
as a limitation of this study.

Before the advent of militancy, the Gujjars of this settlement were following
semi-nomadic seasonal migration patterns.  They stopped this annual activity
some twenty years back in the wake of militancy. They rear and breed water
buffaloes and own, on average, a herd of fifty cattle per household. Amul milk
plant procures milk from these families. Some households recently bought
small patches of land nearby and have started agricultural activities. For fodder,
they remain dependent on nearby agricultural communities. They also grow
green fodder on lands taken on yearly lease from nearby agricultural
communities. With local communities, they enter into relationships such as
ritual fictive kinship (dharmbhai/dharmbehan). The food for their consumption
is bought regularly from nearby markets. Their women also go to the local
market to sell milk. Their children have started attending local schools.
Although there is no mosque in the area, they have hired a maulvi to educate
their children.

During my fieldwork, I found that the lives of Gujjars revolve around their
cattle. Every day they wake up early in the morning and milch their buffalos.
Milching, although, is a unisexual work, men are involved more than women
in this work. Milk is collected in large vessels and then taken to milk plants
or the nearest market town/village for sale. Previously, women played a vital
part in milk distribution, and men nowadays do this work. Earlier mule carts
were used as a means of transport. Women efficiently handled this mode of
transportation. However, now men ride motorcycles or jeeps.  The rest of the
family prepares to stall-feed cattle. Children from a young age take up active
roles in this work. They are responsible for tying and untying cattle, feeding
and grooming them and cleaning. Most of the time, every member of the family
is involved in the activities towards cattle. They also do cooking, washing
utensils, arranging drinking water and collecting firewood. Elder boys and
girls take care of their young siblings. Families are close-knit groups, and
their energies are directed towards the welfare of their cattle. Even when they
were practicing seasonal migration, families moved together with other families
related by blood to pastures in the mountains and back. Their busy lives were
also responsible for their limited interaction with neighbouring communities.
Most of their interactions were with buyers of their milk products and
agriculturalists who sold fodder for cattle.
Gujjars and the Modern State
In social evolutionary thought, the nomadic lifestyle has ‘traditionally been
treated as less civilised, less productive and more degrading than a settled
lifestyle’ (Saberwal, 1999:191). This thought dominates thinking about the
community precisely because pastoralism as a way of life goes against the
basic idea of settled life, which is ideal for the functioning of the State. In
colonial India, the State had a strong impetus for the sedentarisation of the
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nomadic pastoral communities. They ‘read mobility as a combination of poverty
and vagrancy and landlessness was identified with danger and insurgency’
(Mayaram, 2014:208). In 1950’s during the Dogra rule, ‘the land at their
hivernage (winter sites) was allotted to Gujjar and Bakerwal pastoralists for
winter grazing between the lower foothills and valleys. The fertile valleys were
customarily under their possession’ (Magray, 1988:134). However, after the
1860s, new forest laws and policies were legislated that ‘entailed privatisation
of forests’, thereby excluding pastoralists from pastures and restricting access
to forests (Mayaram, 2014). Around the same time, Gujjars were identified as
criminal tribes. The colonial State, its functionaries also viewed Gujjars as a
crude lot. Historically, it has been pretty easy for state officials/revenue officials
to collect taxes from settled communities and Gujjars as a transhumant group
was treated as outsiders and non-conforming people. Similarly, Gujjars also
did not consider them as approachable and avoided any encounter with them
because most of these officials come from caste societies.

After the partition of British India, a significant number of Gujjar
population (in the tehsils of Mirpur, Kotli, Sudhnuti, Bagh and Muzaffarabad)
came under Pakistan’s control’ (Behera, 2000:233), and their mobility became
restricted even further. Post-independence, land reforms were conducted,
and the nation-state ‘introduced practices of legibility by classifying and
measuring land’, which was something Gujjars did not understand (Scott,
1998). Most of them did not receive any land during the land reforms (Sharma
et al., 2003). They were marginalised through exclusion from mainstream
policies, and there were attempts to discipline Gujjars into civility using state
surveillance (use of local police and laws). The State used its power and
knowledge to impose policies that promoted a settled way of life and adopted
agriculture among the Gujjars. They saw pastoralism as ‘an activity
supplementary to agriculture’ (Sharma et al., 2003:30). Most of the
policymakers keep agricultural communities in mind while framing policies.

The laws of mobility, land and associated rules have traditionally been
abstract for the Gujjars. While they understand the modern laws and
regulations to some extent, their animals do not. Scuffles with the police and
other local people arose because of cattle straying cases, and Gujjars had to
deal with the police. Thus, the relationship of Gujjars with the local police is
intricate and primarily antagonistic. This antagonistic and strained
relationship stems from the fact that local administration and law enforcement
do not understand how to deal with the ever-moving, nomadic Gujjars. The
understanding of modern laws and rules varies for the police and Gujjars. For
example, Gujjars have long since practised marriage by elopement, which is
not the modern, idealistic way of marriage. This practice of marriage brings
the Gujjars in conflict with the police, which has required mediation, and
Gujjars get away from it through various tactics, which involve bribing the
police officials. This long-standing divergence from the settled life and the
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transhumance culture of the Gujjar’s has resulted in their strenuous relations
with the state and its agents.
Impact of Militancy on Gujjars
Mobility, an essential aspect of pastoralism, was severely hampered during
militancy. Gujjars found themselves ‘sandwiched between the militants and
the security forces and were hit from either side’ (Suri, 2014:58).  Militants
forced Gujjars to provide them food and shelter and ‘carry their weapons and
ration from one pasture to the other’ (Sofi, 2013:66). As reported by Husain
and Manchanda (2013:134) ‘you could be an army ‘source’ by day and a militant
accomplice by night. In that continuum, it was not ideology but the
compulsions of survival that led the Gujjars to the remote passes to guide
infiltrating militants, providing them shelter. It impelled them to become the
army’s porters, informers and trailblazers in minefields. Gujjars were further
exposed to ‘vulnerability, and more retaliation at the hands of the militant
cadres’ and many groups stopped moving ‘for fear of guns’ (Suri, 2014:58).
Gujjars were killed for due to accusations that they are working as informers
with state security agencies. Whenever a militant was killed, Gujjar family
living nearby attracted suspicion. Gujjars were killed not only for participating
in the elections but becoming members of the Village Defense Committees
(VDCs). Due to the armed conflict, summer pastures were closed for the Gujjars
at times (Suri and Hooda, 2014).
Process of Othering: Gujjars and their neighbouring communities
The Partition of British India resulted in bloodshed. The Gujjars of the Jammu
region were the worst sufferers during the chaos. The settled Gujjars (zamindar)
migrated en mass to Pakistan. The semi-nomadic Gujjars also suffered because
of partition, but some of them continued living in the state due to a peculiar
political position of the state as a Muslim majority state. The Hindu land-
owning castes residing in the plains of Kathua saw the Gujjars as ‘outsiders’.
Because of their semi-nomadic cattle-herding way of life, the Gujjars were
not considered competitors. The traditional land-owning castes today view
the Gujjars as land encroachers. The Gujjars and locally dominant caste
groups share a tense relationship today. An example of this antagonistic
treatment of transhumant communities by the local settled communities is
when a Bakarwal girl from the Kathua district was physically assaulted and
murdered in 2018. For the crime, local men from the Hindu community were
convicted. The case gained highlight across the country with massive outrage,
and a communal angle was attributed to it, as the victim was from the Muslim
community and the perpetrators from the Hindu community (Sharma, 2020).
However, the case seemed more than that. It was reported in major newspapers
that one of the convicts had confessed in police custody that the victim’s only
fault was that she was born into a family of Bakarwals. The crime was,
supposedly, an attempt to teach the Bakarwals a lesson as they were settling
near a Hindu dominant village. The explanation above is the backdrop of
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regular skirmishes between local Hindus and Bakarwals over land trespass
and encroachment in Rasana and other nearby Kathua villages. In areas where
Gujjars have settled down, gradually madrasas (religious schools) and mosques
also came up. Due to the appearance of permanent settlements, the relations
between settled castes and pastoral communities are becoming tense. The
district of Kathua shares a long boundary with Pakistan. Muslim identity of
the pastoral community is a site of constant suspicion. Both the
local police and armed forces refer to the Gujjars as informers.  The region
has been a border area for a long time and prone to shelling from the other
side of the border. In fact, during regional and border clashes, Gujjars were the
first sufferers of displacement (Kithan, 2015). 

The antagonism and hostility towards the Gujjars, as they began to settle,
have their roots in the idea that nomadic pastoralists are the ‘others’. In fact, a
twofold ‘othering’ can be found at play here, which marks the lives of these
once-nomadic and now-settling people. The first layer of this ‘othering’ is the
distinct identity of Gujjars and Bakarwals, which is laced with the stigma of
being ‘uncivilised’ and ‘uncouth’. This layer of ‘othering’ applies to Gujjars
concerning their pastoralism. This layer, however, is seen as more unsavoury
by the state than its ‘civilised’, settled subjects. The second layer is that of
their religious identity; as Muslims, Gujjars face the brunt of communal
clashes in the region. Marginalised and powerless, Gujjars are the first victim
of religious outbursts in the region and everyday communalism. This
everyday communalism is a subtle form of communalism that involves
everyday stereotyping of the ‘other’ (Mahajan, 2020). These layers are parts
of Gujjar identity (for a detailed commentary on Gujjars and tribal politics in
Jammu and Kashmir, see Kithan, 2020), and they manifest in different forms
of subjectivity and counter-subjectivity. This counter-subjectivity clearly
features in the way health workers from other communities deal with the
Gujjars.

In this section, I have detailed the evolving relationship of the pastoral
communities with the modern colonial as well postcolonial State and the
neighbouring communities. The purpose of this exercise is to present a context
to my exploration of pastoral health subjectivity. The pastoral subjectivity,
which is based on complex terrain of suspicion and mistrust for state and
dominant neighbouring communities, shapes their experiences accessing
modern healthcare in a complex manner. In the next section, with the help of
representative ethnographic snippets, I show how their subjectivity shapes
Gujjar interaction with healthcare providers and vice versa.

NEGOTIATING HEALTHCARE: SUBJECTIVITY AND RESISTANCE

Many research studies have documented Gujjar dependence on traditional
medicine (Sharma et al., 2013; Shah et al., 2015).  This dependence on
traditional medicine is commonly attributed to ecological realities, rigid
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belief systems, non-accessibility of modern healthcare. There are studies
that focus on adolescent health, menstrual health knowledge (Dhingra et
al., 2009; Dhingra, 2011). Studies exploring challenges faced by pastoralists
seeking biomedicine are rare, with a notable recent exception. Recently the
journal, Pastoralism: Research Policy and Practice published an important
research paper. The paper discussed various challenges faced by the
pastoralists of Jammu and Kashmir in accessing healthcare services (Verma
et al.,  2019:7).  Based on the mixed-method approach, the study was
conducted in the districts of Rajouri and Poonch. The results of the study
were explained in terms of accessibility, affordability, acceptability and
accommodation. Rough terrain and the rudimentary infrastructure in
the border districts are primary barriers to accessibility. The pastoralists also
did not have reliable information regarding the opening and closing times
of the health facilities. Most health sub-centres and primary care centres
‘operated upon discretion and convenience of health workers, not adhering
to stipulated timings leading to the inconvenience of community to reach
the centres on time’(ibid: 7). In terms of availability, it was revealed that the
primary health facilities lacked physical infrastructure, there was a shortage
of health workforce, medicines and consumables because of supply-side
constraints in the facilities. With regard to affordability, it was found that
not any domestic unit was covered under any monetary risk protection
scheme, which rendered them susceptible to health shocks. The physical
distance from residence to the health centre and unavailability of public
transport and ambulances for referrals, accommodation and food costs also
escalated the affordability of health services. The overall experience of
pastoralists with healthcare providers is an indicator of acceptability.
Pastoralists thought that healthcare providers were not reassuring,
comforting and properly communicating to them about their illness and
symptoms. It was also reported that the healthcare providers treated them
harshly due to inherent social and cultural bias against their community.
Accommodation is ‘the relation between the manner in which supply-side
resources were organised to accept a patient’s preferences and the patient’s
abilities to accommodate these factors’ (ibid:11). Satisfaction with the way
health services were provided was synonymous with accommodation, and it
reflected the quality of service delivery. In the study, pastoralists reported
‘dissatisfaction due to the opening hours of the facility’, ‘ineffective
communication with the provider due to the absence of a communication
infrastructure’, and ‘egregious absence of staff members from facilities’(p.11).
Because of such grievances, the trust and reliance of the pastoralists in the
healthcare facilities was depleted. The study suggested ‘tweaking the
organisational structure and delivery mechanism’ to make it inclusive for
the pastoral communities by implementing ‘outreach services’ (p. 11). During
my fieldwork in the region, Gujjars did face similar issues of affordability,
acceptability and accommodation while accessing healthcare.
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Sterility, Fertility and Rumours
I met Dr Sharma, a medical officer responsible for immunisation drives, during
the initial days of my fieldwork in 2005.  When I enquired him about the
health-seeking behaviour of the newly settled pastoralists, he narrated the
following incident.

A few years back, I was in charge of an immunisation programme in the
area. I organised a polio vaccination camp in a nearby Gujjar settlement. I kept
waiting for the parents to bring their children for vaccination the whole day.
However, none of the households turned up to get their children vaccinated. I
sent my staff on duty to enquire from the local people the reason for not sending
their children for vaccination but to utter surprise, the people responded with
threats. They told us to leave the campsite. I panicked and contacted the local
police station. With the help of a police party, my team managed to complete the
vaccination drive. Later I learnt from the Gujjars that a Maulwi had dictated to
them that after vaccination, their children will become impotent.

Later my Gujjar respondents also narrated the incident. As per their
version of the story, the incident left them disturbed. My Gujjar respondents
found themselves caught between forced vaccination and threats of impending
disaster they were to face as they had defied religious norms and offended
religious heads. This case shows how the subtext of religious sanction results
in anxious relationships between religious heads and practitioners of modern
medicine. The root cause of anxiousness here was not vaccination itself but
the rumours, gossip, religious fears and apprehensions being circulated by
the local Maulwi. When life becomes settled, religion assumes greater
significance in the lives of pastoral communities. In other words, religious
heads and their teaching begin to mediate more strongly in the everyday life.
This case can be read as an example of failed acceptability and accommodation
where the doctor refused to mediate the problem through dialogue. Instead,
he viewed the intimidation of Gujjars as an expression of their unruly
background and responded with the threat of a police-party, something that
Gujjars understand and give into. Gujjars, on the other hand, were wary of the
health practitioners. Incidences, as discussed above, make Gujjar beliefs about
the health practitioners pessimistic.

Hussain et al. (2012), while working on Polio vaccination programme in
Aligarh, reported that there existed many cases where people had refused to
get their children vaccinated. This refusal stemmed from people’s confusion
regarding the effectiveness of the vaccine, and rumours were also circulating
about the adverse reactions after getting the children vaccinated. These
rumours made the vaccination drive difficult for the workers. There was also a
general tendency of mistrust for the vaccination teams, their qualifications
and training being questioned by the people. In his conclusion, the study
opined that it was the ‘unclear communication about vaccination policy’ which
was problematic for the participants and that ‘increased transparency and an
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adverse-effects compensation program’ may help in building more trust for
the people. The study did not take into account any cultural or religious factors
for the refusal of the vaccine, which are always working in the background in
such cases of resistance from communities.

In another context, Kaler (2009) talked about the rumours of sterility in
African societies and explained what could be the possible reasons which
characterise these rumours. The study was based on initial fieldwork in
Zimbabwe and Malawi, which was followed by rigorous secondary data
collection using internet searches where he actively looked for rumours on
sterility. The study traces the various rumours and the contexts in which they
emerge in the African context. Based on the analysis of rumours, Kaler argued
that ‘rumors of sterility emerge at a convergence of sociopolitical forces’, which
can be characterised by the following four factors. First, he talked about
‘asymmetries of power’ where one community sees itself as ‘subordinated to
the interests of another’. This demonstrates the geopolitical power within the
context of local communities. The second factor listed by him was the
‘perceived ongoing and historical threats to the collective survival of a particular
group’. And the last two factors were ‘biopolitics’ (in the form of projects to
improve collective health) and the reproductive bodies, which are used as
targets and means of these health projects by the State (Kaler, 2009:1714). All
these four characteristics can be applied to the Gujjars, who more readily accept
the rumours and suspicion because of their historical and cultural antagonism
with the State. They are suspicious and mistrustful of the initiatives that come
from the State. Kaler further wrote that ‘rumors are not just products of
miscommunication or lack of information. When ‘accurate information is
provided, the rumors will continue because they express a social reality, which
no amount of alternative information can change’ (ibid).

Talking about the role of religious functionaries or political
commentators, Kaler argued that they work as ‘counter-epistemologists’ who
are invested in the societies ‘by their social networks’ and they assume upon
themselves an ‘authority to speak about reproduction and fertility, in opposition
to the globally-dominant medical establishment’ (ibid). In the case of Gujjars,
this authority is assumed by Maulvis, as Gujjars are seen as backward,
uncultured and unreligious people who are in need of proper religious
teaching. Maulvis attempt to control and exert their authority upon Gujjars
through religious sanctions, and Gujjars follow these sanctions in order to
assimilate themselves into their new ecology. Following religious sanctions
and mandates is a tool of adaptability for Gujjars, guided by their subjectivity.
The attempt is to embrace a pious, Muslim identity in the wake of their
diminishing pastoral identity.

In one of my several conversations with Gujjar women in the area, one
woman in her thirties rather gave an out of the ordinary reason for not going
in for tubectomy. When I went to her mud hut situated just a few yards from
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the metal link road, this woman was resting on a knitted jute bed with her two
children. I was accompanied by one of the female health workers from the
area. The Gujjar women gladly accepted our invitation to talk as she knew the
health worker. This Gujjar woman kept discussing various issues, but she
was hesitating to talk about issues of family planning. After a little more effort,
the female health worker could persuade her to speak and discuss the issue.
In hushed voice and eyes wide open, she told us a story:

There was a woman in the nearby village. Against her elder’s wishes, she
went to a local hospital. The doctors there performed a tubectomy operation
(nasbandi) on her. But immediately after the operation, she died. Her dead body
was buried in a local graveyard. But the grave did not accept women’s dead body
(qabar ne kabool nhi ki lash). 

She told us that one of the Maulvis in the area had recently issued a very
strict order against tubectomy procedure. It was obvious that the Maulvi was
telling the people that a woman who goes in for such a family planning method
as tubectomy, even the grave does not accept that body, so it is considered a
sin to go in for this way of family planning. This story was deeply rooted in the
minds of the fellow villagers, so they could hardly gain the courage to go in for
any such measure, for which they might have to suffer, even after death.  So,
the reason is enough for them not going in for these kinds of family planning
measures. Similar to the first case, this case also reflects how religious heads
use their position to influence locals.
Between Haggling and Hope
In another instance, I met a private doctor who was running a small clinic in
a nearby market town. Situated nine kilometre away from the Gujjar settlement,
this market town was also the place where the Gujjars sold their milk and
procured daily supplies of food and other essential items, including cattle
feed. In case of non-serious medical check-ups and procuring a medicine,
the Gujjars visited this market.  The doctor narrated to me how Gujjars often
came to him for medicines when they were ailing. According to the doctor,
most of the Gujjars were interested in free medicines. Narrating a particular
incident, he told me:

One day a Gujjar came to me, complaining of a stomach ache. After the
examination, I gave him some tablets to cure the stomach ache. The Gujjar then
started complaining that his whole body was aching. I did his check-up and gave
him medicine, multivitamins and liquid tonic. I told him to pay money. He appeared
shocked and told me that he had only twenty-five rupees to pay. I tried convincing
him that the medicine is expensive, but the Gujjar was adamant. He told me that
doctors are crooks. To verify, he stated that he had the same coloured pills in
twenty rupees only. In the end, I gave him the medicine just for twenty rupees.

In this particular case, the doctor was trying to say that sometimes Gujjars
do not have a single penny to pay, but seeing their poor health, the doctors
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have to give them medicine and thus, they have to spend money from their
pockets. The government supply of the medicine in the region is very limited
and is only for curing common ailments. Some medicines are provided at
subsidised prices, but even then, they are very costly according to the poor
patients’ standards. Gujjars who sell their milk in the nearby market must
buy every household item, including food items that cost them dearly. The
local intermediaries and sweet makers whom they sell milk also don’t give
them money regularly and timely. This hard-earned money is also saved for
rituals, festivals and other social duties. Gujjars can’t waste this money on
medicines as they can buy a week’s ration for the same amount of money.
This case shows how the Gujjars perceived modern medicine and their attitude
towards those who sell it. First, the absence of a doctor or a prescription, in
this case, speaks about their unimportance, which is a trend not limited to
Gujjars alone. In the Indian context, chemists are seen as doctors without
degrees who have enough knowledge about the medicines they are selling.
However, a key aspect in the case is the haggling about the price of medicine.
Chemists are seen as shopkeepers with knowledge about medicines. In
addition, at a shop, haggling for the price is a common practice. These chemists
serve as the first option for Gujjars, where they can go and get medicines. An
interesting remark on this dynamic between chemists and Gujjars was made
by Jan Breman, a Dutch sociologist while commenting on my paper when I
first narrated this case in a workshop. Breman stated that ‘qualified allopathic
doctors generally adopt a haughty attitude towards their patients, diagnosing
and prescribing without debate. Quacks are different; they are more interactive
with their patients, debating the problem and negotiating the treatment. They
sell their medications, making them seem efficacious, and they may even
bargain. This makes them more approachable for people such as the Gujjars’
(Hardiman, 2007:1407). In this case, chemists posed as quacks, uncertified
doctors. Gujjars approached them because they were more easily available
than doctors, very less judgmental and can be swayed in terms of the medical
cost. Yet, the relationship of mistrust can be seen when the Gujjar posed that
‘I had the same-coloured pills in twenty rupees’. This mistrust stems from the
standpoint of power imbalance. The chemist holds the power of knowledge
and structure over the Gujjar, for whom both the accessibility and affordability
of health are a problem.

However, not the entire picture is bleak. As Gujjars have settled over the
years, government health workers have had some success in earning the trust
of the Gujjars. In one instance, I interviewed an Auxiliary Nurse Midwife (ANM)
and enquired from her about her duties and the general status of health of the
people of the area. She told me that ANMs are deputed at a particular station
for two years. After two years, they are transferred to another Primary Health
Centre. She was posted here some six months back. During these few months,
the womenfolk of the area become friendly with her. They gather around her
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in their free time and ask questions about their health and household problems.
They come and take medicines, multivitamins, pregnancy pills and condoms
from her. They were now aware of the injections like tetanus and other
medicine like calcium/ multivitamins that an expecting mother is
administered to take during her pregnancy. Due to the presence of health
workers, Gujjars knowledge and belief in modern medical practices is slowly
but steadily increasing. Most of the females have become conscious of common
medicine and their names, such as the ones for headache, fever, stomach
ache. They have overcome much stigmatisation related to their body and
reproductive health. Now, they freely ask the ASHA workers for packets of
condoms and contraceptive pills, depicting the changes happening in their
habits and way of life. It also demonstrates how health workers, to some extent,
have succeeded in creating awareness within the community and some of
these workers can also be seen as the confidante of the women in the
community. This cooperation and communication are rooted in the knowledge
that religious sanctions make it taboo for women to speak about these topics.
Upon encountering a good-willing and understanding health worker, who
shows a degree of acceptability for them, it became easier for Gujjar women to
come forward and discuss their medical problems. Their notion of mistrust
against the State and its health workers can be reversed through persistent
efforts, and their subjectivity can be reshaped in such a way as to minimise
the resistance in terms of health and other services.  

IN LIEU OF A CONCLUSION

Pastoralism is undergoing drastic transformation globally. In India, pastoral
communities have been struggling with new economic forces since colonial
times. The policies related to land and forest management directly impacted
pastoral communities in multiple ways. These policies impacted the Gujjars
of Jammu and Kashmir along with their ethnic kith and kin from neighbouring
regions. The event of partition further interfered with the mobility patterns of
the Gujjars. The successful implementation of land reforms and policies related
to tribal education also motivated Gujjars towards sedentary life.  However,
the political turmoil in the region, especially the period of militancy,
influenced the decisions for sedentary life among the community members.
We know from our earlier discussions that Gujjar sedentarisation has been
an ongoing process since colonial times. It is not a recent phenomenon.
However, the Gujjar settlement that I have described in this paper have taken
up sedentarisation only recently. I would like to reiterate the fact that this
study is based on limited data of one settlement and few households. They
are still in the process of adapting to a newer ecology, and their subjectivity
has guided their long-term adaptation.

As explained in the above sections, Gujjar’s subjectivity had been shaped
by how they were perceived and treated by the colonial state, the Indian nation-
state and then by the militants and the military. As an excluded and socio-
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economically vulnerable group, Gujjars were stigmatised and seen as vagrant
outsiders by other communities. The relationship of mistrust and suspicion
that the Gujjars shared with the state and other communities persisted over
time and shaped various aspects of their now sedentarised lifestyle. As
pastoralists, subjectivity is formed ‘by the power pressing down authorities’ and
the ways through which Gujjars have ‘resisted these authorities’ (Ortner, 2005).
Thus, pastoral subjectivity can be defined as the multilayered emotional
experience of the political subject caught in violence, pain and state authority.
The subjectivity manifested in all spheres of Gujjar lives, and using the
ethnographic snippets from my field, I have shown how the subjectivity plays
out and impact the health-seeking behaviour of Gujjars. Through the analysis
of the ethnographic snippets, both the health providers and the Gujjars as health-
seekers had subjective ways of evaluating each other. Health providers (who
mostly come from other communities with whom Gujjars share a relationship of
mistrust) also see Gujjars as unworthy of their time and knowledge. So, they
would rather prefer the use of state machinery to force Gujjars into utilising
health benefits such as immunisation drives and tubectomy than
acknowledging the apprehensions of Gujjars and sorting them out through
dialogue. In the ethnographic snippets where we see a chemist providing
medicines to a Gujjar at one-third of a cost and an ANM successfully establishing
trust with the Gujjar women, it becomes apparent that Gujjars are not beyond
understanding the importance of biomedicine and utilising its benefits. They
find biomedicine and its practitioners untrustworthy because of their
subjectivity, and if we are to lessen the gap between tribal and non-tribal health,
the onus lies upon the health providers to bridge the wide gap between trust
and reliance. There is a pressing need to humanise biomedical care by recording
the stories of illness experiences, concerns and reactions  of Gujjars. It is only
through the humanising of biomedicine and health-providers that Gujjars can
begin to overcome their long-held subjectivity against the state.
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Educative role of Folktale in the Life of the Biate of Dima Hasao
District of Assam
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Abstract: Folktales are considered to have been created from individual experiences
of social life, which, in turn, exercise great influence over the social lives of the
people in the community. These folktales in practice among the tribal society deeply
revolve around the myth and belief systems of the community. They also bear
unmistakable signs of their ancient origin and display deep psychic roots that are
usually handed down through words of mouth. In the Biate society, these folktales
called Thonthu form an integral part of their daily lives. The paper highlights in
particular the importance of Fapite, known as the goddess of paddy, in Biate socio-
religious life. Simultaneously, it attempts to explore the role of the Biate oral
tradition as an instrument for imparting moral education and socialisation of the
members of the society.  Moreover, it also discusses the main functions of the
Biate folktales which imply multi-layered meanings of great moral values and social
importance.

Key words :  Oral tradition, socialisation, moral, goddess of paddy.

INTRODUCTION

Folk traditions are interrelated with the folk and folklore of a society. Folktale
is a kind of traditional prose narrative that is generally handed down from
generation to generation. It also appears in written forms (Hazarika, 2019:4).
The tradition of telling a tale for pure entertainment and to the delight of the
listeners is not new. Narration is ageless. The natural impulse to tell a story
and the urge to listen to it has made narration a natural companion of man as
demonstrated throughout the history of civilization. Every tale tells about
humans, their culture and their society. It is a kind of prose narrative which
is related to any part of life history, from cradle to grave, including great turning
points or insignificant details in family life, occupation, entertainment,
celebration, religion, crisis, illness, travel, etc. These may provide materials
for a collaborative venture in the construction of a narrative prose. It gives
voice to the people and is considered an important step in reconstructing the
identity of the people.

In the Indian context, the term loka sahitya has been used to denote
folklore. So far as the Biates of Assam are concerned, the literal term used by
them to denote folklore is Thonthu. The word Thonthu in Biate language
signifies stories, myth, lores, where ‘thu’ means ‘word’ and ‘thon’ means ‘which
is passed from generation to generation’. Thonthu is also called ‘Phung’ in the
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Biate language, the literal meaning of which is ancient history. It is, therefore,
popularly understood to refer to mythology, stories, folklore and folktales,
history and myths among the Biate society. An attempt is made here to evaluate
how thonthu in the present times find relevance in the Biate society. The basic
research question formulated is: what is the role of thonthu in imparting moral
values in the context of advanced modern education? The premise of modern
education has its own loopholes in negating the importance of morality and
values associated with traditional culture and this is where the authors try to
locate the importance of folklore or thonthu in the modern Biate society.
Accordingly, the paper attempts to explore and explain the role of the Biate
oral tradition as an instrument for moral education and socialisation of the
members of the society. A specific thonthu form called Fapite or the goddess of
paddy has come for special focus in this paper just to unfold the embedded
multi-layered meanings thonthu has in the lives of the people.

STUDIES ON THE EDUCATIVE ROLE OF FOLKTALE

Folktales are culture imbibed and are cultivated during childhood. Through
these tales, children are made to understand some of the intricacies of practical
life, which also help them to extend their power of imagination to a world of
fantasy and motivate them to think, recreate and explore that world. Manda
(2012) finds folktales as one effective way of using communication to deliver
development messages to poor societies. As children are too young to
understand the differentiation between rights and wrongs, folktale imparted
values help in differentiating them as the tales have invariably a moral lesson
to tell, which in the present modern education one hardly comes across.
Besides, folktales also help in developing a person to have more affection and
love for one’s community which the modern form of education considers
unnecessary and beyond its scope. As traditional folk tales are inherited
through culture and are connected with the practical life experiences at the
community level, they can easily take the role of teaching moral education
and be accepted by the members functioning as a cohesive unit. As is apparent,
the method and purpose of modern education and the knowledge it develops
finds little meaning in community based traditional knowledge. Among others,
Bobro (2006:82) has tried to justify that folklore offers a legitimate way to
exercise social control and gain favor in one’s community. It also promotes a
group feeling of solidarity and common purpose, which makes it a natural
means for social protest as has been evidenced by people’s lore. Folktales act
in the education of both young and old by sharpening the wits and
disseminating the wisdom of past generations (Bascom, 1980:293). Moreover,
it promotes effective social moralization.

Worldwide, folktales, riddles, proverbs, parables, dances, songs, music had
characterised pre-modernist societies when they acted as mediums of
instruction and education; as curators and archivists of tribal peoples’ histories;
as subtle, euphemistic and witty ways of criticising or accepting human
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fallibility and of praising success and warning against harmful human practices
and behaviour; and as forms of entertainment. Furthermore, folktales and
proverbs are also taken to explain the origins of some recurring events and
evolution of the human race, to educate and socialise children, to entertain
families in the evenings and to pass on tribal history from one generation to the
next (Manda, 2015:600).One of the most important aspects of folktale is,
irrespective of literate and illiterate, rich and poor, people could be educated
and thereby taught moral values. Folktales help in instilling a sense of
belonging, patriotism and identity to their village (Dorji, 2005). Moreover, it
promotes communal love and feeling for one’s tribe and also spreads peace and
unity. Folktale subtly delivers a lesson and corrects without directly naming
individuals. Some of these tales are very specific and are facile to understand,
interpret and apply, while others are complex and controversial.

A BRIEF INTRODUCTION OF THE BIATE

The Biate are one of the oldest tribes of North East India mostly inhabiting
Meghalaya and Assam. They belong to the Indo- Mongloloid section of Tibeto-
Burmese stock of race. Linguistically, they belong to the Chin- Kuki Mizo
group. They speak the Biate dialect and till today they follow their age-old
customary laws and practices with a blend of Christianity since the entire
population have embraced Christianity.

In the absence of written historical records, legends and myths offer an
insight into their origin. According to the legends, the Biate were originated
from Sinlung, somewhere in Southeast China. Another legend identifies the
original habitat of the Biate at Sak Thlang or Sakram in Mizoram. A place
called Rili- Champhai, which is in the eastern part of Mizoram bordering
Myanmar (Burma), is believed to be the earliest abode and the valley itself
might have been used as the corridor of the westward journey from Chin
Hills. From the various songs and tales that are still preserved in the society,
it can be said that they have established many villages within Mizoram
particularly in the Champhai - Saitual region, to Vanlaiphai region and upto
the west Phaileng region. The Biate asserted that they left their land due to
the oppression of the Pois (Lalsim, 2012:12). It is believed that they made
their westward journey by passing through Tlabung region (Tripura hills),
northern part of Mizoram, Cachar and North Cachar and finally landed at
Jaintia Hills, Meghalaya. It was in the village of Saizol, Jaintia Hills District,
Meghalaya that the Biate began to accept the teachings of Christianity for
the first time.

The traditional dress of the Biate is woven by the womenfolk. The males
wear jakua (white colourless shirt), lukom (turban) and puanbom (loincloth),
diar (dhoti) and kaipereng, a thin flap of cloth for covering the private part. The
women wear puanbom (skirt extending from the waist to just above the knee)
and trangvel (cloth tied around the bosom), ritai (head band made from split
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cane), kuarbet (earring), Rithei (a tiny bead necklace), sumrui (a string of coin
necklace), theival (an amber necklace deep red in colour) and banbun (bangle).

The Biate are very fond of music and dance and the commonest
instruments used are gongs and drums. Rosem, a mouth organ, is also used
while singing songs. Other instruments generally in use are Seranda (violin),
Theiphit (flute), Dar-Khuang (large gong made from fine brass), Dar- ribu (small
brass gongs in sets of three). Out of them, the most common instrument is
khuang , which is used in all religious and cultural festivals.

Agriculture is the primary occupation of the Biate. They practice shifting
or jhum cultivation called Loi. Animism is believed to be the religion of the
Biate in the olden times. They worshipped Chung Pathian, a benevolent god,
who is believed to be the supreme creator of the world, the protector and the
provider of their needs. Besides, they also worshipped other gods and goddesses,
such as Bolong Raja (King of the Universe), Theisi Nagara (Tiger Keeper), Truanpui
(village god), and Fapite (goddess of paddy). The Biate used to worship and
offer sacrifices of hen, pig, etc. to appease these gods. But after coming under
the influence of the western missionaries, the Biates embraced Christianity
in the year 1890 with the initiative of Khulu Malang, who came to the Biate
area and preached the gospel (Lalsim, 2012:115).

TRADITIONAL EDUCATION SYSTEM OF THE BIATE

Since time immemorial, the Biate followed oral tradition. Most of the teachings
in the Biate society are done through idioms, proverbs, narratives,
storytelling or other traditional art forms. Credit should be given to the
Christian Missionaries for the introduction of modern education by
establishing schools even in far-flung Biate inhabited areas. The Biate alphabet
was introduced following the English alphabet system. In course of time they
began to translate the Bible into the vernacular language.

In the olden days, the people were generally cultivators with no knowledge
of the modern form of education. Oral transmission of folktales and storytelling
was the only way to educate the children with moral values. The family called
Dong was once the most important unit of learning. It was here that the parents
and elders of the family nurtured the young ones – a process often called
enculturation or socialisation. It is signified as a type of social interaction
whereby people would learn and acquire their culture. A child used to learn
both the prescribed and the proscribed behaviours of the society by remaining
in the Dong. Boys and girls were socialised differently, following traditional
gender role expectations. Children also learned by observing the behaviour of
the elders and by listening to their conversations in the house (Singson and
Nongkynrih, 2016). In the Biate family, all the members would be engaged in
different activities like farming, tending cattle, hunting or fishing and or they
remained occupied with household chores. Evening saw the family members
gathering by the fireside. The hearth occupied a central place in the Biate
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household, for it allowed the members of the family to unite after the day’s
work, share the account of the day and also recite folktale (Darnei, 2013:8).
As Singson and Nongkynrih (2016: 28) have rightly said, “through these
processes of interaction the children internalised the norms of the society”.

Zolbuk or a bachelor’s dormitory acted as an important unit apart from the
family in the socialisation process of the child. Even though Zolbuk was meant
only for the boys, yet its overall contribution to the society cannot be
overlooked. It was a traditional school where the young ones were trained in
the art of self-defense, customs and mores of the society.

FOLKTALES AMONG THE BIATE

In the Biate society, folktales are regarded as the treasures of cultural heritage.
Many a time, small references are made to the folktales throwing light on the
relationship that the ancestors shared with their surrounding environment
and their fellow inhabitants. They composed folksongs based on their early
settlement, migration and cultural practices. Traditionally, as the people were
cultivators and were not formally educated, they did not know writing and
keeping records of their life and so these folksongs and folktales were orally
transmitted to continue with the traditional knowledge system. Sometimes it
created variation in the narration of folktales among the Biate villages.
Although the exact date and time of the origin of these folktales could not be
traced because of non-existent written literature, these act as a source of
evidence for tracing the background of the Biate.

ORIGIN OF FAPITE FOLKTALE

The folktale of Fapite is believed to have originated when the early Biate
migrated from their early settlement, i.e., the Chin Hills of Burma to Mizoram
in search of fertile land for cultivation of paddy. In the Biate society there was
a myth that Fapite’s paddy was the tastiest. By tracing their history and their
early settlements, it could be presumed that in the first part of BC the Biate
started migrating. It was during their stay in Mizoram, the Biate composed the
folktale Fapite.

Paddy or rice is the staple food of the Biate. There are six main traditional
ceremonies connected with the paddy or crops. They are all known as Kut.
The ceremonies and festivals involved are: Pamchar Kut, Lebang Kut, Tamthar
Kut, Mimkut, Favang Kut and Nulding Kut. These festivals are celebrated all
throughout the year, during the time of seeding and sowing of paddy (Lalsim,
2012). But in course of time after conversion to Christianity, they no longer
celebrate these festivals except Nulding Kut which is celebrated till today.
This festival is held after the crops are gathered in their respective granaries,
which generally take place in the month of Tualbual (January). Of all the
traditional Biate festivals, Nulding Kut is the grandest one, which literally
means ‘festival of renewal of Life’. It is held after they have gathered all the
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crops from their jhum land. This occasion is regarded as a day of forgiveness
and thanksgiving to God.

The early ancestors of the Biate used to chant songs to call on Fapite, the
goddess of paddy, to bless their cultivation. This chant is sung by the priest
called Thiampu in course of conducting the associated rites and rituals. The
chant is as follows:

Fang zuong o, fang zuong o,
Saka fang zuong o, thlanga fang zuong o,
Sima fang zuong o, mara fang zuong o,
Ri-li Champhai a fang zuong o.
Come grains, come grains,
Come from above, come from below,
Come from the east, come from the west,
Come grains of Ri-li Champhai (Lalsim, 2012: 129).
At the end of the chant, the priest blows a bamboo whistle called Theiphit

three times to call the deity of the spirit, and kill red fowls as a sacrifice to
Fapite in order that their paddy may increase and be safe.

FAPITE, THE GODDESS OF PADDY AND THE ASSOCIATED MYTH

Long time ago in a village, there lived Liandoia and his brother who were the
poorest of all in the village. They were looked down upon and disliked by all
the villagers. One day the villagers came to know that the Goddess of Paddy
would be visiting their village. Everyone in the village got prepared for this big
occasion with great excitement and expectation. Every household member
put on their finest clothes, cleaned and decorated their houses to welcome
Fapite. Surprisingly, she never came in the form they expected her to be.

To test the nature of the villagers, Fapite dressed herself shabbily with ill
kept hair and torn clothes and visited the village. She went from door to door
saying, “Can you please accommodate me? I do not have a place to stay”. But
the only reply she could get was, “We don’t have a place for you. We are waiting
for Fapite to visit us”. So Fapite disappointedly moved away from their houses.
At last, she reached the last door of the village where the poorest
brother Liandoia and his brother lived. Fapite went to them and asked,
“Children, can you please accommodate me? I have nowhere to stay”. Liandoia
replied, “Yes grandmother! We welcome you and we would surely love you to
stay with us but we don’t have anything to offer you.”

Then he let Fapite inside their small room and further added, “Granny,
the only food that we have now was what we could earn by our labour. We
used to work in the land of the villagers and the food they had given to us is
our only food that would not be sufficient for you”. Fapite replied, “Don’t worry
children. We will adjust with whatever food we have”. It was night time and
Liandoia showed Fapite the best place to sleep, i.e., near their hearth so that
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she could feel the warmth and comfort. Fapite was extremely pleased with
Liandoia’s kindness and hospitality. Then Liandoia prepared a mixture of
coarse rice with yam peelings for dinner. That night Liandoia could not sleep
as he was worried about what he would be offering Fapite the next morning.
Sensing Liandoia’s worries, Fapite got up and went to the kitchen and saw
the empty vessel. Fapite sat down and took a small stick, thrashed it between
her nails and rice came pouring in. Liandoia was surprised as to where the
rice had come from. To find this out, one night Liandoia got up and peeped
into the kitchen and saw Fapite pouring the rice. He realised that the old
woman was none other than Fapite. He became excited and happy that they
could accommodate Fapite in their house. Liandoia remained in contact with
Fapite, who advised him to search for a plot of land where termites built their
home to be used for cultivating paddy. As advised, the two brothers searched
and found a plot, which they cleared from the jungle. One day Liandoia went
to her and asked from where they could get the seedlings? Then she advised
them saying, “Go to the villagers who are sun-drying their paddy and make a
circle around the grains by shooting arrows towards the paddy field where
they are kept. These would be yours.” Following Fapite’s advice, the two brothers
began to act accordingly and their paddy became bountiful. When they had
excess grains they would be required to put the empty basket in the reverse
on a tree stump of the jhum and whistle for a minute or so, then the excess
paddy would be spoiled. Eventually, the poorest brothers became the richest
in the village and they lived happily ever after. So during every harvest season,
Liandoia and his brother called on Fapite to bless their cultivation.

From then on, the Biate considered Fapite as their paddy queen and by
seeing her performing miracle they began to consider her as their Goddess.
Following her instructions, whistling was prohibited during harvest season
in the Biate society and they had the myth that whistling during harvest would
spoil the paddy. Instead, they would sing a chant to call her and seek her
blessings for rich cultivation.

FOLKTALE AND MORAL VALUES

Folklore, as revealed, is a tradition based on a type of expressive behaviour
that brings a group together, develops a convention and commits it to cultural
memory (Das, 2017: 195). Typically, it tries to teach a lesson about right and
wrong thereby creating a moral.

It is unequivocally true that in all human societies, people have always
been on the search and develop a means to educate their young ones.
Instinctively, adults prepare the young ones to formulate ideas, worldviews
and transform these into practices as they have learned from them. All these
are basically achieved through the passing on of knowledge from one
generation to the next. It is rather unfortunate that the modern education has
negated the values of indigenous knowledge of teaching and learning. That
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indigenous knowledge has a value for the society and that it builds up an oral
tradition as a symbolical culture has been stressed time and again. Its
existence can be ensured through oral transmission of knowledge from one
generation to the other. Folktale has probably proved to be the best instrument
for such a transmission. Additionally, folktales in the society affirm the
underlying social objective of imparting moral values to the children during
their socialisation.

The moral is clearly revealed from the story of Fapite. In this story, the
main characters are Fapite, Liandoia and his brother. The story revolves around
these characters. The plot of the story in Fapite is simple but rich with a
profound and valuable theme. The theme strongly supports the saying
“kindness begets kindness”. The background of the story reveals the
apprehension, yearning and anxiousness of the people, except Liandoia and
his brother, who have been waiting for the blessings from Fapite. Their
preparation and waiting for the main event, i.e., the arrival of Fapite went in
vain because of their miscalculation or wrong expectation.  In their eagerness
they lost sight of the other extreme, where there was little to nothing. Moreover,
there is a veiled suggestion that expectation breeds contempt.

 People believed that Fapite being a queen would definitely come with all
her splendor and majestic attire which in reality proved to be the opposite.
When the queen of paddy visited the village, she disguised herself as an old
shabby woman, hungry and weary. She knocked on every door only to be
turned down because the people’s expectation about Fapite did not match. It
was only Liandoia and his brother who welcomed her at their home, gave shelter
and food. Their action was not to get something in return, but it was completely
a gesture of devotion and love. Outwardly, it may appear that the purpose of
the story is just to give pleasure. But, the philosophical underpinnings aimed
at imparting moral lessons and values particularly stand out.

TRADITIONAL AND MODERN EDUCATION SYSTEM

Folktales, which are orally transmitted, create awareness about one’s own
culture and tradition which modern education could not do. Modern
education leads to individual success  in respective fields; it can also produce
someone  efficient for a job as a career building exercise. However, it fails to
transmit effectively the message about the importance of tradition and cultural
values to an individual. Modern education involves both formal and informal
teaching. The main idea of this type of education is to impart and acquire
knowledge through teaching and learning in schools or institutions. The moral
values and social norms cease to be important considerations in a situation
when the emphasis of modern education is clearly on success rate and work
value. The roles that the family and the society play in imparting the accepted
norms, traditional values and cultural way of life are increasingly seen to be
ignored with the spread of modern education system. As Dorji (2005: 51) has
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noted, family supplements for any deficiency that any elder family members
discover in children’s values and characters through the use of proverbs and
folktale morals as pedagogic tools. Parental influence starts from the day a
child is born, while school comes later when the basic foundation of the child
has already been laid. Therefore, the acceptance of a particular behaviour, the
right and wrong already find itself etched in the minds of the young ones long
before they start going to school. Dorji (2005: 52) rightly puts it: Modern
education is limited to imparting cognitive, linguistic and vocational skills,
and promoting pluralistic and egalitarian values. It rarely transmits important
cultural and social values, knowledge and behaviours. Indigenous knowledge
systems of families and communities, age-old institutions and rituals that
punctuate life cycle can effectively supplement deficiencies of the modern
system. Modern education may succeed in creating an efficient skill master
out of a man meant specifically for the market, but to create value based,
socially responsible and civil individuals there cannot be any better substitute
than the oral tradition. Certainly, there is a possibility for schools to be neutral
institutions in promoting universal and humanistic values in overcoming
serious incongruities between what is taught and what is socially valued and
politically appropriate. But the market has always enjoyed the upper hand.

Traditional education is the original form of transmission of knowledge
which includes customs, traditions and religion. The intrinsic values which
are imparted through traditional education have not received validation in
the right manner. In this connection, Hayab (2014) has pointed out that despite
continuing increase in literacy, no one seems to be in doubt that memorization
can be a dependable source which comprises the aggregate of past human
experience and could be employed to explain how and why the present
condition of life is what it is today. He further states that folktale gives its
audience the expectations of the immediate community based on cultural
beliefs, history, and the understanding of the world.

The world view of the people, in short, includes the core of culture. The
behaviour, the skills, the approach to life are all acquired by an individual as
a member of the society and these are transmitted through the socialisation
process. Folktales in various ways reflect the norms of the people, give social
guidance to them, enable them to distinguish the right from the wrong so that
they can behave in the ‘accepted’ and approved way of life as conditioned by
the society.

THE RELEVANCE OF FOLKTALE IN THE PRESENT BIATE SOCIETY

Modern form of education brought about substantial changes in the socio-
economic and cultural life of the Biate people. Even then, the role of informal
education cannot be lost sight of. As a matter of fact, in the hilly regions of the
Northeast India  informal education used to take place mostly through
interaction between children and parents in the family and work place in
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case of the young. As children grew into adolescence, they were attached to
the local dormitories where they received much of the education and training
needed in adult life. These dormitories were powerful institutions with
sanction from the local community and served an important educational
platform for imparting education to the youth for their intellectual and
emotional development to be of service to the community. They remained active
till the advent of the Christian Missionaries into the region when a beginning
was made in the introduction of modern formal system of education in the
whole region (Biswas, 1999).

Gaining acceptance into the lives of the people did not take place
overnight. However, with the fruitful acceptance and participation by the people,
the Missionaries were able to set up primary schools for the spread of formal
education. In this way, even the Biate villages came within the fold of formal
education. Soon the Bible was translated into the local language and grammar
and language were systematically developed. This gave to the locals an edge
over the others in socio-economic as well as spiritual growth in terms of
extending the horizon. Thus, with the coming of Christian Missionaries and
formal education, the Biate’s dependence on the formal education increased
and the cultural practices were relegated to a seemingly unimportant position.
In most parts, the domestic life of the indigenous people has changed radically,
with children remaining busy in school activities and home works. Some of
them are sent to boarding schools and less spacious houses are considered
unsuitable for evening gatherings. Educational values focusing on reading
rather than oral tradition and a new ideology pervading public and private
life give a new direction to individual aspirations. Television and internet
have revolutionized the focus of information and entertainment — now it all
comes from outside the community. The concept of whatever is demonstrated
by others as good and imitable has negatively affected the age-old tradition
and the original forms of literature, history, and spiritual information as
perpetrated through folktales. Today people are afflicted with a trauma
associated with the language shift, the shame in the old, native language and
discomfort and incompetence in the new (Bhattacharya, 2012).

Nonetheless, the folktale still finds relevance in the present day Biate
society. The fact remains that individualism and profit- making mindset of
the so-called civilized people have little relevance in the Biate society
characterized by deep- rooted social ties and transmission of cultural tradition.
Cohen (1992) has rightly said the passing of information and authority
subsumes the inherent ability to label some variant right, others wrong. Gone
are the hearths in the Biate society where storytelling would invariably find a
place. Even then, the family as the smallest unit in the society is the harbinger
of traditional expressions by maintaining family relationships and nurtured
values. Traditions validate behaviours and attitudes that are perpetuated
through the family and it is the family that reprimands members in case of



EDUCATIVE ROLE OF FOLKTALE 183

undesirable actions and behaviours. These even get reflected in the spiritual
life of the Biate society. The love and devotion towards Fapite, the goddess of
paddy in the folklore validates the spiritual life of kindness and sharing. Special
mention may be made of the offerings made during harvest seasons, where the
first fruit is offered to the God to be subsequently shared in the community.
Folklore serves an important purpose in formulating the concept of the Supreme
Being, who is the one fully concerned about the needs and welfare of the people.
In the story of Fapite, the Goddess is symbolized as the provider to the needy.

Folktales function in maintaining conformity in the society. In the Biate
society, the most sought-after value of self-sacrifice and or altruism, called
Thlomringaina stands validated even in the present time. Though self- sacrifice
may be regarded as a personal weakness in modern estimation, this is the
most valued behaviour in the society. This behaviour calls for an unselfish
self by putting ‘the other’ first and giving the fellowmen the priority. This ethical
value and selfless giving are extended even to strangers as is clearly manifested
in the story of Fapite. Kinship solidarity can be rightly understood as an
expected norm and behaviour in the Biate society. In fact, in the Biate society,
beyond kinship, the solidarity within the tribe is manifested during crucial
times or crises situations. Hence, not only within the kin, but solidarity and
the spirit of self- sacrifice is extended to the non-kin group as well.  In the
traditional folktales of the Biate society one could find what the ‘collective good’
was and how solidarity could be extended among the whole group of people.

Indeed, modern education system, amenities and gadgets like television,
computer and the internet have wrapped the Biate society within its spell.
Still, it is found that storytelling or folktale narration continues to be practiced
with zest and enthusiasm. The Biate folktales do not get imprinted in the
books but they are imprinted in the minds of the young ones; they are used as
examples to teach lessons of life. In their dealings in everyday life, every single
Biate is expected to follow the norms of the society that have been transmitted
through the folktales. No doubt, the Biate society of late has realized the
importance and significance of documenting these cultural artifacts in the
complex and decontextualized condition they have been subjected to. They
have come forward to restate this significance in the form of published
ethnographies and short stories. The Biate Literature Committee has thus been
formed to safeguard the Biate culture and language. In this context, Biate
language has been introduced as an additional subject and books were
provided in schools in all the Biate villages (18 villages called Kharthong Circle
in Assam) so as to motivate the future generations to be more rooted to their
culture. The text contains alphabets, vowels, and the translations from Biate
to English for native children to learn and promote the language and as well
as to learn English thoroughly. In the context of the Biate language and
documentation, this can be regarded as the first step to preserving the language
of the people. The oral narratives and artifacts of the Biate society require in



184 TERESA L KHAWZAWL AND RINGNUNFELI NAMPUI

depth study, research and documentation so as to utilise them fruitfully to
the cause of the people. It is essential for such a people to find meaning in
their group existence.

CONCLUSION

We submit that Thonthu form an integral part of the Biate society. In order to
prove the point, a certain folktale called Fapite has been selected for
investigation. Through this, we have tried to highlight the importance of folktale
in the Biate society as an instrument of education and socialisation of the
members of the society. The Biates were nature worshippers with a belief in
the supreme God called Chung Pathian until Christianity was introduced among
them in the year 1890, which drastically transformed their society from the
state of illiteracy to a literate society. The process also marked their change
from a purely agrarian status to a full- fledged modern society equipped with
diverse skills. When education was yet to make a dent into their world, folktales
functioned as an important medium through which ethical and cultural values
were passed from generation to generation. It has been observed that folktale
finds relevance in the present day Biate society through the highly valued
norms and cultural practices that includes Thlomringaina or self-sacrifice.
Folktale could act as a tool binding families together. It could create a cohesive
structure and forge unity among members. The influence of modernisation
and technological advancement no doubt has encroached on the tribal
composition and structure, yet the essence of the folktale is still preserved at
the personal and cultural level creating a unique cultural pattern among its
members. When pre- Christianity Fapite, considered to be the goddess of paddy,
was worshipped and offered sacrifices so that they could have abundance of
paddy from cultivation, it could be a symbol of the way their folk culture and
religion are combined together. In the present era, the Biate, though they have
followed Christianity and have dispensed with practicing age-old traditional
belief system, display a sense of belonging to the group, having affiliation with
one another and sharing common ties that have etched a deeper meaning of
common identity among them. This has also fostered brotherhood and loyalty.
All these eventually culminate in doing things in a culturally acceptable
pattern, sustaining identifiable forms down the generation.

From the above discussion, it appears that there is ample room for salvage
anthropology. Admittedly, the inroads of modern life and technology have
far-reaching effects. At the first place, the language of the people needs
attention. Due to the plurality of languages spoken, people are afflicted with
language shift. Secondly, there is an urgent need to preserve the cultural
heritage of the Biate tribe. Finally, modernity and Christianity have brought
about several sweeping changes in people’s beliefs and traditional
perspectives, all of which are not for the better. Hence, there is a requirement
to understand people’s views about their oral tradition and the place it holds
in their culture in contemporary times. The present exercise finds that the



EDUCATIVE ROLE OF FOLKTALE 185

essence of these folklores still holds an important place as it has always
been in the past.
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Abstract: Land is the most integrating asset to represent the identity and status
of an individual in a traditional community. It is not sold but rather passed on to
the next generation in order to satisfy and secure the economic and social needs of
traditionally organized communities. The central question of this paper revolves
around the social arrangements and negotiations in relation to land between men
and women. The study is based on empirically examined narratives on inheritance
of land and how women keep negotiating their position and status in the traditional
society of the Rana Tharu, who are largely populated in the Udham Singh Nagar
district, Uttarakhand- a region on the India-Nepal border. The case studies reflect
on the de jure  (practices that are legally recognised) and de facto (situations that
exist in reality) entitlement to land, inheritance patterns, the legally provided user
rights for men and women, rights acquired through customary practices, and the
resulting changes in the social position of women. The narratives and case studies
depicted nuances of negative connotations and stigma associated with social and
economic positions of women in relation to the inheritance and decision making of
land in their parental and marital home. There is an enormous gap between the
land rights incorporated legally and the actual practice of inheritance pattern followed
at the ground level. Despite being deprived from their legal rights of inheriting a
land, women do not raise their voice in order to avoid conflicts with brothers in the
natal home and to maintain the dignity and respect of the family in the marital
home.

Key words : Women’s land rights, Gender, Land, Tribal community

INTRODUCTION

Land is an important basis of existence as it combines, and in some cases
integrates the features of production, economic wealth, and social living that
describe what ‘home’ is. The close association between community and land
helps to understand the household structure, social arrangements and
economic activities. Around 50% of the total population in India is engaged
in agricultural activities, contributing to 16.6% of the Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) (Jacob, 2013). The domination of male in matters pertaining to land is
seen as a natural phenomenon. The whole question of male domination is
entrenched in patriarchy, which Wiegersma (1991) calls peasant patriarchy.
For example, land is considered as a male subject and the issue of inheritance
of land determines the gender relations within the family structure and the
sustenance of family. Women in South Asia in general are deemed not fit to
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use and manage the land. The family structure and customs, residential
arrangements and ideological construct of gender relations have an impact
on women’s ability to hold and control land (Agarwal, 1994). For example, in
this subcontinent, brothers of a woman are considered as potential protectors
of a woman against her being ill-treated by the husband and in-laws. Thus,
women renounce her inheritance right on parental property (including land)
to avoid conflict with and ensure support from the brothers (Kabeer, 1985).
There is a division between men and women in access, ownership and
inheritance of land. The gender gap in the control of property and agricultural
land is one of the significant factor that contributes to economic well-being,
social status and empowerment (Jackson, 2003; Jacob, 2013). The gender
relation between men who posses land and women who do not posses land is
different from men who do not posses land and women who posses land. Usually
women are not considered in the category of ‘landless’ because land is socially
connected to males;  owning a land relates to the prestige and social status of
men and allocation of land rights to women can challenge the existing prestige
of men. The meaning of landless in the case of women is very different from
that in case of men because of the embedded power relations in possession of
land (Agarwal, 1994). Hence, women are deprived of or subjugated to a position
from where they cannot claim their rights and ownership in land (Agarwal,
1994; Rao, 2005). In India, the position and role of women and their share in
inheritance depend on their social position. The social notion and validation
for women of being a ‘good wife’ and a ‘good sister’ refrain them from questioning
about the issue of land in decision making (Rao, 2005).

With time, there has been a measurable increase of women’s participation
in the agricultural sector, particularly in the developing world. Since small
scale farming no longer helps is meeting the household needs, there has been
a tendency among males to migrate to urban spaces in search for livelihood
opportunities, leaving women of the household to look after the farming
activities.  For example, in Vietnam, the contribution of women in farming
has lessened the economic shortcomings to a considerable extent (Jacob, 2013).
Giving control over land and material resources to women is a step towards
the progress in gender equality and reduction in poverty among rural
populations in India (Rao, 2005).
Existing legal framework of land rights in India
The starting point of this research is the difference that exists between the de
jure and the de facto rules regarding land rights. Formally, inheritance of
land and real estate in India were regulated by Federal and State law. ‘Land’,
and in particular agricultural land, is a subject matter which states can
regulate (Art. 246 of the Constitution of India), whereas properties, other than
agricultural land are subject to rules where both the central and the state
government can set their respective rules. After independence, the focus was
particularly given on abolition of intermediaries, tenancy regulation and



188 RICHA JOSHI

reforms, right of ownership and consolidation of holdings. The intermediaries
such as zamindars, talukdars, jagirs and inams dominated the agricultural land
during the pre-independence period. Madras was the first state in India to
pass an act on abolition of intermediaries in 1948, followed by the state of
Orissa in 1951. By the end of 1955 the abolition of intermediaries was
implemented in almost all the states of India. The abolition of the zamindari
system after independence was the pioneering step for regulation, management
of ownership, increasing agricultural production and to provide security and
social justice to all sections of the agrarian society. The next step was tenancy
regulation which was not uniform throughout the country. In the states of
Orissa and Bihar rent was fixed at one fourth of the produce, in Punjab it was
one third and in Rajasthan it was one sixth. In Orissa, the rent was as high as
70 % and hence tenants had to provide service to landlords in the form of
bethi and beggary. The states such as West Bengal and Kerala were among
those successful in implementing land reforms. The operation barga which
was operated in West Bengal for equitable distribution of land failed to address
gender aspect and was biased towards men over the registration of tenants.
As a result, in the assignment of land titles, widows lost the right to use the
land (Agarwal, 1994).
Roadmap of State Law and its Enforcement 
The Act of Uttar Pradesh Zamindari Abolition and Land Reform (U.P.Z.A and
L.R Act, 1950)   was introduced in Uttarakhand soon after independence to
abolish the zamindari system involving the intermediaries functioning between
soil tillers and the state. The rights of the intermediaries who were mainly big
landlords and zamindars were taken away against compensation. In some cases,
rehabilitation grants were provided according to the rules. There were 14 types
of tenure holders under Uttar Pradesh Tenancy Act 1939, whereas under
U.P.Z.A and L.R Act, 1950 these tenure holders were brought under four
categories of bhumidar, sirdar, adhwasi and asami.  Subsequently, government
lessees were introduced by amending the Act of 1958. In 1954, the category
of adhwasi as abolished and all adhwasi were declared as a sirdar. In the
amendment Act of 1976 the sirdars were declared as bhumidars having
transferable rights other than those who were allotted land by the gaon sabha
(village administration). Under the Amendment Act of 1995, the Gaon Sabhas
provided right to the bhumidars to transfer the rights after completion of 10
years. At present, two types of bhumidars are acknowledged by the state:  asami
and government lessees as tenure holders. According to the Section 169, the
devolving of holdings of a male bhumidhar mentioned in the given general
order of succession will follow the male lineal descendants followed by his
widow. Sections 171 to 175 of the U.P.Z.A and L.R Act, 1950, deal with
succession on land over the deceased male and female tenure holders
According to Section 174 of the Act, the heir will be the full owner irrespective
of male or female, married or unmarried daughters (Section 172, pp.79). In
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case of female landowner where land is acquired and purchased, the land
can be inherited by her heir. Under U.P.Z.A and L.R Amendment Act 2008,
unmarried daughters of the female tenure holder have been added in the
preference of succession sharing equal strips of land.

Rana Tharu is one of the tribal groups living in the state of Uttarakhand,
India. They mostly reside in Tarai and Udham Singh Nagar districts of
Uttarakhand. The mythical history of Rana Tharu says that they are the
descendents of Maharana Pratap Singh, the great Rajput King of Chittorgarh,
of the state of Rajasthan, India (Majumdar, 1942; 1944). The Rana Tharu
community has been making continuous effort to raise their status in the
local caste system, restricting the prerogative position of women and the
initiative to get them assimilated in the mainstream (Odegaard, 1997;
Srivastava, 1958). Women of this community hold a higher position and are
given much autonomy and prerogative rights in certain spheres both at
household and village levels. For instance, men are prevented from entering
the chak (kitchen) and males are served meal outside the chak. Charai is one
of the most important festivals of the Rana Tharu. It is celebrated by women in
a bagh (orchard of mango trees) where men were interdicted. This research
made an attempt to examine the social position of women in the Rana Tharu
society in the context of de facto land rights, considering it to be strongly
connected to social arrangements in a village. Specifically, the main objectives
of the study were:

•  To study the social institutions related to land access, use and transfer
rights, based on examining practices (i.e., rules in use) of inheritance of land
in the community.

•  To examine how institutionalised land associated practices are different
when it comes to acknowledging the contributions of men and women

•  To assess whether there is a relation between marital status of women
and the ownership of land.

METHODS

The present study was conducted among Rana Tharu, a tribal community
living in the Tarai region of Uttarakhand. Almost hundred years ago the vast
majority of the Tarai along the Indo Nepal border was covered by thick, malarial
jungle where the members of Rana Tharu community could only withstand
the marshy land and unhealthy climate, giving an impression that they were
immune to malaria disease (Lam, 2012). It was in the 1950s, gaining
confidence from anti-malaria health programme initiative by the Government
of India, other communities such as Pahadis, Rai Sikhs and Purvaiya entered
into this region and took access to the land resources. The present study is
descriptive-cum–exploratory in nature reflecting upon intricate details. The
explorative research design and descriptive thick data could unfold
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multifaceted land relations and constantly contested gender biases in its
inheritance pattern, ownership, access and control of land based resources.
Participant observation, genealogy, case study and interview were the tools
used to understand the local dynamics of the Rana Tharu community. Primary
data were collected following an ethnographic approach interwoven with
participant observation and field visits which helped in developing an emic
perception on land and the associated social, cultural and economic activities
in the village which could create a sense of belonging and solidarity at the
community level. The ethnographic study helped in understanding the pattern
of residence, household structure, corporate labour groups and their affiliation
and complimentary affiliations developed from land and agriculture related
practices and the customary practices connected with inheritance, ownership,
access and control of land in the study area. I stayed in the field for four
months (July to October, 2019) for the purpose of data collection. A survey
was conducted on 82 households and genealogies of 20 households were
collected to understand the pattern of residence, household structure and
inheritance pattern of land, which was followed by detailed interviews. Fifteen
case studies were made from men and women of this community hailing from
various social and economic strata to understand the ownership, access and
control over land agricultural implements and division of labour prevailing
in the farm. Interviews conducted at the individual and group levels helped
in gaining  information on inheritance and ownership of land, traditional
agricultural practices, cropping patterns, rituals, festivals, myth, origin and
legends of the Rana Tharus. In all, about 32 informal and semi-structured
interviews were carried out with pre-identified key informants that include
the social and political head Padhan mukhiya, Bhalmansa and Chowkidar to
know about the customary and traditional laws effective in the Rana Tharu
community

FINDINGS

The ownership and right enjoyed by an individual depends either on descent
group, birth and marriage or social principles in operation. Kinship and family
play an important role in understanding the land in cultural contexts. Family
relationship plays an important part in the allocation of land through
customary tenure, inheritance pattern and control of land among the family
members. Badaghar, is an institution among the Rana Tharu, where families
along agnatic lines cohabit with common kitchen mostly controlled by the
patriarchal head of the unit. The extended families living together not only
bring social cohesion but also fulfill the workforce required for agriculture.
Earlier, the number of cohabiting family members was 40-50, but in the
contemporary period this number has become reduced. The badaghar now
consists of 6-15 members comprising at most of two generations where mostly
the old parents stay with the family of the youngest son sharing the same
hearth. The other married sons reside with their families extended in different
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houses sharing the same common entrance as well as verandah. The unique
feature that still continues in badaghar is sharing the common verandah among
all the houses tracing descent from the same head. The homestead, which is a
vegetable garden, locally known as bari, is located at the backward of the house
where the boundaries are shared and demarcated on mutual understanding.
The pattern of residence is patrilocal.  Neolocal pattern of inheritance is
followed in the village in case where the social and financial position of
patriarchal head is weak or deceased. The inheritance of land is largely
determined by the rules of descent and kinship. The land in bari is seen as a
joint resource by women with equal shares in access and prerogative rights.
In the present time male domination seems to be increasing and can be seen
functioning at various levels of involvement by the husband, father and
brothers, villager elders and state officials.

Ramesh Rana (fictitious name), aged 62 years, owns around 20 acres of
land. According to him, kisaniki zindagi bhar aur ajtak karte arahe hai, jo gaon
ke khet mai hai, sehro ki hal chal mai kaha (throughout his life he did farming
and till today he is engaged in agricultural activities; the true pleasure for
him lies when he is amidst lush green fields and not in the hustle bustle of
cities. He is blessed with four sons and two daughters). His earning comes
from the two shops located in the village, farming products and from property
rent.  All his children are graduates, but none of them could get a job. So, they
were engaged in farming, whereas two of his daughters got married to families
living in the adjacent villages. All his sons are now married and are ilada1,
each allocated with 4 acres; he has kept the rest of the land for his own
sustenance. He added, kheti mai ab paise kaha, jitney paise milte nahi utne fasal
ugane mai  , khad mai lag jate hai, yah halat hogayi hai ki ghar ke bachon ko auro
ke khet mai kaam karna pad raha hai tab chal rahi hai rozi roti  (there is little
profit in farming, the returns are meagre compared to the labour and inputs
given in farming. The condition of a family is such that to meet the household
needs, daughters-in-law have started working in dehari on daily wage labour
in others’ fields and sons are working as wage labour in the brick kilns and
rice mills in the nearby towns). Ramesh Rana memorised the  time when his
grandfather had abundant land. His grandfather chose to cultivate the land
which were relatively fertile. His grandfather had six children, four sons and
two daughters. All the sons inherited the land in equal proportion, but the

Table 1: Household Type, de facto Head of the Household and de jure Entitlement of Land

Household No. of de facto head of the de jure entitlement of
types household household land

Male Female Total Male Female Total
Badhghar 53 37 16 53 47 6 53
Ilada 29 14 15 29 27 2 29
Total 82 51 31 82 74 8 82
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daughters did not get any share. . So, Ramesh Rana’s father got 40 acres of
land as a share, which was again distributed between Ramesh and his elder
brother. As per the khatauni (land record book) at present, Ramesh Rana owns
20 acres of land. In future, this 20 acres of land will be further distributed
among four of his sons but not to his daughters. As seen from the case study of
Ramesh Rana, land is inherited only through male descents, i.e., patrilineal
inheritance. In order to avoid fragmentation of agricultural land and to
consolidate it in every generation, the patriarchal head tries his best not to
transfer or distribute the land legally among the sons as long as  he is alive;
and for the same reason not to the daughters. He further added, lali sab apne
apne ghar hai,  yaha zameeen dekar unse dekh bhaal nahi ho paygi tabhi shadi
ke samay hi paise aur jarurat ka saamn de dia tha (All his daughters are living
in their marital home in other villages. During their marriages cash and
jewellery were given as dowry because it would have been difficult for them to
manage the land here). The legal inheritance and ownership would
automatically pass on to the sons after his death, and his wife would act as a
pseudo-chief or mukhiya of the family. In Rana Tharu community the de jure
entitlement of land is automatically passed on to the male descents or sons
on the death of the patriarchal head. The distribution of property and land is
done in equal proportion among the son(s) and primogeniture is not the only
mode of succession. The de facto practices are prerogative where women enjoy
access and usage rights in the homestead called bari to meet the supply of
vegetables for the household consumption or to sell them in weekly haat
(market) and baagh (orchard in the adjacent of the bari and household) where
lai (mustard) and makka (corns) are grown.

Kavita Rana (fictitious name), a 31 year-old, lives with her parents. Four
years back her father was diagnosed with a liver infection. Because of the
difficult times, Kavita’s family could not find a suitable match for her. She
said, Jab umar thi tab papa ki tabiyat kharab hogayi,uske baad kafi karza hogaya
tha abhi bhi kafi logo ko paise dene hai islia maine private school mai padhana
shuru kar dia. Har mahine chhah hazar takha mil jati hai ussai papa ki dawai ka
kharcha nikal jata hai. Shadi ke liye koi ladka mil nahi raha kyon ki na humare
paas zameen hai itni na koi padha likha ya sarkari naukri wala ladka mil raha hai
(when she was in the right age to get married, her father fell ill and all her
father’s savings went in his treatment. In order to pay the debt and meet the
medical expense of her father, she started teaching in a private school). So,
her family wanted to solemnize kharcha vivah and dola vivah. This kind of
marriage is done by giving an amount to the bride’s father without performing
rituals in the bride’s natal home. Subsequently, the groom’s family offers a
feast to the village which is known as roti khilana to validate the alliance.
Kavita’s father added, humare samaj mai har tarike ke vivah prachlan hai, lali
padhi likhi hai aur kama rahi hai toh kharcha vivah aur dola vivah mai dikkat
nahi ayegi.  He explained his daughter is well educated and earning therefore
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traditional arrangement of marriage such as dola and kharcha is feasible as
well as justifiable.
Women’s land rights oscillate with change in marital status
The unmarried daughters get access to land till they get married, but after
marriage their rights on land are traced through husbands’ lineages. On divorce
as well as death of a husband she has to return to her natal family or hold
rights on land through her son as long as they do not remarry. The women’s
rights on land are counted through patrilineal descent, which is mainly
dependent on relationship with husband, father and son (Kingwill, 2016). The
land rights enjoyed by women are mainly conditioned and shaped by
consanguineal as well as affinal relationships, which keep on changing. The
status of women is determined by the amount of land owned by her marital
family in the village. One of the features of marriage shows the reciprocity in
conjugal relations, which is also manifested in giving rights to women on the
marital property. In the agricultural field, the work is equally shared between
men and women, hence the sharing of rights is taken for granted and is hardly
questioned. Thus, the status of women is uncertain as it solely depends on
her marital status.

During the study, informants also propounded some riveting traditional
marriage practices to counter and emancipate abandoned, divorced and
widowed women. One of the practices which act as a safeguard to fend off the
division of property is chutkata vivah. This type of marriage takes place  when
a woman becomes widow at an early age. The young widow  is allowed to live
with another man chosen by her in-laws. The man, after getting married lives
in the house of the widow (whom he married) and follows her instructions.
During the marriage ceremony, the prospective bride (young widow) cuts the
hair of her prospective husband. The members of Rana Tharu community call
these men as  chutkuta.  One informant said, prakar ki vivah yojan islia karaya
jata hai jissai vidhwa apna parivar ki patrik sampati mai adhikar nahi maangti aur
ussi ghar mai rahti hai, ismai dulhan tantrik vidhi se apne dulhe ko vash mai kar
apne dulhe ko apne ghar mai rahne ke liye jor dalti hai. Isi prakar ke vivah ko
pura karne ke liye vidhwa purush ki choti ke baal ko kat deti hai tabhi issai
chutkuta vivah bhi kahte hai.Chutkuta ka matlab yah hai ki sharam kho kar apna
ghar chodkar apni patni ke ghar mai rahna (this kind of marriage is solemnised
so that ancestral property remains within the family, the later husband is
supposed to be appeased by the widow using magical propels and force her
later husband to be chutkuta, which means he has lost his pride  and therefore
staying in her wife’s house.)

Gyanvati Devi (fictitious name) aged 39 years old lives with her husband’s
family. Her husband is addicted to alcohol and gambling. He spends most of
his earnings from agricultural produce on alcohol and gambling. . Gyanavati
submitted that this season her husband neither worked nor allowed her to
work in the field. Recently her husband sold a bigha2  of land neither informing
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nor taking her consent and spent most of the amount in gambling. She added,
parivar ko palne ke liye dehari toh karni padegi warna kon dekhega, bacho ke
baap ko toh koi lena dena nahi hai, galat sangati mai rah kar sab barbaad kar
raha hai (to look after the family I have to work as a wage labour, their father is
wasting all money). After losing all hope she started working as a wage labour
in rice mills near Jhankhat where she could earn Rs. 250 a day. For women,
who despite being married in families who own agricultural land feel helpless
if unable to give birth to male child.  In such cases,  the land will neither be
inherited by the wife nor by  the son without the consent of or existence of a
personal will made by the husband/father. Usually, the norm permits
succession of two third  and one third of the share of land by son and wife
respectively. The proportion might vary depending on the testament made by
the deceased or based on a mutual understanding between the inheritors of
land.

Sapna Rana (fictitious name), a 32 year old gave birth to a girl child within
two years of her marriage. Sapna illustrated the dominating nature of her
husband and about his strong desire for son  for the continuance of the lineage.
Because of health issue, Sapna could not conceive for the second time. Thus,
her husband’s desire for son became shattered.  Sapna became a victim of
domestic violence and was physically and verbally abused by her husband
and in-laws . She informed her plight to her brother.  Her brother requested
the padhan (village headman), to resolve the family problem. This reporting to
the padahan by Sapna’s brother was not well taken by her in-laws. She was
beaten up by her husband and was compelled to leave in-laws place. They did
not even return the jewellery she received from her own parents as marital
gift.  Till now she is not legally divorced, but her husband and in-laws don’t
keep any contact with her and her daughter. Due to the efforts of padhan of the
village, she is now an active member of samuah (Self Help Group). This deserted
woman and her daughter are debarred from rights on the husband’s properties.
They are even not eligible for alimony or any kind of assistance.

The following case study is related to polygamy practiced in the village.
Pushpa Devi (fictitious name) is 43 years old. Her husband eloped with

another woman.. In the Rana Tharu community this type of marriage is
acceptable and are popularly known as udara vivah. Since the earning from
agricultural land was meagre, her husband tried to earn from other sources.
Pushpa was compelled by her husband to devote more effort and time to
increase the produce  in bari (kitchen garden) to increase the family earnings.
On being asked why she did not seek legal support, Pushpa said maa baap ne
shadi kari hai toh nibhani padegi, mere pati toh ache hi hai par doosri wali biwi
ne kuch khila dia hai , court mai jakar bas badnami hogi aur na koi sath dega (she
considers her husband  innocent. She accused that the second wife has
influenced her husband by applying magical power). In traditional Indian
society, some women still treats their husbands like a god and do not see any
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of their deeds to be inappropriate.   It appears from the above case that a male
in this community can refuse to take the responsibility of his partner. In Indian
society polygamy is not legally permitted. But there are instance, like the
above cited case, where a man cohabits with more than one wife. Moreover,
the first wife cannot claim any of her husband’s property since she is not legally
divorced. In such situation, the head of the village attempts to resolve the
conflict following the customary practices. The udara vivah gets social
validation when the family invites the village for a feast, which is locally known
as roti khilana or bhoj bhaat dena. The utmost justice one gets is the permission
to live in the same house or to cultivate a piece of land with no ownership
right. 

The succession rights for widows are different in this community. If a
childless widow with no descendant and heir remarries, all her belongings
and land in possession has to be returned to the family of the deceased
husband.  She does not have the right to own the land in her name after entering
into a conjugal alliance with another man in the same or a different village as
seen in ghar ghus (when a women assertively starts living with another men)
and udara vivah (where bride and groom elope from their respective houses). If
a widow has a son, the succession of land goes to her son and only a portion of
the land is retained in her name as a mutual understanding. Again, if the son
of the deceased person is too young/minor or if it is a daughter the claims
become pronounced from the side of brothers and agnatic kin. The family of
the deceased husband pays an amount to the prospective husband of the widow
during the wedding ceremony. It is observed that a man after marrying a widow
becomes a ghar jamai and is commonly known as ghar baitha. The children
from the former marriage address the husband of the widow as kaku (uncle).
In such cases, the second husband will have no right over the property and
assets of the wife. The probable heir born out of the chutkata husband enjoys
less inheritance rights over the children from the late husband.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Traditionally, in Rana Tharu society, women enjoy higher social status than
men. But when ‘land’ is concerned, it is primarily treated as a male subject.
Analysing the ethnographic background, the de jure entitlement of land and
its relation with the social arrangements, it clearly reveals that preference to
male over the female has a colonial legacy as the colonial law does not
recognise the traditional practices of the community. The various case studies
depict the rights and access on land reflecting upon the various nuances of
negative connotations and stigma associated with social as well as economic
position in relation to the inheritance and decision making of land by women
in their parental as well marital homes. Even after amendments in law, there
is still an enormous gap between the land rights incorporated in law and the
traditional practice of inheritance of land, where women do not raise their
voice in order to avoid conflicts with brothers in the natal home as well as to
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maintain the dignity and respect of a family in the marital home. The number
of women who are single and abandoned in the village are very less because
in the Rana Tharu society, women enjoy relatively greater autonomy and
prerogative rights compared to many non-tribal communities and have more
say in solemnising and dissolving marriages. The different forms of marriage
practiced in the community elucidate the higher position of women. However,
in the contemporary period, de jure entitlements has become pronounced in
this society.  This is perhaps a way by which the Rana Tharu community is
trying to get  assimilated into the mainstream society. There arises a stigma to
perceive land as a mutual resource, even in the spaces such as bari where
women have a prerogative rights. The study clearly elucidates the fact that the
number of women as a de facto head of the household is more than women
given de jure entitlements of land. When a woman is separated, divorced or
widowed and does not follow customary practices to safeguard her rights, her
position flickers and makes her subjugated to the male members in the
household. Reflecting on the study, I have tried to find answers to various
questions. Regarding the social institutions related to land access, use and
transfer rights, it has been found that the framework of land laws and its
execution is exceedingly androcentric, rooted in the pre-colonial and colonial
times. According to one informant, since childhood she remembers patwari
calling only male members and women were prevented from dealing with
government officials by giving them requisite space. Under conventional
circumstances, women have no land ownership rights and in de jure form
they are deprived of ownership in both their natal and marital homes. It is
incongruous that de jure laws over homestead or bari completely ignore women’s
land rights,  whereas at the ground level they give maximum time and labour in
bari. There are specific evidences that reflect clear difference in  the inheritance
rules between men and women but safeguards have been provided to women
only in the customary practices. The reasons for these differences lie deep within
the social structure and cultural integrity of the community.

Landowning and formal titles given to women can strengthen them to
face the vulnerabilities and overcome the marginality and deprivations suffered
by them during the transition and transformation of their marital status. This
gap leads to hampering their efficiency, delaying the process of women’s welfare
and establishing equality to women, who are generally less empowered
compared to men in the family. The gender focused approach provides a
balanced way to bring the changes required in the distribution of resources.

ENDNOTES

1.   Adhwasi are transitional forms of land tenure to remain for the duration of five years
under the U.P.Z.A and L.R Act of 1950.

2.   Gaon sabha was established under section 3 of Uttar Pradesh Panchayat Raj Act and
has a powers on perpetual succession, to sue and be sued, sale and purchase of the
movable and immovable property.
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3.  Badaghar is a household where the many generations of a family cohabit together
headed by a patriarchal head sharing the common kitchen and labour needs in the
land.

4.  Bari are the  fields which are solely taken care by women in the family to grow vegetables
for household consumption as well as for selling in weekly market.

5.  Ilada is a local term used for sons who are separated from the main household either
after their marriage or their son’s marriage.

6.  Baagh  is a field next to baari which is used to grow mustard, maize and corn.
7.  Bigha s a measurement of the unit of land in Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh , Haryana

etc. The measurement varies from state to state and in Uttarakhand 1 bigha is
subdivided into 20 bissas , which is a sub unit of bigha.

8.   Samuah are local self-help groups to give manual jobs to women in the village in soap
making, weaving, basket making and handicrafts which has an administrative office
in Khatima block, Udham Singh Nagar, Uttarakhand.

9.  Patwari is officially appointed to keep the land records of the village.
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The Conceptual Transformation of Folklore with Special Reference
to Bihu of Assam
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Department of Folklore, Dimoria College, Khetri, Assam

Abstract: The scholarship of Folklore, being a part or whole of a culture, has
witnessed several phases of transformation in its conceptual framework since the
neologism of ‘Folklore’ of 1846. Scholarship based on Romantic enthusiasm has
shifted its emphasis to the collection of antique survival. With time a paradigm
shift took place in Folklore studies, a change in focus from item centered to a
process centered approach. The modern approach had extended its scope by
incorporating the concept of ‘Folklife’ in its scholarship. With the impact of
modernisation and globalisation, the mediated form of Folklore appeared as
Folklorism mingled with commercial and political interests in European and American
literature. Although the composite cultural component in Assamese society is still
very much attached with the aura of its historicity, yet it is severely affected by the
process of globalisation and modernisation. As in other parts of the globe, the
Assamese society has witnessed a radical change in the social and cultural sphere.
Under these circumstances, it is imperative to assess the conceptual and definitional
transformation of Folklore scholarship in the context of Assamese society in its
contemporary form. In this study, I intend to examine the transformation of Bihu,
the national festival of Assam, in the light of the existing conceptual and definitional
framework of Folklore. My study reveals that Bihu, the lifeline of Assamese
peasantry, has also witnessed radical changes in its basic identity and other spheres
with the advent of modernity. Based on my findings, I propose a definitional framework
of Folklore, by incorporating the social reality in its present form, where Folklorism
has been treated as an integral part of modern Folklore scholarship.

Key words : Folklore, Concept, Transformation, Folklorism, Bihu, Assam.

INTRODUCTION

The term ‘Folklore’ has been a highly debatable proposition for over the last
170 years or more in scholarly and popular academic discourses across the
globe. This ongoing exercise has culminated in providing us with a varied
form of definition and a revised conceptual framework of Folklore. Post
industrial revolution era witnessed the rise of Romantic Nationalism and fast
disappearance of ‘fading legend’, ‘local tradition’ or ‘fragmentary ballad’, which
influenced William John Thoms in coining the term ‘Folklore’. Within the
European Folklore discourse, this Romantic concept1 of the subject has
transformed as the concept of survival relic after the publication of ‘Primitive
Culture’ in 1871 by E.B.Tylor. During the second half of the 20th century, with
the intervention of some new age young folklorists, ‘Mongrel field’2 has been
reconceptualised as a ‘Process’.3The conceptual transformation from product
to process has clearly been revealed in the formulation of the contextual theory.
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This trend of studying Folklore in its present context as a process rather than
a product of historical authority has prepared the ground for the inclusion of
mediated or secondary form of Folklore (Folklorism)4 in its scholarship. With
the advent of modernity aided by economic liberalisation and globalisation,
Folklorism emerged as a reflection of commercial process and political activism
practiced in different parts of Europe and America5. Subsequently, various
definitional and conceptual frameworks of the subject matter of Folklore have
been formulated in favour of Folklorism.  The aim of the present research is to
examine whether this conceptual transformation of Folklore, where Folklorism
is treated as an integral part Folklore scholarship in various western societies,
is also applicable in the Indian context.  The study is, however, limited to
Assam, which happens to be one of the states of India.

Before proceeding to discuss further, it is necessary to have an idea about
the proliferation of differences of approach among the scholars to the subject
Folklore. The reason is tripodal - semantic, nature of the subject and
background of the scholars. When Thoms (1846) proposed to replace the term
‘popular antiquity’ with a ‘good Saxon compound’ ‘Folklore’, he did not give
any clear definition about the term and instead tried to conceptualise the
term with ‘manners, customs, neglected customs, fading legend, fragmentary
ballads’ and so on. However, the term ‘Folklore’ cannot syncretise completely
the other terminologies that were prevalent in different parts of the world, like
Volkskunde in Germany, Folkminne in Sweden and Lok Sahitya in India6. This
semantic difference to denote antiquity and orality led to the confusion in
the development of the concept of the discipline at a later stage. Secondly,
Folklore in its orientation is dual in nature. In one way it is ‘superorganic’
and in the other it is ‘organic’ (Bidney, 1953:129). After creating7 Folklore in
a particular context, it may be appropriated by people living in other social
context with certain modifications to suit their convenience. The generic
classification of an item may not be the same in two social contexts. For
example, categorisation of prose narratives like tale, myth or legend depends
on the cultural orientation towards these genres and the local taxonomy of
oral tradition. A tale in one situation may be a myth in another, since the
classification doesn’t depend on ‘some intrinsic feature rather on the cultural
attitude toward it’ (Amos, 1971: 5). Thirdly, the interdisciplinary nature of the
subject has also contributed to the historical confusion prevailing in the
discipline. Scholars from English literature and Anthropology had tried to
incorporate their own theoretical positions in the domain of Folklore and
treated the subject as a ‘side issue’8 to their mother discipline, rather than
treating it as a separate discipline.

Folklore to Folklorism:  We have early records of folk poetry in different
parts of Europe before Folklore became institutionalised.  The Indian sub-
tales of Jataka and Panchatantra can also be traced back to the 3rd and 4th

century B.C. However, these tales were collected not for academic exercise,
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rather as religious and moral stories meant for the attraction of common
people. The early scholarship of Europe in this field was based essentially
on Romantic enthusiasm. And it is because of the influence of Romanticism
Johann Gottfried Herder could develop the idea of the ‘Folk Soul’. As he
said,

  ‘the fighting nation sings deeds, the tender one love, the quick-witted
people makes riddle, the folk with imagination makes allegories,
symbols vivid paintings- a suffering nation creates cruel deeds’ (cited
in Kongas, 1963: 72).

Clearly, the Romantic concept of Folklore is manifested as
‘the product of the collectively creating folk-soul -but the folk proper
is good and wise, only in some cases suffering. Thus there are only
beautiful pieces of Folklore’ ( Kongas, 1963: 73).

This Romantic concept was followed by the concept of survival. Among
others, its followers in England were Andrew Lang, James Frazer, T.K.
Penniman who believed that Folklore is the culmination of meaningless
customs that had survived in society after losing their original function. This
survival theory lasts for more than a century in Folklore scholarship. Even in
1949 John. L. Mish and Charles Francis Potter defined Folklore as the study
of survival. Potter saw Folklore as ‘a lively fossil which refuses to die’ ‘(cited in
Kongas 1963: 75)’. However, the concept of this survival was limited to
unwritten literature only. G.M. Foster writes ‘… Folklore is most meaningful
when applied to unwritten literary manifestation of all peoples…’(Foster,
1996:258). Another important work by Maria Leach (1949), Funk & Wagnalls
Standard Dictionary of Folklore Mythology and Legend also advocated the
historical approach to Folklore study.

The paradigm shift of Folklore scholarship during the early 60s of the
twentieth century took place with the rise of the synchronic approach replacing
the diachronic one. Subsequently, the concepts of content analysis,
functionality, and contextual significance have been developed. Among the
bifurcation of literature and ethnology in the conceptual race of Folklore in
turbulence 60s, one of the most flexible conceptualizations of Folklore was put
forward by Alan Dundes by emphasizing on ‘folk’ rather than ‘lore’. He states,

‘any group of people whatsoever who share at least one common factor
and help the group have a sense of group identity. Tradition arising
out of this folk is Folklore’ (Dundes, 1965: 2).

Though he favored the enumerative definition and provided a sampling
list of Folklore forms, he actually argued for a separate terminology to designate
the study of those materials. Till now, both the materials and the study of the
materials are referred with the same terminology of Folklore. To avoid
confusion, Dundes suggested use of ‘Folkloristics’ for the study of the materials
and ‘Folklore’ for the materials (Dundes, 1965: 3).
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This period was marked with shifting the focus from
Item- centred to activity-centred, and reconceptualized Folklore as a
process -with both tangible and non-tangible manifestation, to be sure,
but fundamentally as an activity that people chose to do ( Montenyohl,
1996:232).

Roger Abraham called it ‘traditional activities’. Two milestone works,
Folklore and Folklife: An Introduction (1972) by ‘the graybeards’9 Dorson and
Toward New Perspective in Folklore (1972) by the ‘young Turks’10 Americo
Paredes and R. Bauman marked the development of the discipline in a new
direction at this juncture. Dorson was particularly successful in framing
Folklore as an institutionalized discipline by stating what Folklore is. With
the historical approach as the main plank, he successfully delimited the field
of Folklore by incorporating the ‘Physical folklife’ along with oral Folklore in
its periphery. Before Dorson, there were persistent disagreements between
the literary folklorists and anthropological folklorists regarding its area of study.
Anthropologists regarded Folklore as a part of a culture which covers the literary
aspect of non-literate societies. On the other hand, literary folklorist regarded
Folklore in itself a culture. Folk life includes social folk custom, material
culture and performing art. Thus, by expanding the scope of the subject, Dorson
had established Folklore as an area of cultural study. He trained a generation
of young folklorists ‘whose very challenge to his view of the field was a mark of
his success, a story of father and sons’ ‘(Gimblett, 1998:285)’. On the other
hand, this young group shifted the focus of study from product to process,
from item to activity…from collection and preservation of item to the system
in which people live, the role of tradition in their interactions and the process
whereby traditions are generated and renewed (Montenyohl, 1996:233).

Dan Ben- Amos, one of the representatives of ‘young Turks’, criticized
the existing definitional framework and held the view that all these criteria
like antiquity, survival, collectiveness and oral mode of transmission are either
circumstantial or set in a preconceived framework but not as an essential
precondition for Folklore. These criteria are not intrinsic to Folklore. The
chronological, historical or social implications have analytical value, but it
never defines a song as Folklore. It is a shaky framework for the development
of a scientific discipline. He further states that Folklore is not merely an
analytical construct; it has a social and cultural base. The item centric Folklore
is a collection of things, which means it is a methodological abstraction of an
object from its actual context. To understand Folklore properly it is necessary
to examine the whole of the phenomena in its existing context. Thus, it is not
the text alone, but the narrator, story, audience all in a single communicative
process. For Amos, rather than various items at the focus, it is the manifestation
of a process in which members of the group interact. The process that he
advocated was irrespective of time and space and particularly stressed upon
the dynamic nature of transmission, modification, and textual variation.  For
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Amos, Folklore is artistic, since it involves creative and esthetic responses
recognized and adhered to by all the members of a group.  Folklore is thus the
‘Artistic communication in small groups’ (Amos, 1971:10).

The definition of Dan Ben Amos was the benchmark in various textbooks
especially in North America for almost forty years. However, folklorists
encountered some serious challenges to the existing idea of Folklore
scholarship in this digital era and tried to redefine it. They have accepted the
challenges posed by the internet and tried to find out whether Folklore exists
in social reality or virtual reality. At this critical point of time, the contextual
theory was logically challenged by Simon J. Bonner, who instead advocated a
theory in practice (Bronner, 2016). In Ben Amos’ definition, ‘context’ was
typically the face to face communication of a group, with a definite social and
cultural base. But since the digital age posed some challenges to this sort of
communication, he advocated digital communication based on variable
repetition thereby producing mediated forms of culture. The critics of the
twenty-first century re-conceptualized the keyword tradition as a mode of
thought rather than historical authority, which also allows the inclusion of
material part of culture along with the verbal performance. Another important
challenge of this time is the non-requirement of a group for Folklore existence.
This concept holds the view that ‘an individual can propagate, manipulate,
adapt Folklore ideas’, and thus the concepts of ‘Solo Folklore’ by Mechling
(2006) and ‘symbolic construction of self’ by Michael Owen Jones (2000) have
emerged (cited in Bonner, 2016). It is based on these challenges that very
recently Bonner (2016) offered a practice-oriented definition of Folklore by
focusing on the ‘knowledge domain, at the basis of production of tradition’.
Accordingly, he defines Folklore as ‘traditional knowledge put into and
drawing from practice’ (Bonner, 2016: 7).

His practice theory was based on the ‘phemic’ concept of sociolinguistics.
The conception of ‘phemic’ contains a purposeful repeatable activity with the
multilayered message, which makes use of transmission and variation in the
long run of social interaction (Bonner, 2016: 8).

In the same way, ‘put into and drawing from’ suggests the framing of
connotative, purposeful enactments as an adaption from precedent or an
outcome of repeatable behaviour. This repeatable variation with the aid of
technology resulted in the mediated form of Folklore, which Dorson called
‘Fakelore’ (Dorson,1972). To avoid such confusions, Bronner included both
the rhetorical use of ‘Folklore’ and ‘Folklore in practice’ under the umbrella of
‘Folklore scholarship’ as a discipline.

The turbulent 1960s of Folklore scholarship was also marked by another
conceptual development especially in Germany and Russia. The conceptual
transformation of ‘Folklore’ to ‘Folklorism’ has a history of more than half a
century interspersed with frequent debates and discussions. In contrast to
the genuine, authentic, first existence and community of origin in Folklore,
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‘Folklorism is commonly regarded as the spurious and fakelore that exists in
second life outside its original context, which is materialistic and popular’
(Roginsky, 2007). The concept was favoured by some ‘graybeards’ like Dorson
(1969) and opposed such evaluation by some young folklorists like
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1988). Many scholars assert that the term was first
included in Folklore scholarship in Germany by Hans Moser in1962, who
viewed Folklorism as the ‘Second- hand mediation and presentation of folk
culture’ (cited in Smidchens, 1999:52).

Herman Bausinger offered a modern approach on Folklorism by putting
emphasis on the context. For him, Folklore is re-contextualized in elite art or
literature, revised for sale to the nostalgic public. Folklore is thus placed in a
foreign context to the original tradition (Smidchens, 1999). However, the
approach and attitude towards the practice and study of Folklorism are different
in different parts of Europe and Russia. Among the Western European Nations,
Folklorism arises out of the commercial process, while in Eastern Europe it
had the support of governmental agencies.  Again, the Russian view suggests
Folklorism as a process of cultural development. They preferred the term ‘folk
creativity’ or ‘contemporary Folklore’ instead of Folklorism. A Russian folklorist,
Viktor Gusev, proposed Folklorism as a ‘process of adaptation, reproduction,
and transformation of Folklore’ (cited in Smidchens, 1999, 52). Thus,
‘Folklorism is differentiated from Folklore primarily by its conscious use of
tradition’ (Roginsky, 2007: 43).

It has been observed that modernity posed serious challenges to tradition-
oriented societies, where knowledge imparted by the ancestors is taken as
essential ingredients of community wisdom. Due to the rapid and rampant
transformation of traditional society to modernity characterized by
technological advancement, industrialisation, urbanisation and capitalism,
radical changes have occurred in this traditional wisdom manifested as
Folklore. The resulting break down in the continuity of tradition leads to a
secondary tradition or Folklorism, which is thought of as irreversible. However,
at the point whether culture is genuine or spurious, Handler and Linnekin
state,

Tradition is neither genuine nor spurious, for if genuine tradition
refers to the pristine and immutable heritage of the past, then all
genuine traditions are spurious. But if, as we have argued, tradition
is always defined in the present, then all spurious traditions are
genuine (cited in Roginsky, 2007:44).

Scholars, like Strobach (1982) also pointed out that the issue of authentic
tradition or secondary tradition doesn’t exist in reality. Folklorism when
conceptualized as a part of the Folklore process produces new variants of
Folklore. It turns out to be a nostalgic need of the people and a compulsion on
their part to adapt to the new variants of Folklore in changing environment.
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From all the discussions made so far it is clear that Folklore is not merely
a disciplinary subject or disciplinary formation, but it is also a mode of cultural
production. ‘All Folklore is made, not found, that doesn’t mean that it is
fabricated, though fabrication occurs in the sense of making a false claim.’
The folklorist produces Folklore through a process of identification and
designation (Gimblett, 1998: 305). Folklorism as such is the conscious
recognition and repetition of folk tradition as a symbol of ethnic, regional or
national culture. ‘This repetition may have economic and political
consequences, but it responds to the need of the people who embrace
Folklorism’ (Smidchens, 1999: 56).
Assam’s concern:
Assam may be regarded as a small version of India from the consideration of
population structure and cultural linkages. It is said to be the epitome of
different ethnic groups much to the liking of an ethnographer. There is no
dearth of Folklore materials in this part of the country and subsequently,
scholars of various disciplines especially literature, language, history, and
anthropology have taken into consideration these ‘green grass’11 as a ‘side
issue’ to their mother discipline. The characteristic of Folklore material as a
living tradition is related with its historic continuity. It is because of this
nature, administrative officers of the British colonial period and early Christian
missionaries had initiated the collection of Folklore materials for their own
sake. However, during the first decade of 20th-century, Assamese scholars made
their appearance in various folk literary activities, probably on the
consideration that these verbal documents are dying out and it is necessary
to recollect these to fulfill their nostalgic attachment. Likewise, the American
Folklore scholarship of the second part of the 19th century initiated the study
of Folklore in Assam in the early part of the 20th century, which was linked
particularly with its survival nature, limited to oral literature. Among others,
mention may be made of Kathar Malita (1923) by Bhadrasen Bora, Bahagi (1923)
by Nakul Chandra Bhuyan, Barphukanar Git ( 1924) by Surjya Kumar Bhuyan,
Burhi Air Sadhu (1911) by Lakshminath Bezbarroa and so on ( Dutta, 1978).

Folklore scholarship in Assam had shifted its focus from mere collection
to analytical stages only after its institutionalisation, which was initiated by
Professor Birinchi Kumar Barua of Gauhati University in 1955. Like various
other universities of Europe, the institutionalisation of Folklore scholarship
in Assam was initially associated with the Department of Anthropology in the
name of “Tribal Culture and Folklore Research”. It is worth mentioning here
that as an academician Professor Barua was affiliated to the Department of
Assamese of Gauhati University. It is because of his dual interest and deep
insight into the subject he was successful in synchronizing the literature
and culture in framing the concept of Folklore. This can be assessed by
interpreting his most important academic work with some analytical focus on
the folkloric elements of Assam, known as Asamar Loka Sanskriti (Folk Culture
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of Assam, 1961) (Goswami, 1993). He followed the path of American scholars
since he was in close contact with the Indiana University in Bloomington,
where he served as a Visiting Professor. He was even supposed to have edited
the Indian chapter of the folktales of the World Series (Dorson, 1993). His legacy
was carried forward by another scholar Professor Prafulla Datta Goswami, who
happened to be the first Professor of an independent discipline of Folklore at
the University level in India. Goswami was influenced by Stith Thompson’s
motif index of folktales and accordingly classified the folktales of Assam. His
most admirable academic work is Ballads and Tales of Assam (1960). The
Folklore Research Department of Gauhati University has been the nucleus of
Folklore scholarship in Assam over the last sixty years. However, it is ironic
that despite having the scholars with international repute in early development
of the scholarship and carrying a rich tradition of the place, subsequent
followers couldn’t contribute much to the theoretical perspective of the subject.
Even today, majority of the research works are centered on the historicity of
the material rather than on the concerns of the recent theoretical development
in other parts of the world. This ‘backward-looking attitude’ dominated the
Folklore scholarship for the last sixty years in Assam. It may be because of the
‘extraordinary continuity of the tradition the scholar gets caught by the aura
of historicity’ (Dutta, 1993).

With the advent of modernity, Assamese society has also been exposed to
various modern amenities, like widespread education, technological
advancement, economic liberalisation and internet facilities, which have
inevitably resulted in radical changes in their age-old way of life. Various
masterpieces of literature by the early scholars were formulated on the data of
pre-modern folkloric phenomena displayed by the Assamese society. Beyond
doubt, these contributions are precious and provide the base of Folklore
scholarship in the state of Assam. However, it is imperative to evaluate the
conceptual and definitional framework of a multidimensional
interdisciplinary discipline with the changing dynamics of society.
Incidentally, the emerging concepts, like Folklorism, Folklore sustainability,
commoditization of Folklore, applied Folklore and contemporary Folklore are
almost totally society and culture specific.

With this background an attempt has been made here to evaluate the
changes in the age-old tradition or new production of an old tradition in some
of the folkloric phenomena, which are treated as the identity marker of the
state of Assam. Another consideration is to fit these productions of tradition
in the present theoretical concept of the subject Folklore. The question also
appears, if the phenomena so demand, what could be the alternative
definitional proposition for a dynamic independent discipline in the present
context of Assam? The present study was conducted by applying the
participatory observation method in village, semi- urban and urban areas
(namely, Khetri, Maloibari, Sonapur, Guhwahati and Chhaygaon) of the Kamrup
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metropolitan districts of Assam, during the Bihu festivals observed in the
months of January and April of 2018-19. It is worth mentioning that most of
the seminal works undertaken by the Department of Folklore, Gauhati
University on the historicity of Bihu were conducted by Birinchi Kumar
Barua,and Prafulla Dutta Goswami during mid and late twentieth century.
Those academic interpretations were so inclusive, in depth and significant
that almost in every serious venture on Bihu one will find the citation of these
scholars. Admittedly, serious works on various aspects of Bihu are presently
very scanty probably because the standard set by the early scholars is difficult
to emulate. During the last twenty years only one PhD research work on Bihu
was listed from the Department of Folklore, Gauhati University.12

Folklorism in the context of Assam:
Assam, the eastern portion of great Indian civilization is the hotchpotch of
cultural synthesis of Aryan and non-Aryan populations. Its geographical
location also shows diversity by the presence of various hillocks, rivers and
plain areas. The landmass has been horizontally divided into two parts from
east to west by the mighty river Brahmaputra. Assamese people are
predominant in Assam and they are mainly concentrated in the Brahmaputra
valley. Since the land in the Brahmaputra valley is very fertile, the mainstay
of economy is agriculture and the entire way of living of Assamese people
revolves around agriculture and the river Brahmaputra. Bihu, which is the
most famous festival of Assam, associated with agriculture, is of three types,
and is observed in three different seasons. The Bihu festival of spring season,
popularly known as Bohag Bihu or Rangali Bihu, marks the beginning of the
agricultural season. On the other hand, winter Bihu or the Magh Bihu or the
Bhugali Bihu indicates the end of the agricultural season with the completion
of harvesting.  Autumn Bihu is known as Kati Bihu or Kangali Bihu, is observed
in between the two on the last day of Ahin (September/ October) as a mark of
relative scarcity of food items. Thus, Bihu reflects the total way of life of the
traditional Assamese peasantry. It is because of this inclusive character,
Bhupen Hazarika, a musical icon of Assam, in one of his lyrics says that ‘Bohag
is neither just a season nor a month; it is the lifeline of Assamese nationalism’.
Scholars have viewed Bihu as a ‘festivity for the promotion of agriculture
production, the celebration of seasonality and the way of living of a rice-
growing society, living in a tropical, flood- plain ecosystem’ (Barua, 1966:338).

The origin of Bihu is not properly known. However, most scholars had
traced its origin to Sanskrit word Visuvan, meaning equinox. “Astronomically,
Bohag Bihu is associated with vernal equinox, Kati Bihu with autumnal equinox
and Magh Bihu with winter solstice” (Goswami, 1988:5). According to Hindu
sacred texts, Visuva is a holy day between winter and spring, when the Sun
changes its position from one zodiacal house to another. Practices associated
with this word are believed to be the root of present day Bihu festival. On the
other hand, Tai origin of the word Bihu could not be ruled out. The Tai word
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Boi means “the rules of worship” and hu means “cow” (Barua, 2009: 214),
which signifies its association with a form of cattle worship.  However, Bihu is
not limited to Assamese speaking Hindus alone. Indeed, the greater Assamese
society may be considered as the result of socio-cultural synthesis of
Hinduism and Tribalism. Some parallels can be found in Boisagu of Boro-
Kacharis, Bisu of Deuris,  Baikhu of Rabhas and Ali-ai ligang of Mising. Again,
Bihu observance is not similar among the caste Assamese Hindus living in
both upper and lower Assam. The very essence of Bihu is found in the upper
part of Assam. After receiving the royal patronage from the great Ahom king
Rudra Singha at the courtyard of Rangghar (Sport palace-Ahom Architecture)
in the late seventeenth century, Bihu became the national festival of Assam
(Goswami, 1988).

This agrarian festival has witnessed radical changes in hearts and minds
of the Assamese urban elite over the last hundred and fifty years. During the
British colonial period, especially during the second half of the nineteenth
century, Bihu was viewed by an elitist section of the Assamese as a vulgar
peasant festival. However, after independence, Bihu continued to play a
significant role in upholding Assamese pride and nationalistic spirit (Barua,
2009). In modern times, with widespread education and technological
advancement, new generations are exposed to modern means of livelihood,
paving the way for their merger with the modern world. Further, though an
appreciable section of the less educated population is still engaged with
agricultural activities, they have now started adopting various modern means
of agriculture for larger production to cope with this fast growing market
economy. The ecological setting on which Bihu has evolved over the centuries
is now in a state of jeopardy due to huge population explosion, rampant
industrialisation and a host of other factors. As a result, the ecological aspect
of Bihu as a cultural form has come under serious question. Even then, after
drastic changes in its forms and functionality, Bihu is still dearer to the people
of Assam. People have adopted many productions of the tradition of Bihu, which
still carry certain traces of historicity and social base. These traces of historicity
of Bihu can be recognized clearly in modern day observance, and has been
discussed below.

To observe the transformation that has taken place in various aspects of
Bihu, let us first consider Magh Bihu. Although it is difficult to trace the origin
of Magh Bihu, the earliest record of Magh Bihu as a national festival of Assam is
found in the writings of an English scholar as early as1855 (Dalton, 1872).
The principal characteristic of this harvesting festival is the fire linked
ceremony. The day before the Bihu13 known as Uruka14 has special importance
in this form of Bihu.  The women folk prepare Chira (parched rice), Pitha,( cakes)
Laru, (balls of cocoanut, scraping and roasted sesame- a special food item of
Bihu), while the males go to the wetland for fishing. This communal fishing is
meant for a communal feast in the evening. The cowherds and young lads
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collect dried banana leaves and bamboo to construct a temple-like structure
known as Bhelaghar. Alongside, they also construct a makeshift cottage with
the same materials and spend the night. Stealing fuel and vegetables at night
is considered as the funny practice of this Bihu. The next morning, after taking
bath, the male folk set fire on the Bhelaghar and the temporary cottage; this
act has a symbolic significance (Goswami, 1988). Organizing various traditional
sports events, like egg- fighting, buffalo fighting, pot- breaking, racing, jumping
is another aspect of this Bihu.

Though the celebration of Magh Bihu is a living tradition, it has undergone
radical changes over the years. The term Bhelaghar itself has been transformed
to designate the makeshift cottage instead of the temple-like structure, which
is now known as Meji. Though the term Meji is not a new one in use, earlier it
was restricted to the upper Assam (Goswami, 1988). Due to the rapid increase
in education and modernity, the number of cowherds has decreased even in
the countryside of Assam. The young lads of contemporary generation now
take 10-15 days in preparing of this Bhelaghar and Meji with the same
traditional materials. In the semi-urban areas, due to the lack of these
traditional materials and paucity of time friends and relatives usually organise
a feast in a nearby open space by making a modern Bhelaghar made of tent
house materials. In the last 10-12 years, a new trend has emerged in various
parts of Assam to construct Bhelaghar in the form of replica of Titanic, Eiffel
Tower, Rangghar, Taj Mahal and so on. Mass media plays a vital role in
popularising these forms. Various regional television channels arrange
competitions and telecast these modern Bhelaghars. These unconventional
Bhelaghars are also made of traditional materials like paddy straw, bamboo,
dried up banana leaves, which are set on fire after a few days of their erection.
The practice of traditional sports events, like racing, jumping is now rarely
followed and are replaced by some new games like playing with coins or
marble balls. In some villages gambling has become common among the male
folk.

Let’s consider another example in the form of Bohag Bihu or Rangali Bihu.
Though Bihu is a national festival of Assam and it has several aspects, here I
shall confine myself only to two aspects. One is the Garu Bihu or the Bihu for
cattle and Bihu dance. Bohag Bihu begins on the Sankranti15 of the Assamese
month Chot, with the ritual bathing of cattle, popularly known as Garu Bihu. It
starts with the morning activity of the young lads who prepare pieces of bottle
gourd, brinjal, mangosteen, turmeric and fix them on a bamboo stick. They
rub a paste of turmeric and ‘urad’ bean (a pulse seed variety locally known as
Matimah) on the forehead and horn of the cattle as well as on their own body;
then they take the cattle to the nearby river or pond for washing. Before bathing,
pieces of gourd, brinjal, turmeric, mangosteen are thrown on the cattle.  After
washing them, they beat the cattle with the twigs of Dighlati and Makhiyati
(Panaprahan) 16 plants and recite:
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Lau Kha, Bengena Kha
Basare basare bari ja

Mare saru, bapere saru
Tai hobi bor garu
Dighlati Dighal pat
Garuk Kubau jat jat

Mare saru, bapere saru
Tai hobi bor garu17

Free English translation:
Eat gourd, eat brinjal

Start growing from year to year
Your mother is small, your father is small

You may grow bigger.
With the long leave of Dighlati

Beat the cattle differently.
Your mother is small, your father is small

You may turn bigger.
After performing these rites the cattle are taken for grazing. Boys, after

taking bath return to their homes by picking up some pieces of thrown up
gourd, brinjal, turmeric, mangosteen, which they keep on the cattle shed. The
remaining twigs of Dighlati and Makhiyati, that were used to beat the cattle, are
tied up on both the sides of the household gate.  In the evening when the
cattle return home, their feet are washed with water and they are offered to eat
Pitha and Chira,( cakes and parched rice). After the completion of these rites,
they are tied with new ropes ( Goswami, 1988).

Bihu Calendar 2020

Day Magh Bihu Bohag Bihu Kati Bihu
Assamese English Assamese English Assamese English Assamese English

equivalent date, Month equivalent date, Month equivalent date, Month equivalent
& event date & Month & event date & Month & event date & Month

Mangalbar Tuesday 28 Puh, 14th January
Uruka

Budhbar Wednesday 29 Puh, 15th  January
Samkranti

Brihaspatibar Thursday 1 Magh 16th January
Magh Bihu

Sumbar Monday 30 Chot 13th  April
Garu Bihu
Samkranti

Mangalbar Tuesday 1 Bohag 14th  April
Manuh Bihu

Sanibar Saturday 30 Ahin 17th October
Kati Bihu
Samkranti
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It is significant to note here that the cattle have been the determining
source of energy for agricultural operation among the Assamese folk since
generations. The custom of cattle worship (Garu Bihu) is a reverent act for
deriving that energy practiced by the agrarian Assamese society.  The lasting
capacity of such a custom clearly rests on the community’s dependence on
the cattle; any alteration may signal the end of it or something new may be
created out of that as a mark of continuity of the tradition.

As a sign of a living tradition, people even today, especially in the
countryside, practice the same tradition with great devotion and pride.
However, the growing trend of free market economy, globalisation, and boom
in the information technology have provided ample scope for reaping the
benefits of surplus production of agriculture on one hand and pursuing other
modes of income on the other. Those who still live solely on agriculture are
adopting new means, like use of tractors instead of using bullocks for
ploughing, which in turn have adversely affected the cattle rearing practice
followed by the Assamese.  When cattle are not easily available but the
community has to observe the festival, the situation gets somewhat difficult for
its smooth performance. Moreover, in a changing ecological setting, the context,
performance and functionality of this tradition have changed dramatically.

I have been observing for the last few years that some people (not always
the same people), living in semi-urban areas including the metropolitan city
like Guwahati search for cattle on the day of Garu Bihu. In case they find
some, they observe the same customary practices; otherwise, they simply tie
up the twigs of Dighlati and Makhiyati on both the sides of the household gate.
Some of them also prepare the pieces of bottle gourd, brinjal, mangosteen,
turmeric and keep them inside by fixing it on a bamboo stick. In present day,
these twigs of Dighlati and Makhiyati that are treated as “an integral part of
cultural heritage”18 are no longer readily available in their natural habitat.
Because of the gradual disengagement with nature and dislodged
functionality, people in the urban or semi-urban areas are unable to identify
these plants, which were once abundantly found in local woodlands. Still,
Bihu carries with it such an inclusive identity of the state of Assam that any
individual having his or her origin here is automatically attached with the
aura of the historicity of this tradition even today. This has resulted in the
commoditization of certain aspects of Garu Bihu, which is inevitably related
to the concept of Folklorism. It has been observed that on the day before the
Garu Bihu various roadside markets in different suburban and city areas are
stacked with Dighlati and Makhiyati, bottle gourd, brinjal, mangosteen, turmeric
and so on. This commoditisation of Garu Bihu is an emerging trend, centered
around the old tradition because of the growing impact of modernization.

Now let’s consider Bihu as a dance form. It has already been mentioned
that the Bihu festival is very intimately associated with the agricultural
practices of the Assamese people; its significant dance form, however, was
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earlier confined exclusively to women folk demonstrating a certain sexual
gesture. While describing the dance, Goswami (1988) observes that the dancers
by keeping their hands on their hips bend their trunk and subsequently push
their pelvic region and breasts vigorously by opening their arms. Normally the
young girls and women dance in pairs, surrounded by the other female folk,
away from the sight of male folk. The surrounding females accompany the
dancer by singing and clapping. Sometimes one of the dancers plays a male’s
role and makes the gesture of copulation with their fingers to designate
springtime fertility cult of ancient times. “One of the dancing pairs impersonates
the role of the male and in some of their figures they make the gesture of
copulation with their fingers” (Goswami, 1988: 38).

The first transformation of this earliest form of Bihu took place when the
males started to participate in the dance with drums, hornpipes accompanied
with singing. Gradually, the females got to restrict themselves to dancing only.
The earliest recorded information of this modified form of Bihu, in the form of
unpublished history has been preserved at the Aligarh University by a Muslim
historian who could take us back to the seventeenth century. He writes,

 In the spring season, they hold a festival in every village and in the capital
of their king. The festival continues for a month or so. In the morning of a
particular day- all men and women of the village put on new clothes… the
women specially the young girls, wear a piece of cloth hanging from the breast
up to the lower part of the calves and put several flowers of different colours in
their locks of hair rounded up at half the top of their heads… they have in their
hands a kind of long bamboo split perpendicular into two pieces of hand having
a kind of clattering sound when played upon… the youth have double-edged
large drum— some having long pipes in their hands producing high pitch
shrill sounds. From the time of mid- sun the boys and girls gather in open
fields in various groups and sing and dance to their hearts’ content, with the
music of drums and pipes… There are the exchanges of hearts and elopements.
Echoes of songs come from various directions of village and the forest even at
midnight, day after day, night after night… The king comes to a field near to
his palace specially set out for the purpose. He comes riding on a painted
elephant wearing a gold embroidered wrapper on his body and gold embossed
crown on his head … the girls whose dance king like most are taken to the
palace either as concubines or maid (cited in Goswami, 1988, 16-17).

This stage of the evolution of Bihu dance is significant because of the
king’s participation, who gave the Bihu dance a national status. Chaliha (1920),
compared the Bihu songs with the pastoral poems and ballads of England.
These pastorals have been in the lips of the rural youth of Assam since time
immemorial and are the reflection of the simple way of life. In a critical review
of Bohagi, a collection of Assamese pastoral poems and ballads compiled and
edited by Nakul Chandra Bhuyan (1920), Khan Bahadur Sayidur Rahman
(1923) writes, ‘these Bihu songs are not merely the vulgar enjoyment of the



THE CONCEPTUAL TRANSFORMATION OF FOLKLORE 213

rural youths of Assam, but it carries the elementary passion of human nature
as found in the simplicity and unsophisticated way of life of the people of
Assam’ (cited in Bhuyan, 1992 ).

After the collapse of the Ahom dynasty, few educated Assamese and even
British scholars like Haliram Dhekiyal Phukan, Sidney Endle, portrayed Bihu
as a bad custom of immoral men and women and raised objection to its
celebration. Over time and after prolonged debates, Bihu dance had evolved
into a cultural festivity and occupied a place of performing art since 1950.
Bihu has now lost its originality as symbolism of fertility of Assamese peasantry.
It has now been replaced by the seductive gestures of female Bihu dancers
with artistically stimulated performances on the stage. The agricultural festival
has now transformed into an Assamese New Year celebration. It is no longer
confined to the rural background, rather is spread across the state of Assam
and beyond and ultimately becomes the cultural symbol of the greater
Assamese society.

 A major transformation has been observed since 1970s when Bihu
emerged as a competitive performing art. The concept of a Bihu Queen is one
of those. The competition itself implies certain rules and regulations and
demands artistic excellence. Thus, the spontaneous, natural dance forms of
young countryside youth are recast into a certain grammatical format
according to modern taste and standard. This period is also marked by the
introduction of some new elements into the modern Bihu dance form.  The
introduction of headgear (Fulam japi) into Bihu dances is one such new
introduction. This headgear is a modified form of the headgear used by the
farmers of Assam while working in their paddy fields.  After the introduction
into the Bihu dance, Fulam japi has become so popular that now it is an identity
symbol of the Assamese culture. Since the economic liberalisation and boom
in information technology during the early ’90s of the last century, the process
of commercialisation of Bihu has attained a new height. At present Bihu is a
booming industry in Assam lasting at least for a month.  Though Bihu and its
associated objects have changed drastically, it is still close to the hearts of the
Assamese people. Bihu has become a passion for attaining prosperity and
happiness by the Assamese people. It doesn’t matter whether Bihu exists in digital
reality or virtual reality, as long as spring symbolises joy and happiness to the
people of Assam, Bihu will continue to remain as the social reality of Assam.
Theoretical interpretation
The idea of Folklorism has emerged in the context of the modern world. In the
millennial, the discourse of Folklore has been viewed as synchronization of
the concept of Folklore and Folklorism. To portray this transformation in the
European context, Simon J. Bronner’s most recent but succinct definition
“traditional knowledge drawn from or put into practice” serves the modern
definitional need in the scholarship of Folklore. As he demands, “it not only
serves to identify the cyclical link between thought and action in the
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organization of culture - folk, popular, elite as well as analog and digital- but
also encompasses an array of materials with similar dynamic qualities”
(Bronner, 2013: 20). However, while he emphasizes on the repeated nature of
thought and action and on its byproduct both in the traditional and modern
organisations of culture in his search for a practice-oriented definition, he
probably loses sight of the issue of collective response of respective societies
to these byproducts. In a generalised sense, it can be said that tradition-
oriented societies are very reluctant to accept the changes, particularly when
tradition plays a pivotal rule in asserting their ethnic identity. In such cases,
any change in the process or item of their age-old tradition must have a social
base or be socially relevant to be accepted and adhered to as the byproduct of
that tradition by the larger social group. Thus, by considering the conceptual
transformation of the scholarship of Folklore in the context of the present study,
the present author is of the view that Folklore is a “knowledge domain and its
production practiced by both traditional and modern societies with
specification by its repetition, variation, and social base.” To elucidate the
statement, some of the modern aspects of Bihu may be examined, which in
turn may corroborate the theoretical interpretation of Folklorism.

It is significant to note that though the observance of Magh Bihu as a post-
harvesting fire festival has immense significance to the whole of Assamese
identity, construction of the replica of famous themes as Bhelaghar only
satisfies likings for decorative art and visual pleasure of the community
members. There is another side of it. The act of over glorification of tradition
with artistic expressions is highly influenced by the mass media. This mutative
production of Bhelaghar tradition is being telecast by various regional satellite
television channels across the globe, which in turn creates a sense of
regionalism among the expatriate Assamese. The globalisation of Bhelaghar
is a step towards establishing Assamese regional identity in the global context.
Further, since this new form of Bhelaghar is created by the Assamese folk with
similar traditional materials who observe similar traditional norms and values,
this new form also attains a social base in the present-day context of Magh
Bihu.  This may be a justification for its inclusion in the present definitional
framework of Folklore.

On the other hand, traditional sports of Magh Bihu have largely been
replaced by new forms of gambling games. Be it the game of coins or cards,
both have monetary implications and are different forms of gambling. Probably
this is the result of over glorification of monetary economy in every corner of
the world. The joy associated with of Magh Bihu sports has been transformed
into a game of deriving monetary benefits carrying a negative connotation.
However, tradition-conscious elderly persons, particularly the female folk,
have not accepted this production of tradition as their own and keep away the
male teenagers from this form of social degradation. Hence, this particular
production of tradition, which has not been accepted and adhered to by the
tradition- loving people, cannot find a place within the definitional framework.
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Another transformation is noticeable in the representation of fertility
symbolism of Bihu dance and blessings of Huchari19 can substantiate the
changing concept of Folklore in this context. As the agrarian celebration turns
into the Assamese New Year festival, Bihu has also attained a new height across
the globe as a cultural symbol of the state with the wide spread publicity of
mass media. This glorification of festivity has not only led to the
commoditization of Bihu dance, it also provides a potential platform to various
local professional artists to perform their Bihu dance skills on stage. Till the
year 1990, in almost every village there was existence of Bihu group who used
to perform on stage. These Bihu dance groups were the symbols of pride to
their respective villages. Within a quarter of a century, these small Bihu groups
have been replaced by some highly professional groups consisting of skilled,
full time performers who are in the job for earning a living. These new groups
are basically stationed in a city. Huchari singing is another unavoidable part
of Bohag Bihu. From the evening of Garu Bihu, young and middle aged men
from the villages create a band of Huchari singers. After starting the Huchari
singing at the village Namghar, 20 they visit every household of the village and
perform Huchari carol singing. It is considered beneficial to secure the
blessings of carol singers (Goswami, 1988: 14). The Huchari songs cover a
wide range starting from the old fragments of ballads to humorous doggerels,
but they never resort to eroticism as is found in Bihu proper.

In the absence of Huchari singing at present in its natural context,
commercial Bihu groups have incorporated this Huchari carol singing in its
modified form as a part of  Bihu dance performance on stage. Huchari singing
has been taken as an introduction to Bihu dance by the commercial performers
to give a complete picture of Bihu performance to the audience. It is interesting
to note that people have not only accepted this modified form of Bihu
performance on the stage but are amenable to the condition that without the
Huchari performance a Bihu group will not be considered eligible for Bihu
competition.

 Bihu is now a booming industry of the state of Assam for various singers
and performers across the country. Bengali, Hindi, Bhojpuri singers are now
invited with huge price tag to perform their skills at various Bihu performances
on stages. Though majority of these performers are not fluent in Assamese
language, they sing properly the re-composed Bihu lyrics.  These productions
of traditions have been accepted by the common mass as a part of their socio-
cultural heritage in present day context and as such can be included within
the changing definitional framework of Folklore.

CONCLUSION

The basic concern of the subject matter of Folklore is human society and its
culture which is dynamic in nature. But every human society is not in a
similar stage of development with respect to various parameters of modernity.
It is because of this ever-changing orientation of the subject matter and
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different socio-ecological settings of human habitat, the definitional and
conceptual framework of Folklore have been changing over the years. Further,
because of the diversity of human nature and its production in different
environmental situations, it is hard to believe that a universal definition and
concept would be able to cover the diversified folkloric phenomena of different
places. Hence, the concept developed by Dan Ben Amos ‘Context’ is of primary
importance for any folkloric study.  Though Indian society is changing day by
day in direct contrast to European society where tradition is just ‘Survival’,
here it is lively and emotionally satisfying. The ‘extraordinary continuity’ of
tradition compels one to look into the historicity of the material. This, in turn,
has resulted in the production of new Folklore out of its old knowledge base
which acquires a new social base on its own terms.

Bihu, the lifeline of Assamese peasantry identity, has also witnessed radical
changes in its various aspects with the advent of modernity. In a changing
ecological setting, some components of Bihu have been dislodged from its original
functionality and by adopting the mutative form people are now fulfilling their
nostalgic cravings for the festivity. However, anything new produced out of this
age-old tradition, which doesn’t have any broader socio-cultural significance
is not wholeheartedly accepted and strictly followed by the community. So,
only those parts of the production of Bihu tradition could sustain which have a
definite social base and acceptability among the Assamese folk.

From the discussion and interpretations made so far, it can be summarized
that modern theoretical development of Folklore, based on the European data,
in line of conceptual and definitional transformation, is also applicable in
the Indian context with certain modifications. As a tradition-steeped society,
Assamese folk are still attached with the aura of historicity and hence, it is
necessary to consider the social significance of any production of tradition
before considering the phenomenon as Folklore.

NOTES

1. See Duncan Emrich “Folk-Lore”; William John Thoms. 1946, 360.
2. Phrase was used by Samuel P. Bayard to designate that Folklore is the subject of

miscellaneous things. See Samuel P. Bayard, The Materials of Folklore, 1953, 1.
3. Folklore is not an aggregate of things, but a process. See Dan Ben-Amos, Towards a

definition of Folklore in context, 1971, 9.
4.  See Guntis Smidchens, Folklorism Revisited, 1999, 52.
5. See Dina Roginsky Folklore, Folklorism and synchronization; preserved- created Folklore

in Israel, 2007, 42.
6. Volkskunde in Germany, Folkminne in Sweden and lok sahitya in India denotes to oral

literary elements and implies slightly different meaning than English term ‘Folklore’.
See Dan Ben Amos Towards a definition of Folklore, 1971.

7. Folklore forms are deliberately created in an indigenous environment and cultural
context to fulfill their needs. See See Dan Ben-Amos, Towards a definition of Folklore
in context, 1971, 4.
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8. Various prominent European Scholar like Stith Thompson, Bertrand Bronson viewed
Folklore as a ‘side issue’. Thompson identified himself as an English teacher first.
See Barbara Kirshenblatt- Gimblett Folklore Crisis, 1998, 293.

9. ‘The graybeards’ represents the old generation Folklorist like Dorson. See Barbara
Kirshenblatt- Gimblett Folklore Crisis, 1998, 284.

10. ‘Young Turks’ are the Folklorists like Roger Abrahams, Dan Ben Amos, Alan Dundes,
Robert Georges and Kenneth Goldstein.

11. Signifies the attractive power of the subject matter of Folklore, which has drawn the
attention of other related disciplines. See Dan Ben Amos Towards a definition of Folklore,
1971.3

12. See Shodhganga. Inflibnet.ac.in.
13. Bihu is traced to Sanskrit visuvan equinox. See P.D Goswami, Bohag Bihu of Assam and

Bihu songs, 1988, 5.
14. The Bihu eve.
15. The cusp between the last Assamese month Chot and first Bohag.
16. Kind of wild branched shrub.
17. The recitation was collected by the author on 14th of April 2019, from a village named

Chatai Pathar, Khetri, Kamrup Metro, Assam.
18. See Lila Gogoi, Asomor Sanskriti, 1994, 15-18.
19. Huchari carol singing by the Assamese male folk starts from the day of Garu Bihu. It is

considered beneficial to get the blessings of carol singers.
20. Assamese community prayer house.
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Ranchi as a New Akhra (Performing Space): the emergence of
indigenous public sphere
SUBODH KUNWER

School of Arts and Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi

Abstract: The paper intends to examine the emergence of Ranchi city as the new
akhra (performing space) of adivasi (indigenous) politics in Jharkhand. It studies
the transformation of the city space into a new performance space on the occasion
of Sarhul festivity. On the eve of Sarhul, adivasis dance in their village akhra sthal,
but now-a- days instead of dancing in akhra, villagers nearby Ranchi move to the
heart of the city where they dance and perform. It becomes imperative to look at
the traditional ritual performance of Sarhul and the traditional performing space
akhra sthal as it shifts to the city space and the discourse it generates.  When the
festival is organized in Ranchi city, it produces a discourse and a sphere which not
only draws the attention of the media but also enters into the broader political
realm. Mobilizing elements of contemporary relevance becomes more important
than focusing on the ritual elements in the celebration of festival. Ritual and festivals
get thetricalized and aesthetical with the emergence of Ranchi as a new akhra . The
paper also tries to establish that culture and performance remain central to all
kinds of social and political mobilization in Jharkhand.

Key words : Sarhul, Adivasi/Indigenous, Indigeneity/Adivasiyat,  Public Sphere,
      Akhra, Ranchi.

INTRODUCTION

The city of Ranchi, now the capital of the Indian State of Jharkhand, was the
summer capital of the Indian State of Bihar till Jharkhand was formed as a
separate state in 2000 after a long struggle by the adivasi1 people of the region.
Ranchi as a city is manifest with an understanding of space that is discernibly
different– one which provides an alternative space against the dominant
“mainstream” demarcated spaces and a city which is perceived as the
‘mahanagar’ (metro city) of adivasi (indigenous people–adivasi people,
Scheduled Tribes).2  Nonetheless, the State of Jharkhand, especially its capital
Ranchi, has emerged as the center of contemporary adivasi (indigenous) politics
in India, which also facilitates creation of a space for them as manifested in
public activities related to performances and festivals.

How is identity of a city formed or perceived? There are several theories
and ways to define and answer to this question. The identity of a city is
produced in the form of visual recognition, including the spatial or pattern
relation to the observer and to other objects located in some parts of the city,
which every citizen has had long association with and in the process of which
one’s image gets soaked in memories and meanings (Lynch 1960: 8). The
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study also treats city as a “public image” which may be located  in common
mental pictures carried by large numbers of inhabitants of the city  (Lynch
1960: 7). Makeham ( 2005: 156) considers theatrical activities, performances
and performative acts as intrinsic to a city’s life and its pattern. Sarhul festival,
in this regard, produces a spatial pattern and an imagination of Ranchi city
which creates a typical public image among the participants and the audience
residing in the city or staying outside it. Silvija Jestrovic unfolds how
performance and theatricality became modes of being and acting in the context
of the city of Belgrade as demonstrated by “the protest postcards [which] depict
the theatricality and performativity of Belgrade that the counter-spectacles
had created. Featuring documentary images or stylized props of the protest,
the postcards suggest the idea of the city-as-action (Jestrovic 2013: 19).” Likewise,
in the context of Jharkhand and adivasi discourses in India, Sarhul festival
becomes a means of reasserting the city’s cultural identity along with the
idea of adivasiyat/indigeneity. This article tries to establish the fact that the
enactment of Sarhul festival, which is a cultural expression of adivasi people,
is also an act of resistance to alien forms by adivasis and a means of giving
shape to a new identity of the city. More precisely, this study places Ranchi
city in the context of performance of Sarhul festival and tries to answer
questions such as what happens to the city and the festival during the occasion
and how does it generate a public discourse involving the media and the wider
political realm of action

Before going into the details of the purpose behind undertaking the study,
let me give a brief description of Sarhul festival. Sarhul is known by different
names by different adivasi communities such as Khaddi (Oraon) , Ba( Munda
and Ho), Baha (Santhal) and Jonkarin (Khadiya). It is now celebrated and
projected as an adivasi prakriti parv (festival of nature) in Jharkhand in the
month of March-April. The word ‘Sarhul’ means beginning of the (new) year,
Sar meaning year and hul implying commence/begin. They worship Sal tree
(Shorea robusta) during this festival with the belief that the tree houses the
spirit called Chala Pachcho or Sarna Burhiya ( the old lady of the sacred grove),
a sacred force to reckon with. All men and women go to sarna sthal to offer Sal
flowers and leaves along with arwa rice, hadia (rice beers) and hens to the
spirit. The Sarhul ritual is observed in two parts: as a communitarian festival
it is first observed in the akhr sthal (a community space for all the villagers for
dance and performances) or in sarna sthal by the entire community, and,
secondly, it is also performed individually at home by respective family
members.

Sarhul consists of three days of ritual activities. On the first day fasting
(Pahil Upvas) is observed. The main ritual process and the procession take
place on the second day; on the third day Phoolkhonsi (Pahan3 and his wife
Pahanien go to every house and offer Sal flowers to every house) is observed.
But, now- a- days, instead of dancing at the akhra sthal (the community space
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or space for village performances), villagers residing near Ranchi go to the
heart of the city on the eve of the ritual where they dance, perform on the
streets and roads of Ranchi city. In the process, adivasi communities from the
neighboring areas assert their numerical presence in the city and place
themselves in a position to make political claims creating a new public sphere.

METHOD OF THE STUDY

This article is based on my academic research, “Moving the Centre: Performing
Sarhul and Becoming Adivasi in Contemporary Jharkhand” completed at the
School of Arts and Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru University in July 2015. For
this study, I undertook ethnographic fieldwork in Ranchi city during Sarhul
festival for three years (2013-2015). The analysis and interpretation of the
study is completely based on my participation, observation and interaction
(what we call the participant observation method) with the people in various
tolas and mohallas of Ranchi city. My native place is Santal Pargana region of
Jharkhand State, which hasprovided me with the opportunity to clearly
understand the linguistic expressions, social nuances and complexities of
entering into the society. A number of times I participated in the Sarhul festival
in Ranchi city, joining the procession that followed and the dance competitions
organized during this festival since my days of graduation ( 2008). I closely
observed the rituals connected with Sarhul festival and the way city space,
the rhythm of the city changes during the festival as a symbol of adivasi  pride
consecutively for three years. Specifically for this study I interviewed the
organizers of the festival, pahans(priests) and random participants in the festival.
Here, my focus is particularly on the city of Ranchi as the seat of an adivasi
festival.

There exists a large corpus of materials on the formation of Jharkhand
State and on adivasi identity, and most of these works deal with the questions
of adivasi identity centering round the issues of land, forest and displacement.
In the development discourses that have followed, it comes out that by
compensating for land and providing home, the displacement issues can be
resolved. While to a section adivasis mean extension of land rights, control
over forest resources and reinstating the past tradition, for others adivasi’s
historical identity and memory are no different from any other form of identity
without having any specific nature of historicity. Both these discourses tend
to subsume the importance of cultural performances in the political process.
They, however, ignore the fact that in contemporary thinking, culture and
performance are not particularly separable from politics in all its mani-
festations. In this context, indigeneity has emerged as a major discourse, which
remains a contested field of study, riddled with claims and counter claims,
negotiations and networks in Jharkhand. But in all these discourses
relationship between indigeneity and performance in the field of culture has
not come for any special consideration. In this backdrop, I propose to use
performance based methodology with its contextual discourse of indigeneity
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and performance as developed by Helen Gilbert (2013, 173) who argues that
indigeneity and performance have emerged as a new conceptual framework
to rethink about indigenous society, culture and movement across the world.

CLAIMING SPACE

It has been well noted that the festival and culture of a community have an
important role to play in creating its identity. Observance of festivals, adherence
to tribal culture, tribal deities, taking pride in martyrdom of local heroes no
doubt played an important role in creating the Jharkhandi identity irrespective
of their language, religion, caste or, sects (Ghosh 1993, 1789). More recently,
Alpa Shah’s study of Parha festival in Bero near Ranchi analyses the
significance of a festival among adivasis of the region. Shah’s study shows how
organizing the festival develops the politics of adivasis’ disengagement with
the state and forms a new social-political and sacral relation among adivasis
when it becomes a matter of holding people together through production of a
festival (Shah 2007, 142). Examining the power and performative play to enact
the festival in Bero, Shah argues that in contrast to sarkar (the state) as a
destructive source of socially divisive forces, traditional parha socio-political-
sacral institution of adivasis was imagined as an alternative political vision –
far superior to the state (Shah 2007). The fact that the sarkar was considered
as an exploitative, dangerous, immoral, and foreign politics, the parha is
believed to be a representation of their sacred realm of a sacral polity. This
contrast of the state and parha institution is produced and manifested through
the performance of the festival. Likewise, performance of Sarhul festival
generates a space for them to assert their claim of some form over the city.

Shanti Xalxo, an adivasi author and activist, recounts her experience with
diku (outsiders and exploiters) people regarding their perception of adivasi
and their festivals such as Sarhul. In Xalxo’s view, the dikus understand adivasi
as frivolous and insignificant and they believe that Sarhul and other festivals
are the festivals where adivasi drinks hadiya (homemade rice beers), only to
sleep and become idle and useless.4 These perceptions of adivasi as “primitive”,
“backward” and “uncivilized” people in need of development are rooted in the
colonial and caste-Hindu constructions which still linger in the subconscious
of people. Interventions in the form of such festival performances in public
spaces can be seen as a cultural struggle for assertion that discards stigmatic
notions of adivasi as jangali (savage), backward, uncivilized and inferior in
comparison to the dikus. The celebration of Sarhul in Ranchi city signifies an
attempt by the members of this socially and culturally subordinated
community to form their own self-contained public sphere by celebrating
Sarhul in city’s public spaces. The emergent notion of adivasi identity, extended
beyond one’s own community identity (such as Munda, Oraon, Ho, Santhal
and others), allows for the widening of space to the adivasi people in general.
In this context, I see Ranchi city as an indigenous performative space, creating
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a counter public sphere for the adivasis to project their identity on a firmer
footing against the ‘mainstream’ hegemonic public sphere.

A similar view as Shanti Xalxo was expressed by an old (around 70 years
old) woman at Siromtoli, the main sarna sthal in Ranchi. When I asked her
whether she participated in the first procession, she replied in the affirmative
and became nostalgic. She said, “Most of the buildings you see near Patel
Chauk and Guru Nanak Hospital were Pahan lands (land of Pahan, the priest
and leader of the village); all of those lands were taken by dikus by deceiving
adivasis.5” She was full of regret that their people and the Pahan could be
easily allured and they became greedy giving their land to dikus at low prices
just to procure money to buy liquor. She travelled back in the memory lane:
“Once, a powerful Punjabi started construction on Sarna land at Siromtoli of
Ranchi. There was a rage among people at the time.6” She voiced disappoint-
ment at the present condition of adivasi and simultaneously expressed anger
at Hindu dikus as well as to those who were converted into Christianity. She
believed that the converted Christians have disassociated themselves from
adivasi culture.

I see the experiences of the old lady– her memories, feelings and
expectations–symbolizing ‘the very seed of performance’ (Madison 2005, 152),
which are collectively performed in Sarhul festival in the city. The memory of
the lady evokes a temporal landscape of past events. By locating the buildings
that have been constructed on adivasi land, she stretches her memory and
consciousness to a level where complete Jharkhand representation is the ideal.
This incident of encroachment into adivasi land near the Siromtoli saranasthal,
which was narrated above, happened in 1960s. According to the Kendriya
Sarna Samiti (Central Sarna Committee),

the Sarhul festival procession first took place in 1964 when some
dominant people (dikus) tried to encroach on Siromtoli sarna sthal.
The people of Siromtoli asked for help from the adiavsi society and the
adivasi society came to their help. The leaders like Kartik Oraon,
Karamchand Bhagat and others played an important role to save the
land and Siromtoli sarna sthal. Clearly, the Sarhul festival procession
was organized to save the land.7

Satyanarayan Lakra, Mahasachiv (General Secretary) of Kendriya Sarna
Samiti (Central Sarna Committee), who has been participating and observing
Sarhul Shobhayatra (procession) since 1965, believes that because of the effort
of the adivasi leaders and the publicity it received, Sarhul procession attracted
large number of people and they started participating in the procession  with
musical instruments such as mandar, nagaada. This may be considered as a
new way of celebrating the festival. However, there have been various examples
of mobilization of adivasi people through the performance of traditional festivals.
One  well documented example is the Tana Bhagat Movement of 1914 directed
against the British rule in Jharkhand area. S.C Roy (1928, 336 – 384) and
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later,  Dasgupta (1999) provide an interesting account of the use of songs and
festivals in the Movement of Tana Bhagat in 1914, to communicate their
messages and mobilize people.

Such narratives about the experiences of the local people and the dishonor
they suffered as a result of land alienation and other forms of exploitation
were reminders to the people not to repeat the mistakes committed by those
who had lost their land earlier. Land alienation and exploitation of adivasi
people are well documented and presented in studies such as “Marginalisation
of Tribals” by Louis (2000); “Displacement Due to Mining in Jharkhand” by
Areeparampil (1996), and “Forest and Tribals of Jharkhand” by Das (1991).
Adivasi memory and the geographical landscapes of Ranchi share the common
experience of past exploitation and modern politics. Images of the landscape
have long been used in cultural resistance programs. Invoking these memories
through performance and enactment is also a warning to the members not to
lose their identity even when dominant forces like ‘Hindutva’ and the present
Hindu nationalistic state and central government make all efforts to assimilate
them. Amita Baviskar while studying  this process of assimilation of adivasis
by ‘Hindu nationalist’ forces notes how the claims to indigeneity by Hindu
rights are starkly different from the claims to indigeneity made by adivasis
and how Hindu indigeneity legitimizes the forceful exclusion and
subordination of religious minorities in the Indian State of Madhya Pradesh
(Baviskar 2005: 5110).

In this milieu of exploitation, assimilation versus adivasis’ claim on their
land and space, Sarhul creates a performance space for the adivasis. As Diana
Taylor argues, “While performance as such may not topple government, this
case shows how they strengthen the network and communities that can bring
about social change” (Taylor 2006: 83). By organizing processions, even in
the name of festival, they could make an effort to save their land and use it as
a space for displaying adivasi unity and strength. Damodaran (2002: 91) also
observed how  specific cultural images of the landscape are evoked through
the ritual performance of the sacred grove in Sarhul.

RANCHI AS A PUBLIC SPHERE

I was at Ranchi University, Morabadi on March 22, 2015, where the traditional
dancing and singing programme called Sarhul Purv Sandhya is organized
every year (Figure 1).The college and university spaces of the city are occupied,
where adivasi people and students of the university perform in more
choreographed and spectacular form. Before entering into an open auditorium,
I found many cultural icons and printed objects such as booklets, calendars
depicting images of adivasi people’s beliefs in sarana, pamphlets and postcard
size photos related to sarna and adivasiyat (indigeneity). The cultural objects
also symbolize newly emerged iconographies of the images of sarnasthals, Chala
Pacho Ayang, and other sacred places of adivasi people, on lockets and key
rings (Figure 2). Other cultural objects and musical instruments are also
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displayed, which include mandar, nagaara and laalpaar sari (white sari with
red border). On the basis of new cultural objects and booklets, I would like to
argue that adivasi people use the festival performance to stake a claim for
separate cultural identity that constitutes an indigenous public sphere within
the enclave of the city. How the indigenous public sphere gets circulated
through print culture can be seen in the naming of Ranchi city as
mahanagar(metro city) of adivasis by a local newspaper. In a way, the process
of mobilization through the enactment of Sarhul in Ranchi city space
demonstrates their assertive rights over the public space. The new cultural
objects, new emerging literature and the performances act like mediums that
constitute and create this indigenous public sphere. Alan Mckee’s (2005: vii)
definition of the ‘public sphere’ as a metaphor to think about the circulation of
information and ideas in large societies may be invoked here in the way it is
conceptualized in the context of Sarhul festival in Ranchi city.

The dominant mainstream media and daily newspapers like, Prabhat
Khabar and Hindustan Dainik, contrarily articulate the public discourse on
Sarhul performance merely as part of an environmental protection theme.  They
tag it as prakriti parv (festival for nature) in the headlines of news reports. By
highlighting its link with nature and environment they actually romanticize
such a festival without taking into consideration its present significance in
adivasi life. Frankly, the way it is presented by the media reduces the real
meaning the festival holds to the adivasi people Whatever may be the reason,
these powerful media houses do not show or depict Sarhul as part of a struggle,
memory and imagination of the adivasi society. The spheres created by the
media of the mainstream people fail to recognize the significance of the parallel
sphere created by the adivasi people, which may be a deliberate ploy. Small
booklets and books like Sarna Phool are distributed every year by Sarna
Navyuvak Sangh (Sarna Youngman’s organization) describing the stories and
relevance of Sarhul performance.  One such write up is captioned “How adivasi
are not Hindus.8”  There are many books and booklets on Jharkhand and
adivasi resurgence such as Sarna Dharam (Sarna Religion), Addi Dharam (Adi
religion), Kudukhad Gahi Nemha, Ulgulan ka Sauda (Bargaining with
Revolution) written by Amit Kumar Bhagat, Gladson Dundung, and other
writers. A distributor at the performance space at Ranchi University says,

 We distribute these booklets, the new calendar, and the new images
to the people in order to create consciousness, and awareness. People
are interested in buying and keeping these booklets and calendars.
We don’t have enough money; otherwise we would have distributed
these booklets and calendar for free to more people.9

In this way, the meaning of space and movements centering round festival
are no longer confined to a traditional, ritualistic form, but are extended
beyond, to a new sphere that produces meanings and discourses to the adivasi
people. The festival space also emerges as the main site for distribution of
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print culture with the promise to develop it in a more nuanced and grand
manner. It offers a space to the participants in the making of a culture by
distributing print materials largely focusing on adivasi issues. I remember of
an incident where an ‘illiterate’ old lady picked up a booklet and asked the
distributor whether the booklet was of Ramdayal Munda’s (Ramdayal Munda
is considered one of the important intellectuals, a leader and a cultural activist
among the adivasis in Jharkhand). She then asked the distributor to give her a
Ramdayal Munda book as she did not find one. The search for
RamdayalMunda’s book by an ‘illiterate’ old lady shows that the public sphere,
through the revived ritual performances, have aspired to build an alternative
consciousness where Ramdayal Munda, Birsa Munda and others are seen as
great leaders. It shows the changing nature of festival and its potential to
mobilize the community. These figures and icons, including Ramdayal
Munda’s figure, have tremendous appeal among adivasi people as they look
upon these figures and icons with an aspiration and a futuristic vision, sparking
a sense of pride in them. This public sphere, created through Sarhul reminds
the adivasi and Jharkhandi people that the struggle of Birsa Munda and other
leaders has not ended. It is an ongoing process and the dream of Ramdayal
Munda is still alive in the conscience of the people of Jharkhand. It reminds
adivasi people that their own religion and belief system need to be preserved.
People buy calendars which have figures of Ramdayal Munda, Kartik Oraon,
Birsa Munda, sarna sthals and depiction of main events related to adivasi past
and history during festival time.

 This public sphere that is created during Sarhul is not only about
printed texts and performance; it also brings out issues of print materials,
invokes cultural heritage through dance, music and stage performance. The
emerging print culture is therefore a product of Sarhul performance which
contributes to forming a public sphere.

AKHRA VERSUS AKHAADA: A CITY TORN BETWEEN ASSERTION AND APPROPRIATION

Ranchi city as a public space is not a homogenous category and cannot be
analyzed through a singular performance. There are multiple claims of the
public space represented by performance of festivals and celebrations. The
city as a public space witnesses many performances by diverse communities.
For example, the Ramnavami procession (celebrated by Hindus and dedicated
to their god Ram and Hanuman), Muharram procession (by Muslims), Sarhul
procession, Christian group’s procession on Christ Raja and on Good Friday,
Sikh community’s procession on the birth anniversary of Guru Nanak and
many more are performed here. The multiple claims of the public space are
enacted through these performances. But amongst all these performances,
the Ramnavami procession and the Sarhul procession have turned into
spectacles. Both the processions depict two different socio-political locations
and both celebrations can be seen as the manifestation of two different socio-
religious ideologies. The performances manifesting various contestations and
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Figure 1. A group participating in Dance program on the occasion of Sarhul Purv Sandhya
at Ranchi University Dikshant Mandap, Morabadi (Photo: Author’s own collection).

Figure 2. A stall selling cultural and religious objects such as lockets, key
rings, calendars, images and cassettes outside Ranchi University Dikshant

Mandap, Morabadi (Photo: Author’s own collection).
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collectiveness are very much part of the public space which is also a shared
space. But what about the politics behind this shared space which is at the
centre of all activities? To answer this question, I shall focus on three aspects:
first, the approach of the local news paper’s coverage in the years 2014 and
2015 since the date of celebrations of both the festivals coincide; second, the
projection of their festivals through slogans, flags and other elements; and
third, the movement and rhythm that both groups of people embody.  Before
going into these three categories I shall try to explain the significance of akhra/
akhda and akhaada.

The categorization of akhra and akhaada signifies the two different
ideological spatial formations in Ranchi city. Since the beginning of the
demand for a separate Jharkhand State, there has always been a dissent
between various ideological groups; amongst them the indigenous groups and
right wing Hindutva forces have formed opposing camps referring to the struggle
between ideological forces connoted in the words ‘adivasi’ and ‘vanvasi’, and
‘Jharkhand’ and ‘Vananchal’. The term Vanvasi (forest-dweller) is mostly used
by the right wing Hindutva organizations and parties because it does not offer
tribals the status of “original inhabitants,” whereas the term adivasi’s literal
meaning is “original inhabitants”(Sundar 2006; Bauman 2015: 22). During
the separate Jharkhand State movement the adivasi organiztions along with
some political parties(such as JMM-Jharkhand Mukti Morcha) started calling
it as Jharkhand State but, the rightwing Hindu parties such as, Bhartiya Janta
Party  were opting for ‘Vananchal’ State. According to Alexius Ekka, the
Jharkhandi and adivasi people “do not buy the ideology of Vananchal, which
is derogatory to begin with. The tribal/adivasi people are not forest dwelling
people but are the indigenous people of the region (Ekka 2000, 258).” Therefore,
the term Jharkhand, which means land of bush and forest, rightly expresses
the very identity of the people of Jharkhand State. Alexius Ekka further argues
that “Vananchal, on the other hand, is a part of the Hindutva ideology to
establish a non tribal upper Hindu caste, socio-economic and political
hegemony in the region and to keep the tribals in perpetual subservience
(Ekka 2000: 258).” I see the word ‘akhra’ and ‘akhaada’ connoting the same
contradiction between two opposing ideological forces. The word ‘akhaada’ is
considered a word of the ‘mainland’ and denotes the space where wrestling is
organized. The word ‘akhaada’ carries the notion of display of male vigor and
male power. It is also used as a space for practicing arms and the art of fighting.
On the other hand, the word ‘akhra/akhda’ stands for an adivasi/indigenous
community place where village decisions are taken and other community
programmes such as dancing, singing or gatherings are organized.

The presentation and formation of the headlines and news reports
concerning the two also show two different positions. The coverage on both
festivals takes place side by side in the newspapers. One headline on Sarhul
reads “Sarhul Mahotsav Par Hogi Nritya-Geet Prtiyogita” (There will be a dance-
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song competition on the occasion of Sarhul festival), and on the same page
another headline on Ramnavami announced “Astra-Shastra Chalan Pratiyogita
31 Ko” (There will be a competition of using arms-weapons on 31ston the
occasion of Ramnavami).10  In the same way, another headline on Sarhul was
“Karanji Gaon Mei Gaaje-Baaje Ke Saath Nikla Julus” (Procession carried out
with songs and music in Karanji village), while the other on Ramnavami was
“Hatiya Mei Astra-Shastra Chalan Ka Pradarshan” (Display of arms-weapons
practice at Hatiya).11 The word akhaada comes up frequently during the festival
of Ramanavami in all the newspapers and media alike. Akhaada competitions
(the use of arms and art of fighting) are organized in the city. The word akhaada
is not simply used in contrast to the word akhra. There is a deeper motive.
Although it may not be quite befitting to compare the two on the above ground,
I analyzed the enactments and self-fashioning acts of people of both the
processions and see how two kinds of imagination bordering on conviction
exist hand in hand.

On March 18, 2015, just four days before the sunset of Sarhul, I observed
Sarna flags (Sarna is adivasi’s religion and Sarna flag here means adivasi’s
religious flag as a symbol) fluttering at some places, but it appeared as though
the magnificence of the Sarna flags were limited or confined to certain spots
swamped as they were by thousands of Ramnavami - Hanuman flags on street
poles, road dividers and the main chauks and chaurahas (main road junctions
and intersections). When I asked some people about the reason behind the
sparse number of Sarna flags, they answered that the Sarhul festival was on
March 23, 2015 and it would be too early to put up flags. Flags would be up
everywhere just before March 23. The irony here was that the date for
Ramnavami was March 31, 2015 but still Ramnavami flags were seen
everywhere. However, by the eve of Sarhul one could find the presence of Sarna
flags everywhere in Ranchi city. The symbolic contestations and claims of
different communities on the city and how one was trying to emerge stronger
representing more aggressively than the other were visible in the choreography
of different flags across the city space.

The movement, rhythm and performative utterances display the
characteristics of the festival processions. Here one can observe the procession
of Ramnavami as demonstrating with arms, militancy and male power, whereas
the Sarhul procession is more colorful, vibrant and joyful participation for
everyone. In the Sarhul procession people dance, beat the drums and other
musical instruments such as nagara and sing songs. People in the Ramnavami
procession carry swords, sticks, gadas (maces), and bhalas (javelins). They
perform their skills in handling arms like, swords and lances. The participants
of Ramnavami not only display their art and capacity to use arms in an
aggressive way in the public space, they even shout slogans in a seemingly
aggressive tone. For example, one slogan was ‘Bajrangbali ka jhanda neela,
peela, laal hai, Samne aane waala kaun mai ka laal hai’ (the flags of Bajrangbali
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(Hanuman) are blue, yellow and red; who dares to come in front). Damodaran
(2002: 100), however, points out that the Sarhul festival procession also takes
on a flamboyant assertion of adivasi identity and strength and can be compared
to the Ramanavami procession in its demonstration of militancy. The
celebration of the Hindu religious festival of Ramnavami is often used to assert
the strength of the communities in urban areas which sometimes results in
inter-communal rioting (Damodaran 2002: 100). In this contextualization of
‘akhra’ and ‘akhaada’, one can see how different communities access public
space: Ramnavami as the performance of arms, militancy and power of a male;
and Sarhul as the performance with dance and song. Soyini Madison (2005:
154) writes “cultural performances are not only a reflection of what we are,
they also shape and direct who we are and what we can become.” In the context
of Sarhul and Ramnavami processions as a part of cultural performances reflect
two different ideologies. What Sarhul brings through its performance, in Sharan
Oraon’s words, is a sensibility to coexist with Nature; it brings collectivity and
enjoyment, while Ramnavami brings war, arms.12 Shanti Xalxo and Meghnath
point out that the earlier Ramanavami procession was not as crowded as we
see it at present. People used to go for Ramnavami processions, but not in
large numbers.13 Shanti Xalxo takes note and argues that the big challenge to
adivasi culture and its identity is the Hindutva forces.14  So there is an indirect
hidden tussle going on between the ‘akhra’ and ‘akhaada’, between existence
and assimilation.

THEATRICALITY OF ‘BECOMING’ ADIVASI IN PUBLIC SPACE

The theatricality of ‘becoming’ adivasi in the celebration of Sarhul can be
considered as the most significant space of cultural articulation of the
community.  This ‘becoming,’ during Sarhul celebration is explicitly expressed
by performing theatricalized acts of dancing, singing, drumming, the display
of tableaus based on religious, environmental and social issues, and the
rhythm also induces the crowd. Performance of the theatricalized acts or the
process of ‘becoming’ is the notion of self representation that contingently
constitutes subjects through the embodied processes of enactment. The stylized
acts in the Sarhul procession are expressions of everyday’s marginalization
experienced in public spaces. This becoming of adivasi in the festival also
displays the reality that adivasi people also have a culture, distinct from Hindu,
Muslim, Christian and other cultures. The engagement with public space gives
a concrete shape to their unity and uniqueness expressed in Sarhul through
self enactment.

The Sarhul procession is called Sarhul Julus or Shobhayatra which is
organized on the eve of the day of Sarhul with all the ritual procedures to be
followed in sarna sthal. On that day one can find the tents of various
organizations. In 2015 there were tents of Adivasi Chhatra Sangh, Akhil
Bhartiya Adivasi Vikas Parishad, Kendriya Sarna Samiti, All Jharkhand
Students’ Union (AJSU ), Akhil Bhartiya Vidyarthi Parishad (ABVP) and so on
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to welcome the processions near Sarjana Chauk and Albert Ekka Chauk of the
city. There were also other tents of various shops on the way to Siromtoli sarana
sthal. They had kept water and sprouted gram lentils to serve the participants
– both performers and audience as well. In the same year (2015), around 3.30
pm, the first procession arrived. After that, other procession troops from various
parts of the city started coming. One can see  adivasi youths hand in hand or
holding each other’s waist or shoulders, in traditional dresses were dancing
on the rhythm of Mandar, Jhaal, Nagaada and Mundari – Khudukh songs on
the roads and streets of Ranchi city. There was also performance of popular
Nagpuri and Sadri songs. People had come there by buses and mini trucks for
this procession from the adjacent areas of Ranchi city. Their trucks were loaded
with the new sound system and music. At noon, the city was filled with leaf–
clad men, women, boys and girls gyrating on the streets in rhythm. The
performing body was making a connection with the city space. In a way, through
this performance  a person and the community could feel united with that
place. The repetitive announcement, ‘this festival, and our participation in
this, is to show our strength and unity’, by members of various organizations
on microphone was creating an effect providing hope, strength and solidarity
to the people of Jhakhand.

In the procession there was also a man whose body was painted in white
and red stripes, same as the colour of sarna flag, and a line in the middle of
those stripes saying, ‘implement sarna religion code’ (Sarna code laagu karo);
his chest and stomach defying the dominant traditions (Figure 3). He was
carrying a sword in one hand. The man was performing so well that he was
catching everyone’s eye at the procession. This performative act by the man
carried an appeal to the indigenous media discourse (not the ‘mainstream’
dominant media). Figure 3 illustrates the demand for a separate religion code
solely as the Sarna religion code for adivasi in all the institutions.  The demand
for a separate religion may be seen as a part of their separate cultural identity
and expression as was enacted in Sarhul procession. Based on the same
demand, a tableau with the mountain, tree and sarna flag was also put up.
Taking into account the beliefs and practices of all the major adivasi groups of
Jharkhand and the adjacent states (and also from some other parts of country),
Ramdayal Munda and Ratan Singh Manki  (2009) have proposed a separate
religion as Adi Dharam or Sarna Dharam (Adi religion or Sarna religion) and
published a book Adi Dharam describing the rituals and rites of passage. The
presence of the icon, or image of Ramdayal Munda on the t-shirts of many
performers itself produced an effect in that direction. In a way their principles
and philosophies were enacted and projected to create a synthesis between
the old and new.

The chariot of Pahan and Pahnien (Pahan’s wife) symbolizing the marriage
of Sun and Earth is one of the self–fashioning acts. It showcases how the
stylization of the ritual elements produces visual effects (Figure 4). According
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to a myth of adivasis (Munda, Oraon or Hos), it is believed that after the marriage
of Sun and Earth the procreation starts and at the ritual level, till the marriage
of Pahan and his wife in Sarhul, no one takes new fruits or new grains. The
chariot was designed in the shape of a palanquin held by a youth but in actuality
the chariot is being pulled by a horse. The Pahan then distributes Sal flowers
to all for a better and prosperous life.

The ritual of placing Sal flowers behind the ear or tucked in bobbed hair
offers a captivating image that lingers as a demonstration of a meaningful
identity. The Sal flower is embodied in the performance in such a way that it
creates an impression that  keeping  Sal flowers with them is an act of
belongingness, display of an identity, a reminder of ‘becoming’ a ‘true’ adivasi
in self and to others. Even the songs which are sung describe Sal flower as a
part of their performing body.

Rhythm is also important to understand the uniqueness of their cultural
expression and the social location of the performer’s body as a mark of social
influence. The rhythm of the dance is choreographed so well that the number
of people hardly matters while performing the dance. It is a community dance
in which men and women, in traditional dresses, holding hand in hand, or
holding each other’s waist or shoulders, participate in the dance freely. On
the one side,  men and women dance in a semi- circule and before them the
musical instrument players give the beat to perform. Men and women
accompany each other in singing and dancing to attain the right rhythm. The
dance is performed in semicircular movements which move towards Siromtoli,
the main sarnasthal.  It qualifies itself to be called a community dance
illustrating adivasi philosophy based on community belief that is advocated
by indigenous intellectuals and activists from time to time. Thus, it can be
argued that rhythm gets situated in a particular socio-political context which
it represents. There were also tableaus on various issues. For instance, there
was a tractor depicting the theme of saving animals – how environment and
animal are very important to the whole world. Another tableau showcased the
iconography of Chala Ayang under the Sal tree accompanied with dancing
men and women. The tableaus  in the procession displayed the chariot of
pahan and pahnien, the Sal flower embodied by all the people, the small bronze
pot with water, women carrying mango leaf and Sal flower, the beating of drums
by men. There were performative elements carrying the rhythm of the
celebration of Sarhull, the celebration of being and becoming indigenous,
and providing a stage where the city appears as an indigenous city. It seems
that every act and element of self-fashioning or self expression is to claim the
space and to find their immediate connection with the landscape [city] as
Damodaran (2006: 188) sees in the context of Sarhul, “The puja [festival] thus
became a highly visible, elaborate and ritualized culture of public celebration,
involving both the performers and the crowds in a collective act… articulating
the Chotanagpuri people with nature and asserting their rights as true
custodians of their lands and forests.”
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Figure 3. A man painted with the demand of separate adivasi religion (Sarna)
code in Sarhul procession in Ranchi (Photo: Author’s own collection).

Figure 4. Tableau of Pahan and Pahanien depicting the marriage between the Sun
and the Earth in Sarhul procession in Ranchi (Photo: Author’s own collection).
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CONCLUSION

The akhra sthal as a performance space has produced a space for expression,
articulation for centuries to the adivasi people; it is also a type of participatory
space where all people (men, women, children and others) of the village
participate as a demonstration of group solidarity. This traditional performing
space (akhra) gets re-contextualized in its contemporary context when Ranchi
city itself symbolizes a new space in the form of a dancing/performing space
which, unlike a physical space, moves with the community. In fact, the
movement of the community in the festival defines this newly created city
space. The performance of Sarhul makes Ranchi city to be adivasi people’s
own public sphere. It may function as an alternative public sphere in contrast
to the “mainstream” dominant public sphere, which gives them the opportunity
to express and develop the discourse in their own terms and articulate certain
claims. In a way, Sarhul performance generates a public sphere which in turn
helps in shaping and asserting adivasi identity and the discourse it generates.
In this process, being (being adivasi; being Ranchi as an adivasi city) turns
into becoming and Ranchi city as a public sphere becomes the akhra sthal
(performance space). This focus on praxis treats performance not only as an
aesthetic medium or a project but also as ‘a system of learning, storing and
transmitting knowledge’ (Taylor 2003: 72). The process of mobilization through
the Sarhul festival in the city space of Ranchi shows their adivasiyat
(indigeneity) and their struggle in the public sphere. This public sphere is
characterized by cultural articulations unlike other public spheres which are
characterized by textual (print) articulation of known sources.

ENDNOTES

1 The term ‘adivasi’, is used for the indigenous people and it is also freely referred to
the tribal people in India (Xaxa, 1999).  So, the terms adivasi, tribe, indigenous denote
the same meaning in Indian context, though the use of these terms also has many
contestations.

2 “Adivasiyonke ‘Mahanagar’ Ranchi par Dikuon ka Kabza” (Diku’s Capture over metro city
Ranchi of adivasi people), in Dalit Adivasi Duniya weekly newspaper, February 13, 2015

3 Pahan is considered a priest and leader of the village
4 Shanti Xalxo, Inerviewed by the author, Ranchi  (April 2014).
5 An old resident at Siromtoli, Ranchi; interviewed by  author in Ranchi (April 2014).
6 Ibid.,
7 Praveen Munda. “Sarhul Shobhayatra ka Badalta Swaroop: Ranchi Shahri Kshetra mei

1964 se nikal rahi Sarhul ki Shobhayatra.”  Prabhat Khabar. March 30,2017 (Changing form
of Sarhul Procession: Sarhul procession is being carried out since 1965 in Ranchi city
area.)

8 Sarna Phool Magazine published by Sarna Navyuvak Sang, April 1, 2014.
9 Bandi Oraon, Interviewed by the author, Ranchi. (April 2014) Bandi Oraon is a

distributor of booklets, Mandar, Nagaara and other cultural objects related to adivasi
people and also runs a cultural group.
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10 Prabhat Khabar.  Daily Newspaper, Ranchi, March 16, 2015, p.10.
11 Prabhat Khabar.  Daily Newspaper, Ranchi, March  19, 2015,  p.10.
12 SharanOraon. Interviewed by the author. Ranchi. (April 2014) Sharan Oraon has been

the Cultural Secretary of Kendriya Sarna Samiti, Ranchi, one of the main organizations
in organizing the celebration of festival in Ranchi.

13 Shanti Xalxo and Meghnath. Interviewed by author, Ranchi (April 2014).
14 Shanti Xalxo,  Interviewed by author, Ranchi (April 2014).
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“Tribal Dance” in India: a concept, a category and an ethnographic
reality
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Abstract: Definition of “tribe” in the Indian context is a highly complicated process
or is made complicated because of various reasons. However, its application to the
various ethnic groups in India is no less reflected in the artistic sphere involving
the interest of the whole country. Distinction between “tribe” / “non-tribe” as
reflected in today’s Indian social outlook has many conditions and dimensions,
such as political, economic, linguistic, cultural. “Belonging” or “not belonging” to a
particular group or a community in the form of a tribe sometimes depends on the
outcome of a long process of negotiation, which may create contradictions at certain
level. At the same time the clieche “tribal dance” is well known in the social and
cultural world and is widely in use, though often in an extremely unclear way. The
paper is focused on what it actually stays for a “tribal dance” in today’s India, what
are its characteristics, what is its content. It examines the concept of “tribal dance”
in India in opposition to “folk”, “classical” and similar such connotations, as well
as in the context of its increasing use in the recent phenomenon of “neo-rural” and
“neo-tribal”. Few cases (Santali, Kalbelia dances) show highly conditional, uncertain
and loose character of the schemes adopted to classify dancing practice as an
ethnographic reality in today’s India.

Key words : tribal dance, classification, performance, Santali dance, Kalbelia
      dance

INTRODUCTION: TRIBAL AND OTHERWISE

Highly complicated and diverse implications of the definition of “tribe” to the
various ethnic groups in India are also reflected in the artistic sphere
representing sometimes the whole country. Distinction between “tribe” and
“non-tribe” in today’s Indian social outlook is intricately related with diverse
conditions and involves different political, economic, linguistic, cultural
dimensions.   “Belonging” or “not belonging” to a particular group or a
community like tribe and eventually applying or not applying the reservation
practice to that group sometimes creates contradictions and can even led to
political instability and violence. It is notable, that several authors and editors
(Devy et al., 2009) just avoid the usage of the terms “tribe”, “tribal” and the like
in their writings on the groups, which in other publications are addressed to
as exactly manifesting the tribal ones. Another problem is the commercial
usage of the tribal identity as a resource; the scandal of “human safaris”
organized in 2012 for tourists in Andaman Islands when Jarawa women were
forced to dance1 became viral worldwide and got a lot of negative reactions.

J. Indian Anthrop. Soc. 56(2): 237-253(2021) Journal of the Indian Anthropological Society (ISSN 0019-4387)
©The Indian Anthropological Society
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On the other side, presentation of “tribal” as well as folk and classical dances
for various purposes like welcoming guests, providing entertainment,
advertising, etc. is a widely known practice in India, and few communities,
Kalbelia for example, are even benefited from that.

The clieche “tribal dance” has a wide usage in India. Its value or purpose,
its characteristics, its basic content or composition are still open questions.
Authors of many popular books on “tribal” and “folk” dances address to the
different segments of the performing reality in India ( see Tribhuvan Robin D.
and Tribhuvan Preeti R. 1999). In the process they bring together Chhau of
Seraikela and Purulia, Raslila of different types, ritualistic performances of
Kola of South Kannada and Teyyam of North Malabar, Punjabi Bhangra and
Assamese calendar harvest festivity coinciding with  Bihu dance, Kalbeliya
dance of Rajasthan almost in the same category, creating a highly eclectic
picture2. Other authors (Massey, 2004) avoid the term “tribal” in their general
description of the dance forms in India.

Dance today is undoubtedly a cultural brand of India and “Indianness”.
At both arrival and departure halls of Indira Gandhi International airport in
Delhi the very first thing and the last thing one can see are the symbols of
dance and music: huge bas-reliefs of hand positions (hasta-mudras), dancer’s
figures, musical instruments. No official events – starting from a tiny local
conference to a regional and up to a national government meeting – could
take place without dance and music program at the end. Dancers and
musicians of all levels are eligible for National awards. Yet, until quite recently,
as it is well known, dance and dancers used to represent a marginalized
category and   majority of the traditional dancing communities used to enjoy
a low or very low social status.

Admittedly, the caste system of India created the condition for reserving
skills, crafts and jobs – including music, theatre and dance – to the particular
communities. As is the case with any other job, particular types of dancing
used to be inherited, installed in the frame of exchange system (jajmânî)
between patrons and their kâmin – each assigned with doing a particular job.
Musicians and dancers (along with many artisans) were quite often unwelcome
inside houses of some middle and high caste families. At the same time,
dancing along with shaving and many more manipulations with body was
and is still an important element of some rituals and festivities like marriages,
cremation.

Relation of “dance” to the lowest strata of the Hindu society was in
opposition to the ideal ethnographic picture of the “tribal world” of India,
created jointly by the romantic imagination of the writers and poets, Western
and sometimes Indian observers, which is used in cultural events, recognizing
dance as a common form of expression with a distinctive style of its own. To
British colonial anthropology, dancing and music making, along with the
consuming of locally made alcohol, were distinctive features of “tribes” as
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compared to other social groups of non-tribal categories. The reflection of this
romantic attitude is visible in speeches and writings of Jawaharlal Nehru as
well, as can be understood from his “empathy for a people who sing and dance”
or “the call of the jungle and mountains”.  Empathy for such groups of people
was “always strong” in him -to one who was “a dweller of the cities” (cited in
Biswas and Sunklabaidya, 2008). His romantic interest in tribes was expressed
in his speech delivered at the Opening Session of the Scheduled Tribes and
Scheduled Areas Conference in New Delhi in June 1952: “I am quite sure that
the tribal folk, with their civilization of songs and dance, will last until long
after stock exchanges have ceased to exist” (Nehru, 1960; Singh , 1989: 3).

But dance quite often represents only a part of the broader performing
reality, which combines festivity, social and political events, sport and religious
practices of all communities in India. The co-existence of various performative
practices (dance, music, storytelling, as well as a broad class of rituals with
strong theatrical elements), which lie between religious activity and
entertainment value, is still one of the most significant features of Indian
society in general.3 Performances have many local variations and stratifications
— from tiny village customs to today’s huge mass-media events, TV shows,
national festivals with strong political agendas, and many more. Enactment
of myths and legends occur during local agricultural and domestic festivals
and are tightly connected to various rituals, such as Navaratri and Ramayana.
The invocation of various gods and the narration of numerous divine stories
found in the epic texts are parts of the customs and ritual patterns
characterising Indian society and culture in general. Divine stories and epic
narratives intertwined with the community life are known in almost all Indian
traditional folk theatres. The spectre of their cultural functions is large; it
could be a religious event, an act of donation, the exchange of gifts, pleasure
and entertainment, a degree of social interaction and integration and could
also function as a channel for encouraging individual creativity.

 To study the performances holistically we need a special methodology,
where both anthropology (with a participant observation and functional
analysis) and folkloristic techniques (textual and contextual studies) could
be meaningfully combined. Multidimensional outlook can integrate emic and
etic approaches. This is especially true in the case of ritual and performance
studies. These are quite often tightly connected with religion, day-to-day life
and politics (see Friedman, 1987).

Performance itself is a category as indicated in quite a few definitions
and depiction of outlooks (Carlson, 2007: 70-75; Schechner, 1991; Schechner,
2002). I argue here that the most important aspect of performance is a synchronic
communicative function. According to Cremona, although a performance has
texts, plots and a set of codified actions (rehearsal is an important element in
the performance studies), its real core lies in the phenomenon of the
presentation itself, which is an event for all practical purposes (Cremona, 2004:
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5-13). A certain “performance contract”, where a number of conditions aimed
at mutual understanding between performers and their immediate audience
meet, makes the entire performance possible (Foster, 2011).

In this paper I first try to look into the categorization of the indigenous
and highly varied practices followed at the broader level, based on the
application of the denotations such as “classical”, “folk” and “tribal” to the
fluid reality. After that the problem of “tribal dance” as a concept, a category
and a reality has been analyzed. To me, all such categories are parts of “heritage
making”4, which signify processes of codification, unified representations of
changing reality and sometimes of commercial product-making. The frozen
patterns and images could be seen in almost any Indian dance style today,
which along with pre-recorded music easily travel and traverse the borders of
the schools and genres, and also become a part of a global culture.

I further argue that despite the “order” which was created in Indian dance
space in the middle of the 20th century in the frame of cultural nationalism,
the inner life of dancing reality could never completely fit into this order.
That creates many confusions and clashes of interest in evaluation and
interpretation of actual dance practices.

DANCE IN INDIA: NATIONAL, CLASSICAL, MODERN AND OTHER

Today it is merely the market – both domestic and international – which dictates
the rules of a transformation of the performing arts. But if one pays attention
to the short time period between the 1920-s and the 1950-s, it could be
revealed that certain crucial changes occurred during this period both in
status and outlook of all art forms in India. That actually marked the beginning
of the process of making dance acceptable and respectful in the eyes of the
public (along with the creation of public itself) as also making dance both
national and modern.

Here one can observe a clash of few trends, the most general being
something named as the “battle for dance” – as it was expressed by the famous
danseuse Mrinalini Sarabhai, a creator of “Darpana academy” in Ahmedabad,
in one of our talks in 2011. Actually, it was a complex process of an
appropriation (Soneji, 2012) of various local indigenous dancing practices by
members of high castes, rich classes and urban elite, including educated
ladies like Rukmini Devi Arundale, Mrinalini Sarabhai, Sitara Devi, Yamini
Krishnamurti and many others. At the same time dance had gone through the
process of elevation of its social and cultural status – something similar to
what had happened to music in India at the very beginning of the 20th century.
It could be explained through the process of “Sanskritisation”, a well-known
term invented by M.N. Srinivas.  Rabindranath Tagore with his creativity in
forms of music, dance-dramas, visual art along with poetry played a huge role
into it; the changing attitude of the contemporary society in India towards the
art is shown by Rimli Bhattacharya (2019) in her book “The Dancing Poet
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Rabindranath Tagore and Choreographies of Participation”. Dance became a
symbolical heritage within the frame of cultural nationalism of the mid-20th
century.

In the 1930-s and the 1940-s the idea of pan-Indian unity in all cultural
forms, including dance, was more important than realizing cultural diversity
of the country as such. Partly it was very similar to a formation of nation-
states in the Western world of the same time, but due to the large territory and
extremely diverse character of India it turned into an exercise of
reconfiguration of British Raj and princely states all over South Asia. Since
the late 1940s the situation of so to say, formation of a “nation of nations”
emerged. Cultural politic of a “new but old” country was expressed in the
early 1950-s. The whole idea was to shift the patronage from rajas and landlords
to the state. Now the state became a patron for the arts, and – as in a democratic
country – the “people of India” claimed themselves to be the custodians of
cultural heritage. As was stated by Maulana Azad, “the most beautiful task of
the state was to support art”.

Indian cultural politics has played a crucial role in the definition and
classification of the dance heritage in almost all of the newly established States
of the Republic of India since early 1950s. Several scholars were involved
into the reformation of the cultural institutes and institutions of India (see:
Vasyayan (Malik), 1972). The aim of this policy was to promote social
acknowledgment of performing arts as a noble, respected activity and at the
same time to reform the content of certain dance styles, to make them more
suitable and acceptable to a very broad, pan-Indian contemporary audience.

A number of institutions were created for that purpose (see: Vatsyayan,
1998), including the Ministry of Education and Youth affairs, Ministry of
Information and Broadcasting, Ministry of Culture (1961) and Zonal Cultural
Centers, ICCR, Lalit Kala Academy, Sahitya Academy. All-India Radio and
Doordarshan also contributed a lot to the popularization of and research on
music and dance culture. The Sangeet Natak Akademi (SNA) – India’s national
academy for music, dance and drama – is the first National Academy of the
set-up by the Republic of India, specifically for the development of the arts. It
was created on the 31st of May 1952. As the apex body specializing in the
performing arts of the country, the Akademy also renders advice and assistance
to the Government of India in the task of formulating and implementing policies
and programmers in this field. Additionally, SNA carries a part of the
responsibilities of the state of fostering cultural contacts between various
regions in India, and between India and the world. All types of artistic
representation are supposed to become a subject of research and the best of
culturally and socially important forms are supposed to be protected and
appreciated at regional and national levels.

An outstanding role in creating a holistic, pan-Indian vision was played
by Late Kapila (Malik) Vatsyayan, the former student of Achchan Maharaj in
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kathak dance. A scholar and former Deputy Educational Adviser at the Ministry
of Education and Youth and the author of  several fundamental books on
Indian art including dance, she explores the common features and connects
various local dance forms to Sanskrit literature, temple sculpture and
philosophical thoughts ( see: Vatsyayan, 1974; 2015).

Almost at the same time, the pan-Indian national orientation slightly
shifted to parochial considerations or ethnocentric frame of mind. Already in
early 1950s regionalism and even “separatist” tendencies became obvious,
the expressions of which sometimes followed regional styles like Odissi of Orissa
(now Odisha), Kuchipudi of Andhra Pradesh, Sattriya of Assam, all being regional
branding. It was an asymmetrical process: while some states like Kerala “bear”
few master-dances of high status (Kathakali and Mohini-attam), others (Kashmir,
West Bengal, Maharashtra) did not “have” any. Some cases were quite
controversial. Yakshagana, for example, “became” a “brand” of Karnataka, but
despite its similarity with Kathakali it has never been regarded as a dance or
theater of “classical” form. On the other hand, Kathak could never be
“privatized” by a single state; obviously it “belongs” to the whole of northern
part of India. Symptomatically, the recently created States of Chhattisgarh and
Jharkhand with substantial tribal population as well as hilly Uttarkhand, whose
basic cultural identity is different from others, are not engaged in constructing
any specific regional “classical dance style” for themselves.

Politics of Indian dance expressed one very general idea, popular between
the 1950s and  1970s, when dance was regarded as an important nationalistic
symbol. Dance was tightly connected to the concept of “Indian Antiquity”5,
and even more: it was alive, an animated “Antiquity”. Technically, it is now
expressed through the highly political idea of classical dance being ancient
in origin and carrying a prolonged, almost uninterrupted tradition, connected
to temples rituals and religious activities. A common place in  today’s popular
writings is the idea of “past glory”; according to the majority of texts produced
for dance programs, the art is regarded as an “ancient heritage”, reduced in
the colonial time to certain entertainment, prohibited by the British authorities
and recovered later by Indian activists. Exported abroad, dance represented
Indian culture, was presented as timeless and universal creation by the
cultural officialdom and by many dancers themselves. But critical studies
conducted by some scholars in the last 20 years (Dalmia, 2006; Sarkar-
Munshi, 2010; Soneji, 2012) showed an exactly opposite situation: all
“classical” dance styles, as well as some non-classical ones, were invented
quite recently, and Western dancers, choreographers, patrons (Tedh Shown,
Madam Menaka, Ragini Devi – just to name a few) took an important part in
shaping its current outlook. Classical dance in India6, as well as in Europe,
happened to be a certain kind of a reflection on the past – on its utopian image,
vision and re-construction. It was the product of the new Indian elitist
thinking.
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The political idea of “classical dance” resulted in the social elevation of
the dance or at least of the several dance traditions. It turned into a quasi-
colonial situation with a certain “list of styles”, acknowledged by the
governmental bodies as “classical” and resulted in scholarships and stages.
Differentiation in terms of resources (financial and otherwise,) and spaces
(stages and festivals) as well as prestigious status attributed to “classical”
dances over “folk” ones created a situation for another “battle for dance”, but
now it was a battle for putting one’s own style in the “classical list”. Today
Sattriya, Chhau and some other traditions have also come under further
scrutiny.. The “battle” is going on, though in a different sense and in a different
context.

The “national” and “classical” agendas of dance in India, as
conceptualized in the 1920-s, soon have passed through a phase of
engagement with a newly found modernity. Historically, it strongly
corresponded with the deconstruction of a feudal system, emergence of a
bourgeois society, emancipation of women and secularization. This trend
towards a modernization and emancipation has not altogether disappeared
later, despite all codifications and politics of art. While many dancers
represented “pure” styles (as Birju Maharaj in Kathak or Rahul Acharya in
Odissi), many others cross the boundaries profoundly. Just to name a few:
Astad Deboo, who being from a Parsi family from Jamshedpur, got his first
dance education in Kathak. Later he explored Kalarippayattu and Thang-ta,
but eventually created his own style; he also used his  dance practice in the
field of social work of helping the homeless children. Others of the same category
include Aditi Mangaldas (a Gujarati disciple of Kumudini Lakhya, performing
Kathak with a lot of innovations) and Anita Ratnam (a Tamil “contemporary
classicist” as she calls herself in Bharatanâmyam with her own vision of
presentation). All of them never wanted their art and approach to be marked
and classified once and for ever. They were rooted in traditions, but transcended
the boundaries. In some sense they are not just or only “Indian dancers”;
they are dancers of a global scale, bearing many Indian flavors and features.

Within a short time period between the 1920-s and 1950-s, dance in India
went through the crucial transformation: from predominantly low and
dependant character (dance as a service, dance associated with the prostitutes,
etc.) it was raised to the status of high art, comparable to the status of music,
yoga and in religious path, sadhana. Dance became a part of a secular society,
a form of secularized Hinduism. Due to crucial changes in patronage and the
emergence of  the government institutions as the main patrons, traditional
dancing families were replaced by other forms of social organization of dance;
for example, in Kathak many dancers (originally from villages of Rajasthan
and Uttar Pradesh) settled down in Delhi. As a result, crucial changes in the
educational paradigm occurred, the traditional system of guru-shishya
parampara was replaced by formal college education. Still it is an extremely
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disputable and problematic issue whether both can coexist or which one is –
or could be – more meaningful. “I do not think in today’s context a student
can be expected to clean the room and wash the floor of the teacher’s house to
be trained in the skill” – states Mallika Sarabhai in an interview with me in
February 2015. Voices for and against traditional parampara are being raised
from time to time.

TRIBAL DANCE: CONCEPT AND REALITY

The concept of “tribal dance” in India needs to be specially scrutinized and
critically observed. It is well known that the very term “tribe” traditionally
opposed caste, Hindu society or “peoples of plain”7.  Many ethnographers
(Risley, 1901; O’Malley, 1911; Elwin, 1952; Ghurye, 1963), however, observed
their assimilation with the Hindus and explained it from the different
theoretical positions. Initial denotation of the very concept of “tribe” was related
to “hill” and “forest” areas, to the “primitive” inhabitants, whose characteristic
features were “dancing”- cum -”playing”- cum- “music making”. Also, in
contrast to the caste society, a tribal group was traditionally described as a
self-contained system, technologically and economically “primitive” but
endowed with a complex social structure and a rich folklore. Ethnographical
descriptions give us an impression that all aspects of a culture of a particular
tribe could be observed holistically. In relation to dance it may be said that
while the culture of high caste dominated Hindu society ascribes dance to
particular communities, in tribal groups dance is supposed to be a part of
common knowledge and skill that could be shared by all. However, in reality
not all tribals or groups regarded as tribes practice dance and music equally.

According to my observation, no adequate and unified etic classification
of the dance reality was invented by the researches. Particular dancing
patterns got the names of the community (“Santali dance”, “Kalbeliya dance”
and many more), or a festival (“Bihu dance”), or a ceremony (“Gharia dance” of
Twipra, “Wangala” dance of Garo, etc.). The term “tribal dance” appears to
signify a certain degree of ‘generalization’, encompassing ‘very different’
phenomena of the social and ritualistic motions and activities.

One view was expressed by the dancer and dance historian Mohan Khokar
in his book “Dancing for Themselves” (Khokar, 1987). His idea was to
differentiate “dancing for the others” (pre-choreographed, staged, professional
performances) and “dancing for themselves” (performances without a
separation of the audience from the dancers, where dance is an all-embracing,
encompassing tool). But what he describes in his beautifully illustrated album
apparently points to a highly diverse range of performance traditions, explained
with the help of different models. Mohan Khokar has brought together Teratali
of Rajasthan, Teyyam of Kerala, Lavni of Maharashtra, Lai haraoba of Manipur,
Dandia raas of Gujarat, Bhangra of Punjab, Terukuttu of Tamil Nadu and dozens
of other ritualistic and secular kinesthetic traditions under one platform. Quite
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a few of them –  Lavni  may be the extreme case – cannot be identified as the
“dances for themselves”; they actually signify “dance for others”. In other cases,
the denotation “tribal” has been loosely applied to Chhau of Seraikela and
Purulia, Raslila of different types, to the ritualistic performance of Teyyam, to
Panjabi Bhangra and Assamese Bihu dance, to Kalbeliya dance of Rajasthan,
all pointing to a highly eclectic picture.

Kummi (female group dance with claps holding the beats), kolattam (where
danseuses strike two sticks, while dancing) and pinnal kolattam8 of Tamilnadu
have often been identified either as “tribal” or “folk”. It seems likely that
differentiation with “folk” was done to denote a large peasant population in
opposition to “tribal” which carries the notion of a small and nomadic group of
hunters-gatherers, forests’ and hills’ dwellers, though in the reality tribal groups
may have a different life style. Tribes, in any case, were supposed to be closer
to nature and the concept of a “Natural man” may still be applicable to them,
or at least to some of them.

In South India a distinction is made between atta or attam (“performance”,
“presentation”) and kunita (in Kannada, “dancing”), which are not easy to be
classified into “classical” or “folk” / “tribal”. Both atta and kunita could be
ritualistic and secular, “high” and “low”, gorgeous and simple, group and solo.
Apart from Kudiyattam (a sophisticated Sanskrit dance drama) and Mohini-attam
(a secular female centered highly romantic dance) in Kerala, there are many
more “attams’ in the South India, including Pulli-attam of Muslim communities
in Tamil Nadu, which can be classified as a folk dance, where men folk dress
ornately like a stripped carnivore with the tail, claws, whiskers and dance in
the streets. Yakshagana, a highly developed theater of Karnataka, is supposed
to be one type of “attam”, the term Bayalattam is applicable to the open-area
performance of Yakshagana. However, some dance segments in it have often
been called as Kunita in daily speech.  Kunita is, strictly speaking, either an
ecstatic or a ritualistic dance performance of Karnataka, executed by the people
of various castes and tribal communities. In the Punja kunita, for instance, a
wooden structure is balanced on the head with a deity within it. Dollu kunita
is a drum beating dance: men play with large drums decorated with colored
cloths slung around their necks. As they dance together, they beat on the
drums.

It is rather difficult to differentiate between “tribal”, “folk”, “traditional”
dance delinking them from the domain of dance itself – its patterns, movements
and outlook. It is rather a question of definitions, the way we see “tribe” and
“folk” theoretically. Ghumar, a  circular dance of the female group, is performed
by the various communities of Rajasthan, starting from the royal Rajput families
to the nomadic Naths. The outlook of Ghumar is roughly the same, but the
movement and performing style of the each social strata appear to be quite
different. “Tribal” “Santali dance”, Bagurumba dance of Bodo girls9, Cheraw
dance of Mizo10, Gharia dance of Twipra11, Hozagiri, dance of Reang in Tripura12
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and many more resonate with what we call “folk dances” of other parts of India,
such as Garba of Gujarat and Ghumar of Rajasthan, which are performed by all
sections of the society on the special occasions.  Both “folk” or / and ‘tribal”
dances have rhythmic patterns, which may seem to be relatively simple, but
the performers need to undergo some training before they could pick up the
rhythms and movements. The expression is spontaneous because the main
idea is to create mutual consensus, common rhythm and feeling of
togetherness.

The classification of the tribal dances and bringing them into three classes
of “war and hunt dances”, “sacred dances” and “social dances”, as we find in
the studies of Krishna Iyer and Bala Ratnam (1961: 210) and L.P. Vidyarthi
and B.K. Rai (1976: 334), are highly disputable. This distinction is based not
on the dance structure as such, but on the context of the expression; it is
rather the differentiation of the ‘situations’ of dance and music. Again, it is
rather difficult to claim that “head-hunting dances”, “sacred dance round the
tree”, dance during marriage and funeral dance belong to different “types”,
as it has been stated by L.P. Vidyarthi and B.K. Rai (1976: 335-336).  Social
and ritualistic situations describing the contexts of all these dances are the
same. They carry almost the same inner meaning.

Now I propose to focus on the two very different dance traditions, which
could serve as the two extreme cases of change in the actual practice, in the
ways of the development, evolution, invention and commercial usage of what
has been regarded as “tribal dance” of India.

Santali group dance by both men and women is still very much in practice
by many Santal groups in West Bengal, Chhattisgarh and Odisha. Mainly this
dance is performed after a successful harvest and on the ritual occasion that
coincides with it. It is purely a “dance for themselves”: a drumbeater, a leader
of the whole team, stays in front of the dancers and beats the drum,
simultaneously moving in usually anti-clockwise direction. Dancers embrace
each other, making a line or a semi-circle; they execute simple, monotonous
steps and movement, following a rhythm. Combination of the rhythmic
pulsation by drums, sometimes flutes, and human bodies, sometimes added
by brass plates beats gives pleasure to the performers and other participants.
While performing, the upper parts of the body are kept quite loose and relaxed,
slightly bent in front, but the leg movements follow a definite order creating a
rhythmic pattern. Thangal of the Meitheis of Manipur, dances of Gonds of Bastar
have a very similar outlook, but the “Santali dance” is the best known among
all “tribal dances” of India because of its wide publicity. It has become an
enigma, a leading visual symbol of the “tribe-ness” itself, a theme used in fine
art and in cinema. It has been used by professional filmmakers, including the
famous film “Aranyer din ratri” directed by Satyajit Ray in 1972.

As if to prove its popularity, Santali dance has been used in the project
“Theatre of Night” in Borotalpada village in West Bengal. From 2008 a French
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philosopher and theater director Jean-Frédéric Chevallier, based in Kolkata,
and his wife and colleague Shukla Bar started with a slowly growing team
an artistic experiment “Trimukhi Platform”13  in association with Alliance
Française in Kolkata. The main idea was integration of the villagers into
contemporary open-air all-night theatrical performance with few fixed scenes
and many open demonstrations. I visited this event in 2015. According to
Jean-Frédéric Chevallier, “Trimukhi” is a platform that gives space and the
possibility to bring people of different background, age and country together.
“Theatres of Night” are largely “free from aim, free from frame of work, so that
they can be more open to contemporary and unexpected lively movements
in art practices”. Shukla says, “We have no plan but we have a place” to
invite various urban guests to spend an evening and night in the Santal
village.”  Yet, as Jean-Frédéric says, the idea is “to produce high-quality
art”. “Theatre of Night” is a paid event for the guests. Actually, the organizers
make an arrangement of transportation (train and car), some simple food,
tea, as well as performances with a very specific outlook, not very much of
acting, but with a lot of multimedia and presentation of the raw materials,
not finished, work-in-progress sketches. The strongest and the most
interesting aspect of the show for the spectators refer to the stories of the
local people, presented on both screen, as a result of research already done
and reflections on that. In the whole show not only the artistic value, but its
social outcome has been taken into consideration. It is a certain “doc-theater”
in a sense.

No doubt, it is a very noble and hard job, executed by “Trimukhi Platform”
for years. However, certain gap between the artistic efforts of Jean-Frédéric
Chevallier and the response of the Santali villagers was quite visible to me. In
the event of 2015 I witnessed some irritation or even negative reactions of few
people, when small group of us, guests, went for a walk. The positive outcome
of this collaboration of highly educated urban people and the villagers, and of
the annual performance with the random audience arriving from Kolkata,
including foreigners, I believe, is still have to be thoroughly analyzed and
evaluated for future direction. According to Shukla Bar, it was not easy to get
the benevolence of many of the locals, but “Trimukhi” did their best, trying to
establish the prolonged, deep and friendly contacts, and helping people in
various ways. The whole project is about “to be together”, to explore the
possibility of non-profitable relations, where only art making has been the
main purpose.

The long and lazy evening with few performances, walks, talks and tea
drinking was ended with Santali dance, initially by Santal people, who started
it in the form of a presentation, which was later joined by all, guests and some
villagers. This kind of dance still carries certain rigidity and cannot be easily
transformed to suit the demand of a modern theatre. It seems to be a separate
activity, not intricately linked with the theatre. Reality and artistic expressions
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of that night appeared to me as a fragmented, probably a conscious choice of
the organizers. Each guest could find a reflection of his or her own taste with
what he came across. Santali dance, the longest item of the “Theater of Night”
was started in the late evening and went on till early morning; it became a
“dance for themselves”, which was probably the most inclusive part of the whole
event. But the show which was executed by a group of urban people, including
foreign guests, tended to lose its “exotic” character and looked not so “Santali”
or “tribal” any more, turning a certain kind of common dance into “disco
party” with the main social aim of “being together”.  But togetherness here
carried an altogether different meaning.

Another case that I want to point to is an example carrying the opposite
function of “tribal dance”, that is, “for the others”. It is the ‘Kalbelia dance’
from Rajasthan, which is a recently created performing dance style  combining
the elements of acrobatics, various local dance genres, as well as of  Kathak,
flamenco and many more. Kalbelia dance was originally invented by the joint
efforts of now famous danseuse Gulabi Sapera, see (Thierry and Guillien, 2000)
and her advisors and helpers from the Rajasthan Tourist Department,
Government of Rajasthan, and first and foremost, Tripti Pandey and Himmat
Singh in 1980s. Gulabi was awarded with “Padma shri” in 2016. Since that
time, this mode of dancing for public was taken over by numerous groups all
over Rajasthan. Many groups of musicians, singers and dancers emerged,
representing Kalbelia community.  Kalbelia have  the status of a Scheduled
Tribe, though their social identity is not clearly expressed in one term. They
represent a religious sect of Jogi Nath, who are by profession the snake-
charmers or “Sapera”. An eye catching and easily recognizable black or colored
costume with swirling skirt, blouse, sleeveless jacket and veil used to be
created for this purpose. Today it symbolizes the role of one of the “tribal”,
“traditional” and “folk” dances of India; almost no Indian festival abroad
happens without the performance of Kalbelia with full energy and high speed
movements. There has been a boom of “Kalbelia” dance all over Rajasthan and
worldwide, attracting the interest of the observers, including filmmakers, both
national and international. It has changed the economic condition, social
mobility and outlook and gender roles of the Kalbelia community, in the
process bringing traditional housewives, veiled womenfolk to the public stage
and among all earners. Kalbeliya dance, already with a tradition of learners
and performers abroad even by foreign girls, may be the only case of recently
invented and yet carrying a hybrid tradition to become possibly a full-fledged,
so to say, “classical tribal dance style” of India. Possibly, Kalbelia dance could
become a style in its own right, with a certain “dance grammar” to be learned
in the colleges and from academies, following a teaching curriculum and
from a select group of personalities. Its future possibilities have earned it a
place of importance, which may have far reaching implications for dance forms
of this nature.
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CONCLUSION

Despite the timeless image of eternal “Indian dance”, its historical context
and changes are very obvious. The denotations such as “national”, “classical,”
“folk”, “tribal” in dance, all emerged and developed simultaneously in India
in quite a short time period, between1920-1950s. The borders separating these
categories may be drawn, but their content remains fluid. While certain
segments of dance practice in each tradition were codified and even became
frozen, making a peculiar “museums of dance”, or creating a cultural heritage,
other parts of dance practice continue to merge, develop and are still under
perpetual transformation.

“Tribal” and other types of dances of India demonstrate different classes
of representative reality of various festivals of India. All dance styles are the
results of correlation and sometimes clashes between the local and the global.
All of them have taken shape due to the gaze, an interest and an attention
from the outside – both geographically and socially.

Popularization of Indian dance began simultaneously with the formation
of the very idea of “Indian dance” in the end of 19th and beginning of 20th
century. Since 1950s, along with the increase of the numbers of the dance
programs by Indian artists abroad, foreign students started studying these
forms. With the financial and organizational help of ICCR (Indian Council for
Cultural Relations) it became a mass-movement. Bharatanâmyam and Odissi –
the two classical styles - have become most popular all over the world, then
comes Kathak and Kuchipudi. Many non-Indian dancers perform Indian
dances just as perfectly as many Indians do. Sharon Lowen is one of them.
She learned several dance styles like Manipuri, Odissi, Chhau and her interest
in Chhau has gone a long way in developing  public interest in this
phenomenon on a larger scale since 1970-s. From its early and debatable
classification as a “tribal dance” of Chhota Nagpur area, Chhau has become
diversified and very attractive kinesthetic tradition, which includes stage
presentation of battle, martial art, elements related to hunting along with highly
sophisticated romantic choreographies. Chhau looks like “tribal” sometimes,
but actually it was produced and shaped in a tight collaboration between local
rulers, rajas and their subjects drawn from various communities of Seraikela,
Kharsawan, Mayurbhanj, etc.

Two contemporary processes, namely “heritagization” and an
“exotisation”, have already frozen and fixed many elements of culture
including “tribal dances”, which are normally fluid. The main tool for that is
the increasing festival activity all over India and abroad: creation of hundreds
of artistic representational annual events (like the famous “Hornbill festival”
of Nagaland) have encouraged growth of the particular “styles” inside “tribal”
and “folk” dancing reality and re-configuration of the actual musical and
artistic culture.
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A very new phenomenon is Tribal Fusion dance – a relatively new reality,
closely connected to the development of the electronic and world music genre
and at the same time exploring the tribal dance “heritage”. Early Bay Area DJs
who contributed to the development of this form, focused on the music produced
specifically for the belly dance (or “Oriental dance”). Another element of this
new genre was the set of movements and steps, borrowed from the tribal dancing
pattern. Attempts have been made however to strongly re-interpret and re-
arrange them in a modern way accompanied with the new musical agenda. It
is a part of a stage belly dance today and it does not correspond with the
ethnographic reality of the villages. Eventually, the very term “tribal” in the
wide usage today also refers to this performing modern and popular
phenomenon.

While some “tribal dances” of India today are the part of artistic
imagination – in a cinema, in fine arts, in pop music and dance, in
contemporary theatre -  others are still alive where actors perform taking dance
as a tool for social communication. Santali dance, for instance, can play and
are playing, as I witnessed, both the roles. One can possibly call it a “neo-
rural” and / or “neo-tribal” phenomenon, when rustic or original production
is being created by the urban citizens, usually artistic groups, sometimes in
close collaboration with adivasis, and are performed on the national and
international stages often as a part of “World music” and as representations of
contemporary and global art.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The article is prepared in the frame of research project of Svetlana Ryzhakova in the
Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Russian Academy of Science. The fieldwork
materials were collected in course of her project “Possession, devotion, performance:
borders and interconnections of personal self-possession, worship and artistic experience
in Indian artistic traditions”, supported by the Russian Foundation for Basic Researches
(No. 18-09-00389).

END NOTES

1 See, for instance: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Frw3O8R6-vg [access
18.08.2020].

2 See for instance: https://ru.thetouriosity.com/post/8-tribal-adivasi-dances-of-india
[access 18.11.2020].

3 The connections between theatre, medicine practices, religious cults and martial arts
are the best example (see: Zarrilli 1998).

4 The term “a museum of dance” came to my mind in Imphal, the capital of Manipur
(extreme eastern state of India with a very specific social and cultural outlook, which
includes peculiar synthesis of Hinduism and local religious traditions). In 2014 in
“Manipuri Dance Academy” I was watching a variety dance programs in Manipuri dance
style. Dancers performed raslila – the most important item of the style, which is a
long fixed composition, set many years before. It could be seen in different stages,
with almost no change in the mode of presentation. Raslila is a pan-Indian, Hindu
phenomenon of Krishna cult; it is a vibrant ritualistic dance- cum- theatre (enactment
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of daily life and festivity) focusing on milk maiden’s association with God. The best
and the most elaborate raslila I’ve seen was in the holy city of Vrindavan, which is
performed every year, according to religious festival calendar. The sacred cults performed
at the local level have now assumed the role of globalizing and integrating various
regions of “India” with the help of performance.

5 The concept was used in XIX century; it encompassed the several spheres of culture
like architecture, religion, law, social set-up, ritual, medicine and fine art. It was
summarized in few books (Barnert 1913).

6 The idea of “Indian classical dance” emerged in the 1930-s and 40s, in the writings of
Ananda Coomaraswamy, Mohan Khokar, Anand Mulk Raj, and was aimed at upgrading
the social and cultural status of dance and dancers. Of course, the Renaissance term
“classical” was borrowed from the West and related to the idea of “Antiquity” with the
master-languages – Greek and Latin. Next to the languages the term classical was
applicable to the visual arts – architecture and sculpture. Music and dance came
later. The term “classical” acquired the meanings “ideal, best, formed, settled”. The
Western term “classical” needed to be translated into Indian languages. In Sanskrit
texts few terms were discovered, which seem to be relevant for the classification of
dancing practices. Dance by rules, expressed in Sanskrit treaties, is œastra nritya or
“scientific dance”. Margi nritya  a “dance of the Path”, sacred dance, dedication. Also
Desi nritya was mentioned referring to “local”, regional dance. Margi and desi  today are
supposed to be equivalent to “classic” and “folk” respectively. But I believe it was not
and is not a proper classification in the sense dances are shown as types. In India
almost each dance practice has some rules, grammar and meaning applied, but also
each has a more or less strong regional identity. I would rather like to see in it
metaphors describing some aspects of real dancing. What is important to remember
is that any dancing practice could create a grammar to become more sophisticated,
but at the same time could never lose some of its basic local characteristics.

7 The typical statement is as follows: “Tribals are the original forest dwellers and are
found in every regions of India. Tribes of the northern part of India, stretched over
Himalayas, practice from nomadic shepherd to primitive cultivation, tribes of the North-
east, the tribes from the dense forests of Bastar and Chota Nagpur and the tribes
from South India, have a common dance form based on the activities of hunting,
fishing, food gathering and animal husbandry”. The main function of folk and tribal
dance is supposed to be the source of “happiness and recreation to their simple
communal life”.

8 In pinnal-kolattam some divisions of the dancing group create a visual pattern, lacing
colored ropes together, hung from a peg in the ceiling, synchronous with music. In
course of the dance, the pinnal or the plate is also slowly disentangled and the ropes
are back to their single-strand shape, precisely when the dance and the music stop.

9 It looks like the movement of a butterfly as reflected in the traditional Bodo scarf,
aronai.

10 Here two men sitting face- to- face open and close two elongated bamboos by sitting
on the ground; they do it with the beats and the girls jump and swerve in and out with
the rhythm of the tune ; usually, drums and gongs are played to create the music.

11 It relates to the local Garia puja, a seven-day harvest festival in April.
12 It is a dance of balance, performed by the girls by standing on a pitcher and balancing

a bottle and a lighted lamp on their heads.
13 See the official site: http://trimukhiplatform.org/committee [access 18.08.2020].
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Abstract: Population ageing is a dynamic demographic trend all over the world.
Population ageing, which was initially the concern of developed countries, is now
encompassing developing countries too. India, by no means, is an exception to this
phenomenon. Rapid increase in the elderly population, changes in the family system
and the lifestyle of the younger generation have led to changes in the living
arrangements of elderly both in the developed countries and developing ones. The
intervening factors of financial constraints and absence of family support further
compel the elderly to shift to old age homes. In this background this paper attempts
to gain a better understanding of the changes that are taking place in the matrilineal
society and the consequences of those in terms of redefining roles and
responsibilities of family members towards the old. An old age home was selected
for the present study as it could provide an insight into the society at large by
examining the various factors and challenges that the elders are confronted with,
and the causes that have compelled them to take refuge in the home. In course of
this study a group of  elderly inmates living in an old age home – all belonging to
the matrilineal society of Meghalaya, have been targeted for getting into the inner
details of their life. In-depth personal and qualitative interviews were conducted
with five women and five men with ages ranging from 63 to 80+. Having no daughter
or sister in the family, social changes affecting the living arrangement, not owning
immovable property, health issues, being widowed or unmarried or orphaned were
found to be the other factors that were responsible for elders shifting to the old age
home. In the context of a matrilineal society it has far reaching implications.

Key words : Ageing, Elderly, Old age home, Matrilineal society

INTRODUCTION

Throughout the human history family has been regarded as the safest haven
for the aged, simply because its ties have been the most intimate and long
lasting and on them the aged have relied heavily for security (Simmon, 1945).
The traditional Indian society and the age-old joint family system have been
instrumental in safeguarding the social and economic security of the elderly
people in the country (MoSPI, 2011). With declining support from families,
society will need better information and tools to ensure the well-being of the
world’s growing numbers of older citizens (ibid). Of late, developing countries,
like India, are experiencing the challenges of these developmental discourses
in the form of changes in demographic scenario and family structure, leaving
fewer older people with families to care for them. For ages, women are
considered to be the care givers for old people. But with the increase in women’s
labour force participation, the function of care giving to the elderly kin has
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been compromised (Prakash, 1999). In many matrilineal societies, the usual
practice is to give the family property to the youngest daughter, by which the
youngest daughter takes the biggest portion of the inheritance, which also
implies that she will be taking care of her parents (Kaminsky and Long, 2011;
Milton, 2014; Sirisai et al., 2017). From that point of view, youngest daughters
of such families have the responsibility to look after the old and aged. But the
real life situation of today presents a picture of growing neglect to them and
lack of concern for their well being by those whose responsibility it was to
take care of them. Sometimes non-existence of such members in the family
creates a helpless situation for the old.

The lack of familial support forces the elderly to take refuge at old age
homes run by private and or voluntary organizations working for their care
and support (Mahapatra, 2010). Ironically, the processes of industrialisation,
commercialisation, urbanisation and democratisation seem to have a negative
influence on the elderly. Of course, neither ageing nor societal changes can
be halted or reversed at this stage, but the elders should not be driven to a
point of despair and helplessness. For them, developing institutional care,
not limited to the family level alone, is the need of the hour (ibid). With rapid
changes in the social scenario and emerging prevalence of nuclear family
set-ups in India in recent years, the elderly people are likely to be exposed to
emotional, physical and financial insecurity in the years to come. This has
drawn the attention of the policy makers and administrators at central and
state governments, voluntary organisations, and civil societies (MoSPI, 2011).

As indicated earlier, this study was undertaken to gain a better
understanding of the changes that are taking place in the matrilineal society,
which are responsible for such a situation. An old age home was selected for
the study as it could provide an insight into the society at the functional level
by examining the various factors and challenges that the elders are confronted
with, and the causes that have compelled them to take shelter in the home. An
attempt has been made here to prepare a descriptive account of the elderly
inmates belonging to a matrilineal society, now living in an old age home.

MATERIALS AND METHOD

Study Area
Meghalaya is situated in India’s North-East. From anthropological point of
view, the tribes of Meghalaya are well known for their institution of matriliny.
Unlike many Indian States, Meghalaya has historically followed a matrilineal
system where lineage and inheritance are traced through women; the
youngest daughter inherits all wealth and she also takes care of her parents
(Kaminsky and Long, 2011). In a study on daughter preference in matrilineal
tribal society in Meghalaya, Narzary and Sharma (2013) found that in contrast
to son preference in patrilineal societies in general, there is a daughter
preference in matrilineal tribal societies of Meghalaya, and their attitudes
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and behaviours are significantly influenced by a long-standing preference
for daughters that is deeply rooted in practising a matrilineal culture and
tradition. In addition, they also found that preference for daughters was more
pronounced among the formerly-married women than the currently-married
ones. It may be because they felt that it was ideal to have more daughters for
old-age security. Similarly, women who were currently not working might
not be economically strong and, hence, they looked forward to daughters for
economic support during their old age, which might have influenced their
preference for more daughters (ibid). Thomas and Diengdoh (2009) opined
that among the traditional tribal societies of Meghalaya where the family and
kinship ties are still strong, the elderly are not treated as a problem or burden
to the family. An attitude of reverence towards the aged/elderly is considered
a virtue and nothing important could take place in the family without the
sanction and blessings of the old.
Study participants
The participants or respondents for the study were drawn from the inmates of
Mercy Home, Demthring, Shillong, a charitable organization run by the Sisters
of Charity after obtaining due permission from the institutional authorities
during August, 2018. The participation in the study was voluntary in nature.
So, the representation in the study was irrespective of socioeconomic condition
and duration of stay in the home. In-depth personal and qualitative interviews
were conducted with five women and five men with ages ranging from 63 to
80+ years. After knowing about the purpose of the study the respondents
willingly participated in the exercise to obtain a descriptive account of the
elderly inmates in the form of life histories. Each interview was conducted
within a time frame of 45 to 60 minutes. Rapport was established with each of
the respondents after which the detailed information was collected. The
interviewees narrated their past, their kin-relations, diversity in family
structure, relationship processes and interpersonal connections, the
circumstances that led them shift to the old age home and their opinions on
their second home.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

During the interviews, it was revealed that the elders mostly came to the home
on their own and some of them were brought by the priests from their villages.
Most of them have found solace and comfort at the home and from their peers.
The excerpts from the ten interviewees shall be discussed in the following
sections. Pseudonyms are used throughout this article to protect the identity
of the participants.

Case 1: Mr. and Mrs. A are an elderly couple who have a son. The son
is married and is employed as a technician in a motor garage. The
elderly man was a driver during his prime time and he and his wife
led a happy and contented life till the husband was left unemployed.
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The son also did not come to their immediate rescue. Unfortunately,
the wife has been bed-ridden for nine years due to chronic arthritis of
the legs and only the husband has been taking care of her. Since they
do not own a house of their own, they have been residing in the home.
Case 2: Mr. B is an 80+ years old man. His wife had passed away more
than two decades ago. He has a son who is married and has settled
separately. There is no one to take care of him back in his village and
that is the reason why he did not hesitate to come to the home when
the priests took such an initiative.

Not having a biological or culturally adopted daughter in the family or in
a larger context when the related kin or matri/patri clan has weak social
network ties the dependency factor gets easily nullified. In most cases, even
if a son is present in a matrilineal set up, conflict of interest on taking care of
the aged and elderly parents becomes quite evident, more so when the son is
finacially unstable and/or sometimes if residence after marriage is
penultimately matrilocal. The son in the latter case may feel that he is not
custom-bound to look after the aged parents. To this and many more there
seems to arise the perennial conflict of interest especially in cases of a married
son if decision making is tilted more towards his family of origin vis- a- vis his
conjugal or pro-created family.

In an ideal organically evolved functional social system, it has been
observed that the limitations of care-giving to the elderly does have a ‘socially
constructed carrying capacity’ which often is supported by the matri or patri
kins incase of absence by direct primary care givers. Social customary
reverence to the role and functions of the ‘maternal uncle’ as well as ‘paternal
aunt’ among the matrilineal Khasi and Jaintia tribe is well acknowledged.
However, in an anthropological study on changing patriarchy among the Khasis
from maternal uncle to father Mawrie (2015), reasserts that the conceptual
clarity regarding the role and functions of traditional Khasi society is wanning
and waxing in the present times due to socio-cultural, religious and economic
factors. In the above examples of Case 1 and 2, the absence of supportive
sibblings albeit primary or secondary matri/patri kins is totally absent or non-
existent. It may also be remarked that the social interaction contributed by
the individual during his or her lifetime is weakened if the social bonding or
social investment has been null and void.

Being a matrilineal society, the social system vests the responsibility of
care giving to the elderly with the daughter in a family. Due to this, daughters
play a crucial role in providing informal care to the elderly (Thomas and
Diengdoh, 2009). Nephews and nieces are adjusted stand-by when one gets
old. This is in contrary to the common notion that the responsibility of looking
after the ageing parents’ rests on the son(s). In Case 1, the son is married, but
the parents cannot live with him. If the couple had a daughter, then they would
have stayed with her in their old age. Secondly, had the couple been financially
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stable and possessed immovable property, they could have still lived
independently. However, because of financial constraints, the couple had to
resort to find solace at the old age home. Thirdly, to take care of the immobile
elderly members of the family, others have to spend a lot of time and money.
For many, it is neither possible nor feasible (Mahapatra, 2010). Mr. B’s
predicament is also a reflection of not having a daughter of his own. Having
no siblings, no nephews or nieces led Mr. B to the home. Matrilineality is
inseparably connected with matrifocality. When the latter is non-functional,
it will have its impact on matrilineality as a principle of social organization.

Of late, change in the family set-up has affected the social fabric of societies
all around the world. The western model of family living arrangement is dominated
by a nuclear household setup. Instances of adult children living with their parents
are uncommon as children leave early to fend for themselves leaving the elderly
to either reside independently of the children or live with whatever facilities the
old age homes could provide.  In any Indian community, the notion of kinship
ties for support throughout the life course is central to everyday life. It stipulates
that it is the duty of a child - particularly a male child - to provide parental support
in their old age, traditionally in the form of co-residence (Jadhav et al., 2013).
Consequently, generations of older Indians have found shelter in the extended
family system during crisis, be it social, economical or psychological. However,
the traditional caretaker of the elderly in India, which is the joint family, is a
dying institution (Vandana and Subramanyam, 2004). With urbanisation, there
has been changes in the size and structure of families which have caused re-
arrangement of the roles and functions of the members in the families (Sivamurthy
and Wadakannavar, 2001). A decline in the prevalence of multigenerational
households and the migration of younger workers from rural to urban areas have
geographically separated many adult children from their ageing parents, altering
and arguably undermining traditional patterns of support to rural elders
(Silverstein et al., 2006).

Case 3:  Mr. C is a 66 year-old man and is from a family of seven
brothers with no female siblings. He was earlier married with seven
children. However, upon mutual agreement, he got separated from
his wife and children. He chose to live alone and worked as a gardener
for two decades. He would send home his earnings to fulfil  his
children’s needs whenever required. His wife passed away 7 years
ago and all the children are married. He has no one to look after him
in his old age and has arrived at the home a month ago.

Mr. C belongs to a family of brothers who are all married. Hence, in addition
to the estrangement, his case is also a manifestation of not having a female
sibling. If Mr. C had a sister(s), he would have been looked after by her or her
children.

Apart from the popular belief that only elderly with ungrateful kids take
shelter at homes for the elderly, there are many elders who are in genuine
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need for those (Mahapatra, 2010). Among many other reasons, the elderly who
are unmarried, widows/widowers, and who do not have kids have been listed
as the ones in need of such care.

Case 4: Mrs. D is more than 80 years old. She was married and had a
son. She was an occupied seamstress during her prime days and had
servants. However, her husband sadly passed away. To add to her
sorrows, her only child who had earned his graduate degree in
commerce also passed away. She has siblings who are all married
and it is difficult for them to take her in. She was willingly brought to
the home by a priest and  had expressed her happiness to be at Mercy
home.
Case 5: Mrs. E is 60+ years old who was married with four children. It
has been 15 years since her husband and children passed away. She
became a domestic help for some years after which she remained
unemployed. For almost a year she has been staying at the home.

Widowhood, bereavement and financial insecurity have landed Mrs. D
and Mrs. E to find comfort at the home. Husband and wife are a source of
social support to each other. Having a partner keeps the elderly away from the
thought of living alone, and feeling lonely can be expected whenever the
relationships of attachment are lost (Kim, 1999). Loss of important relationship
may lead to feeling of loneliness (Acharyya, 2012). In a study by Rasquinha,
(2013), it was revealed that every woman who loses a husband through death
experiences a painful period of bereavement, often accompanied by severe
loneliness, obsessive thoughts of the deceased, restlessness, insomnia, somatic
complaints, and even hallucinations of the deceased, and poor mental
wellbeing. Lack of adequate family support, loss of the spouse and social and
emotional insecurity create in them a feeling of insecurity, which is
particularly noticeable among the aged women who are almost forced to reside
in old age home (Acharyya, 2012). Posner (1995) points out that older people
tend to eradicate loneliness by making friendship with those within the same
age cohort.

In addition to widowhood, the two women have no source of income.
Financial security or economic independence is of paramount importance in
the later stage of life. A person is considered economically independent if he/
she does not require taking financial help from others in order to live a normal
life (MoSPI, 2016). However, an elderly who is not financially independent is
bound to be subjected to the mercy of others.  This can be also seen in an
exceptional case of an individual in the orphan category. This has reference
to a 45 year old woman inmate (Mrs. H) who had experienced early widowhood.
She was disadvantaged because due to negligence her right leg had to be
amputated after it developed gangrene while working as a daily wage worker
leaving her unable to fend for herself. After the tragic demise of her husband
and child in a car accident, she had tried hard to catch up with the rest by
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coming out of the depression but as luck would have it, her situation
deteriorated after the amputation of her leg. Her siblings are there but since
they are all married and have their own respective families to look after, she
did not want to become another burden on them. Most important to her was
that she had converted to Christianity from the traditional indigenous faith
‘Niam Tre’ which added more to her woes of disassociation in the turn of events.
Coming from an economically weaker section of Pnar society, she had many
similar stories to share.

Case 6: Mr. F is 74 years old and is from a well-to-do family. He has
six siblings who are all settled abroad. Being from mixed parentage,
he had a decent education and could speak fluent English. Separated
and abandoned by his wife and daughters who are working in Mumbai,
he lives all by himself in Mercy Home. During his younger days he
was managing a contractual fair-price shop in a residential society
in one of the popular public funded company. However, after the expiry
of his contract  new tenders were appointed and thus he lost  the job
of running the shop and ran out of business. Though his parental
house remains, he landed in the home because of financial
constraints with no one to take care of him.

Among the several problems faced by the elderly in India, economic issues
occupy an important position. Nearly 90% of the country’s total workforce is
employed in the unorganised sector, where poor people often have to retire
involuntarily on account of poor health. Moreover, they have to do so without
any financial security like pension and other post-retirement benefits (Kumar,
2000). For many poor people, therefore, old age invariably brings destitution.
Such factors as disability, fragility, landlessness, unskilled labour,
unemployment, abject poverty accentuate their vulnerability, often pushing
them towards destitution (HelpAge India, 2015).

Case 7: Ms. G is 75 years old and has never been married. She was
abandoned by her teenage mother and was raised by the nuns. Social
insecurity and family problems weigh heavily against her, especially
when the mother fled to settle down in distant Calcutta. Afflicted by
the mental trauma from her childhood days, she often suffered from
depression and could not adjust living with distant relatives and
ultimately became an inmate of the home. Initially, in her younger
days she had been serving as a Kindergarten assistant when needed
in the convent where she was raised. With growing age and poor health,
she has made Mercy Home her shelter for 3 decades or more and is
grateful to call it her ‘home’.
Case 8: Mr. H is 67 years old, who became an orphan after his mother
passed away when he was an infant. As a child he was raised and
taken care of by his paternal aunt. His maternal aunt had sold off all
his parental land that he was supposed to have  inherited when he
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was a young child. He was married but was abandoned by his wife. He
had previously led a secluded life all by himself, depending exclusively
on cultivation. As a result of hard physical labour and poor
nourishment, he was reportedly found to be severely underweight
with low blood pressure and low blood sugar levels on health check
up. A priest came to his rescue and brought him to mercy home.

Ms. G and Mr. H’s cases are cases of double adversities caused by
abandonment. Being unmarried is not a problem for those individuals with
strong kinship or social ties, but it becomes an issue when one is not a part of
the kinship and social network. Considering that Ms. G and Mr. H have lived
their lives as orphans, it is unfortunate that they have to undergo the same
feeling of solitude in their later years, with no visits from visitors or relatives.
However, they have found assurance in the home.

Case 9: Mrs. I is a little over 60 years. She was married and had five
children. However, she later separated from her husband and tragedy
struck when all of her children passed away. She now has to go through
episodic mental derangement and is completely dependent on help.
She sits in the hallway, frail and soft-spoken as she weakly smiles at
people passing by.

Loss and bereavement lead to development of depressive disorders. Major
risk factors for depression among elderly women include death of spouse or
loved ones, retirement, chronic illness, lack of social support network, stressful
life events, medications, hormonal changes, etc. (Rasquinha, 2013). When people
grow older, they experience age related losses. These losses prohibit maintaining
or acquiring new desired relationship, which in turn leads to loneliness. The
aged feel lonely as a result of living alone, detachment from family ties, reduced
connection with the culture of origin and inability to participate actively in
community activities. All these factors play their part mostly in the case of aged
living in old age homes of our country (Acharyya, 2012).

CONCLUSION

In most patrilineal societies of India, the family or more particularly, the joint
family system has been the social support system for the elderly. However,
with the breaking down of the joint family and the out-migration of children
in search of livelihood, the traditional family set-up and the society as a whole
are undergoing a shift in the paradigm. Migration for employment takes
children away from the family. As a result, they will continue to leave residences
meant to be shared with parents, resulting in elderly to care for themselves or
living in the company of a caretaker (Jadhav et al., 2013). This is not the problem
of patrilineal societies alone; even matrilineal societies are experiencing
similar trend. Thomas and Diengdoh (2009) noted that with the informal care
taking system getting acceptance and, in the process, institutionalised, in-
built traditional social and family structures are slowly fading away. Many of
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them living in a family are now trapped in misery through a combination of
low income, poor health and lack of care. As more and more children are
unable to take care of their parents and with the gradual increase of the elderly
population, there is a growing population of destitute elderly in the age group
of 60 plus, indicating that matters will worsen in the years to come.

Irrespective of matrilineal or patrilineal societies, the elders are bound to
face multiple challenges and rapid changes in the social scenario, marked by
financial insecurities, health and emotional problems. In this study, it has
been revealed that several factors have led the elderly to stay at the home,
which include not having a daughter, financial constraints, change in living
arrangements, not owning immovable property, recurring health issues, being
widowed or unmarried with weak filial or social bondage. While most of the
other factors are shared factors, not having a daughter or understanding female
kin to take care of the aging parents in this society will have the same impact
as most of other cultures where a son is expected to fulfil the responsibility of
looking after the parents. Most of the elders have found physical security in
the home and emotional comfort from their peers. As new demographic trends
develop, social and economic transformations continue to surge, there will
be an increasing need to formulate ways and means to facilitate care for the
elderly towards a successful ageing and to allow them to live their old age
with dignity. Institutionalised care in the old age homes will help in alleviating
the sufferings of the elders and provide a safe haven for them to live the final
stage of their life. Government at the central and state levels, voluntary
organisations, NGOs, civil societies and policy makers can largely contribute
to such a process.
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BOOK REVIEW
Architects of Anthropology in India Volume 1. Edited by Sarthak Sengupta. Delhi: Gyan
Publishing House (2021). ISBN 9788121220439. Pp. 291. INR 1071.

It must be noted that though sporadic research papers and books were published on
discussions relating to Indian Anthropology, and even a few textbooks, major discussions
and a mainstream follow-up of Indian Anthropology and its practitioners was long-awaited,
least of all because of its continued inclusion in syllabi of Anthropology in undergraduate
and postgraduate courses.

Hence, it is a refreshing change that with the celebration of 100 years of teaching of
Anthropology in India, at Calcutta University, books on the many figures in Indian
Anthropology are hitting the stands. The book under review is one of these and it is the
first of what is presumably a series edited by Sarthak Sengupta from the Department of
Anthropology, Dibrugarh University, Assam. The twenty-three articles presented here are
each about one of the major figures in Indian Anthropology.

Each of the articles give basic biographical information about one Anthropologist of
repute and give the details of their affiliations, researches and publications, beginning
with an article on L.K. Ananthakrishna Iyer by Manisha Rabidas, followed by Rai Bahadur
Sarat Chandra Ray by Dali Dutta.

Two articles by Abhijit Guha on Bhupendranath Datta and Tarak Chandra Das show
off their anthropological works as well as the way these have been ignored so far in
collections on Indian Anthropologists. It highlights how, even at the time, researchers
used the idea of Anthropology to produce researches in Physical Anthropology, among
other things, even as they were trained in Sociology.

Going on to the next generation of Anthropologists, Rajat Kanti Das details a life of
the very eminent Nirmal Kumar Bose in the next chapter, especially his outlook on culture
and civilization. This is an excellent work on a very contentious and disputed area of
anthropology. This is followed by a chapter on Verrier Elwin by Junali Kropi. This article
also brings in latest researches and much little-known information about the details of
his passionate love for the tribes of India.

Going on to the next level, an article on P.C. Biswas follows, written by P.K.
Chattopadhyay. This detailed how he set up and developed the Department of Anthropology
at the University of Delhi. Geetika Ranjan then wrote a detailed note on D.N. Majumdar
to show off his different facets and talent.

Arindita Goswami wrote an article on Irawati Karve that showcased her various
interests as well as her spearheading of ideas and issues that were relevant at the time.
It also highlighted theoretical issues prevalent at the time. The article on H. S. Sankalia,
a much needed one, by Sukanya Sharma gives an outline of his life and works.

Stephen Fuchs features in the next chapter by Akhono Sakhrie, highlighting his
work on the dalits and tribes in India. It also has a detailed bibliography of his works. A
study of the works of Christoph von Fürer-Haimendorf by Juri Borah uncovers his different
forays into the ethnographic field areas and aspects of his ideas that long needed further
explicationfor students of Anthropology.

A chapter on Dharanidhar Sen (perhaps the first in the Anthropological context) and
Asok K. Ghosh has been written by Ranjana Ray. This was a much-required introduction
to early archaeological works by these two stalwarts and teachers in this region. Jyoti
Prasad Saikia wrote the chapter on M.N. Srinivas and his works. Though much has been
written about him, a crisply written section on him would be a boon to scholars everywhere.
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S.C. Dube’s research works were covered by Ananya Gogoi, highlighting the major
areas of work relating to community studies, development, social change and modernization.
The contribution of Nirendra Chandra Choudhury has been discussed by Sekh Rahim
Mandal. This might again be a unique chapter of an individual who has remained hidden
to students so far, though not for seasoned anthropologists. His significant work in opening
up the North Bengal University to the study of Sociology and Anthropology was duly
celebrated in this chapter. Sekh Rahim Mandal also continues with a chapter on Surajit
Chandra Sinha and his many contributions to Indian Anthropology.

In the next generation of researchers, there is a chapter on I. P. Singh by Gautam K.
Kshatriya. I.P. Singh was the first Ph.D. from the Department of Anthropology at the
University of Delhi. He went on to cover himself and the Department in glory. Geetika
Ranjan wrote a second chapter on Gopala Sarana who was singular in the further
development of the Department of Anthropology at Lucknow University after D.N. Majumdar.
She also highlighted his passion for teaching and his philanthropic ideas relating to the
promotion of Anthropology.

The work and lives of K.S. Singh was highlighted by N.K. Das. The many issues of
his famed People of India project under him as Director of the Anthropological Survey of
India are witness to the way he brought many issues to the forefront of anthropological
discussion from India. His study of the state system is also much noted.

The contribution of Satadal Dasgupta was discussed in a chapter by Rajatsubhra
Mukhopadhyay as a unique Indian Anthropologist who was educated in India, worked on
the diffusion of agricultural innovations, and then went on to develop Anthropology at the
University of Prince Edward Island, Canada. Different aspects of caste, kinship and other
social aspects were studied in detail by him.

Subho Roy wrote a chapter on the life and work of Amitabha Basu, and his form of
protest against injustice in society. After working on the Pahiras for his D.Sc. under S.S.
Sarkar, he went to work in Haiti, West Indies. His influence and his emphasis was carried
on through to others due to his intense passion for uplifting the downtrodden in society.

Geetanjali Devi wrote a very detailed chapter on D.K. Bhattacharya which showed
not only his passion for the subject but all the different pathways that he had taken to
become a ground-breaking researcher in Prehistoric Anthropology after having begun as a
Physical Anthropologist.

It is difficult to write about one’s husband as an academic but the insights of a wife
are unparalleled as shown by Subhadra Mitra Channa who wrote the concluding chapter
about Vardesh Chander Channa. She spoke in telling detail about his struggle to gain
rapport among the Aggarwals of Delhi. She also related how he influenced her work,
among so many of his other students. It was also apparent that he was as experimental
in his domestic life (especially cooking) as he was in his research. His many qualities
shine through in this very well-written article.

Hence, the book is a very useful addition to our knowledge of the history of
anthropology (and anthropologists) in India. It gives many new faces for us to ponder
over, who had earlier been ignored, and it also added new perspectives to the lives of
many who are represented in these pages. Most articles have an added quality of having
detailed discussions on theory. Thus, this book would be an invaluable asset for any
student, scholar or faculty or even administrator or scholar of social science interested in
the history of this rich discipline. One looks forward to further volumes of this work.

Abhik Ghosh
Department of Anthropology,

Punjab University, Chandigarh
Email ID: abhikg@rediffmail.com

Mobile number: 9836781302
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    Bikash Raychaudhuri
  (01-11-1933 to 18-02-2021)

On 18thFebruary, 2021 Dr. Bikash Raychaudhuri breathed his last in a private hospital in
Kolkata. Dr. Bikash Raychaudhuri was one of the distinguished social anthropologists of
his time, besides being one of the finest fieldworkers and a good soul. Nirmal Kumar
Bose wrote the following words in his letter to Bikash dated 31st October, 1967: ‘you have
proved to be one of the best field workers in the Anthropological Survey of India…’ Fredrik
Barth gave him a proposal to publish his book on the Jambudwip fishermen from Norway.
Sir Raymond Firth considered this work as a ‘valuable contribution’ to a less explored
field in his review of Raychaudhuri’s book (Firth, 1981). Although projected to an enviable
height through his book The Moon and Net, yet Dr. Bikash Raychaudhuri used to wallow in
the world of the commoners and remained very much grounded. Dr. Raychaudhuri, a
lightly built man of fair complexion with a height of a few inches above five feet, was also
known for his elephantine memory and candid demeanour. Since he had seen some of the
last of Mohicans of anthropology from close quarters and witnessed the real ‘growth and
development period’ of professional anthropology in the country, many of the juniors or
greenhorn like me used to approach him for generous response and information. He
would talk to us for hours without inhibition and was fond of giving a vivid description of
the thing or event enquired to him. Thus, we have not only lost a meticulous fieldworker
and anthropologist, but have lost a ‘living archive’ of anthropology.

Bikash Raychaudhuri was born to Nanibala and Tarakchandra Raychaudhuri at Ahirtola
in Kolkata. He was the second child among five of their children. Tarakchandra, his father,
stood first among the first batch of anthropology students in the University of Calcutta
where the Department of Anthropology was set up in 1920. Later, Tarakchandra, who
pursed research in physical anthropology, became a faculty member of the same department.
In that sense, Bikash was a student of his father in the university. However, he did not
take up the specialization of his father and preferred to pursue his study with social-
cultural anthropology. Bikash accompanied his father in some of his field expeditions and
assisted him in taking anthropometric measurements. This instilled into him a love for
anthropology. Later, he co-authored a book with his father on the Brahmans of Bengal
(Raychaudhuri and Raychaudhuri, 2010). Bikash was a student of Ashutosh College, Kolkata
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from where he earned Intermediate Arts and Bachelor degrees. During his time,
Anthropology Honours classes were held in the university. He obtained postgraduate
degree in Anthropology from the University of Calcutta in 1954 and was awarded Ph.D. in
1972 under the supervision of Professor Surajit Chandra Sinha  from the same university
for his thesis entitled ‘The Marine Fisherfolk of Jambudwip: A Socio-Cultural Study’.
Immediately after passing from the university, Bikash joined as Senior Technical Assistant
(Cultural) in the Anthropological Survey of India (AnSI) in 1954. He took an early retirement
from service in 1985, while serving in the post of ‘Anthropologist’ in AnSI, due to his
deteriorating eye-sight.

Dr. Bikash Raychaudhuri’s most celebrated book, The Moon and Net (1980) was a
study of a transient community of fishermen at Jambudwip in Sundarban. In this book,
he studied the organization of marine fishing, its technology and the cosmological and
supernatural universe of the fisherfolks who used to camp in Jambudwip island for few
months during the fishing season of the year. The study has been considered as an
attempt to understand how the pre-industrial economies contribute to the grand whole
under the impact of industrialization and market economy (Adhikari, 1981). It is also
opined that the study reflected the emerging field of ecological anthropology and ethno-
science (ibid). Another important feature of this work has been the welfare outlook out of
which Bikash seemed to forward his suggestions for organizing co-operative among the
fishermen with active support from the state to mitigate the exploitation of the fishermen
by the capitalist big merchants and investors. This aspect of the study also drew adequate
attention from Raymond Firth (1981). But, unlike Firth’s study on the Malay fishermen
(Firth,1946), Bikash’s work was ethnographically more focused on the organisation of
fishing in a small community and did not intend to link it to the larger national economy
as envisaged in the former’s study. Study of fishing and fishermen has been one of Bikash’s
most loved areas of interest and he continued such types of studies on the fishermen of
Chilka of Odisha, and Fuleswar and Uluberia of West Bengal (Raychaudhuri, 1969a, 1969b).
However, his research on Moon and Net seemed to have occupied him like a never-ending
nostalgia and he used to refer to this work at the slightest opportunity that any academic
interaction would offer to him. Had he not been incapacitated from undertaking fieldwork
due to visual impairment, Indian Anthropology would have been more enriched. However,
he would enquire from many of us about the details of our fieldwork and offered his
observations which proved unmistakable in most of the cases. In anthropology, we have
heard of ‘field-view’ and ‘book-view’; in the same vein, his observations may be cited as
‘inner-eye-view’ which may be considered a part of the metaphysics of fieldwork. Besides
fishing and fisherman, he was interested in the ethnographic studies of tribal communities.
He worked among the Rabha of North Bengal, Chero of Palamou and Purum (Chote) (Gupta
et al., 1975; Dasgupta et al., 1985; Raychaudhuri, 2007; Mukherjee et al., 2010). He wanted
to carry out detailed ethnographic studies on the folk deity and folk religion, which he
unfortunately could not, except for a humble initiation (Raychaudhuri, 1967). Although
his studies reflected structural-functionalist and functionalist orientations, yet he was
never pre-ordained by any theoretical dogma. He had much concern for the pragmatic
application of anthropology and took up studies on tribal education probably out that
commitment.

Bikash Raychaudhuri was one among the builders of The Indian Anthropological
Society (IAS) and its organ, Journal of the Indian Anthropological Society (JIAS). IAS achieved
its present form because of the visionary zeal and unstinted efforts of scholars like Bikash
Raychaudhuri, Arabinda Basu among others. IAS felicitated Bikash on the occasion of its
Golden Jubilee Conference in 2016 in acknowledgement of his service to this organisation.
He donated the society an endowment fund in the memory of his illustrious father
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Tarakchandra Raychaudhuri to institute award for Senior and Junior Anthropologists.  He
used to remain present in all the annual conferences of the society till the last years of
his life. The Asiatic Society conferred him with ‘Rai Bahadur Sarat Chandra Roy Memorial
Medal’ for the year 2007 in a programme held on 5th May, 2008 in which Shri Gopal Krishna
Gandhi, the then Governor of West Bengal presented the memento to him.

Dr. Bikash Raychaudhuri has left a legacy of meticulous fieldwork which he believed
to be the sine qua non of Anthropology. Moreover, he opened up an immensely potential
field of ethnography of marine and riparian fishing in anthropology, which is still largely
unexplored in India. It may be hoped that the posterity would rightly remember him by
undertaking studies in this field of research with rigorous ethnographic engagement.

It is symbolic that net took away the moon on the very ‘Day of Anthropology’ which
was 18th February in 2021.
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Appeal for Donations for the Purpose of creating a
“CORPUS FUND” for

The Indian Anthropological Society [IAS]

Dear Members,

On behalf of the Council of The Indian Anthropological Society (IAS), I
would like to humbly reach you for an appeal for donation in order to
create a Corpus Fund of the Society, as decided in the last Annual
General Meeting (AGM) held on 28 July 2018. However, we have taken
considerable time to reach you since we waited for having permission
from the Income Tax department to enjoy tax exemption under section
80G.

The necessity of creation of the Corpus Fund was felt unanimously
with a view to meet the increasing expenditure burden for continuation
of academic and administrative activities of the IAS.

We all are aware that our official organ, Journal of the Indian
Anthropological Society has crossed fifty years of glorious existence
and can be considered one of the best Indian anthropological journals
with international reach. We need to modernize this journal to the
maximum extent possible in this digital age and therefore we need
monetary resources to accomplish this goal.

IAS has made several plans in the last AGM to make better use of
its apartment and initiate several training programmes for the benefit
of post graduate and doctoral students of Anthropology and allied
disciplines. In order to make the plans successful we need to further
develop the infrastructure of the Society apartment as early as possible.
Hence, monetary support becomes essential.

The existing resources of the IAS are not at all commensurate with
the requirements and therefore fund generation activities get high
priority. Needless to say that IAS needs to explore different sources for
fund generation, viz. external funding agencies, CSR funds, research
projects, and so on.

The contribution of the IAS members, however, on creating a Corpus
Fund of the IAS can be considered as the most important option that
nurtures the idea of primarily saving and promoting the oldest
professional body of anthropologists of our country by ourselves that
has been created by the pioneers of Indian Anthropology.



Friends, at this juncture of completion of the hundred years of
formal teaching of anthropology of India, let the members of IAS take a
pledge that we will do justice to the demand of the discipline and create
an environment that will be conducive to produce conscientious and
humane anthropologists in this country.

I am sure you will support the cause and generously contribute in
the creation of the Corpus Fund of the IAS.

You are requested to please transfer the amount you choose to
donate in the Current Account of the State Bank of India, Garcha Branch
[A/c No. 39060437735, IFSC: SBIN0003692, MICR: 00002036 A/c holders
name: INDIAN ANTHROPOLOGICAL SOCIETY] and inform us regarding
your transaction details by sending an e-mail in the e-mail id. provided
below.

Your donation amount will qualify for deduction u/s 80G of the IT
Act, 1961 from your income(s) vide 80G order no. ITBA/EXM/S/80G/
2019-20, DATED 09/09/2019.

We look forward to your positive response at your earliest.

Sincerely,

Barun Mukhopadhyay
General Secretary
The Indian Anthropological Society
Kolkata
Contact No.: 9836330468
E-mail: indanthsoc@gmail.com
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