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BLOCK INTRODUCTION

The Unit 1 begins with giving us an overview of the Oral Tradition and the meaning
of folklore. The unit also explains to us the difference between myth and folktale.
We are further introduced to the Santal Creation Myth and Santal Folktale. The
folktales “The Ancestor’s Story” and “A Money-Lender and His Debtor” are analyzed
in detail.

The Unit 2 on Legends of the Lepchas (Folktales) introduces us to Sikkim the home
state of the Lepcha tribe. We are familiarized with the history of Sikkim from pre-
historic time to the modern age.  The unit also introduces us to the Lepcha tribe and
places them in context.  The unit discusses the Lepcha Folktales in detail and analyses
the Lepcha Creation Myth.

Unit 3 discusses the ways in which folk-tales can be studied. It elaborates whether
folklore is same as literature or different from the latter. The unit then goes on to
discuss the Mizo folk tradition followed by a detailed analysis of Mizo folktale
“Liandova and Tuaisiala”. The unit also discusses the Khasi Folk Tradition and
analyses the Khasi folk tale “The Land of Clouds”.

Unit 4 introduces us to the Oraon (Kurukh) tribe and places them in context.  It
discusses their folksongs of the Oraon tribe that was a part of their rich cultural
tradition and delves into the significance of these folksongs in the lives of the tribe.
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Santal Folk TalesUNIT 1 SANTAL FOLK TALES

Structure

1.0 Objectives
1.1 An Overview of Oral Tradition
1.2 An overview of Tribal Literature
1.3 An Overview of Myth
1.4 “The Ancestor’s Story”: A Brief Introduction
1.5 Critical Reflections on the Santal Creation Myth
1.6 An Overview of Tribal Folktale
1.7 “A Money-Lender and His Debtor”: A Brief Introduction
1.8 Critical Reflections on the Santal Folktale
1.9 Let Us Sum Up
1.10 Glossary
1.11 Questions
1.12 Suggested Readings

1.0 OBJECTIVES
This unit will familiarize you with tribal literature, the meaning of oral tradition/
folklore, and then draw out the distinction existing between two important forms of
oral narrative: the myth and the folktale. It will also direct your attention to the
Santal creation myth documented by L.O. Skrefsrud and the Santal folktale “A
Money-Lender and His Debtor” documented by P.O. Bodding.

1.1 AN OVERVIEW OF ORAL TRADITION
Let us begin with a very basic question: What is oral tradition or folklore?

In their “Introduction” to the edited volume, Another Harmony (1986), Stuart H.
Blackburn and A.K. Ramanujan have pointed out that while India is usually known
for its classical traditions and culture, there also exists “another harmony, sometimes
in counterpoint and sometimes autonomous” in India’s folk traditions. (Blackburn
& Ramanujan, 1986, 1) Blackburn and Ramanujan have traced five periods in the
history of the study of Indian folklore. According to them, interest in Indian folklore
began in the early nineteenth century with Jacob Grimm’s work, Deutsche
Mythologie (1835; translated as Teutonic Mythology) in which the writer found a
close connection between Indian and European mythology. Grimm’s hypothesis
was supported by other European scholars like Mueller, Benfey, Cosquin and
Clouston. Thus began the first period (1830s-1880s) in the study of Indian folklore.
During this time, European philologists and linguists who had no direct knowledge
of India, started working on classical texts written in Sanskrit, Persian and Arabic.

It was only after the publication of William Crooke’s two-volume work, The Popular
Religion and Folklore of North India (1894), followed by R. C. Temple’s four-
volume work, Legends of the Panjab (1884-1900), that an awareness of India’s oral
traditions/ folklore reached the academic circles of Europe. This was the second
period (1890s to 1910s) in the study of Indian folklore and the emphasis now shifted
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Oral Narratives from classical texts to field collection of materials in the modern languages of
India. Many collections of folklore were published by British government officials
and their wives, and by missionaries working among natives. Crooke would later
become President of the Folklore Society of London and both he and R.C. Temple
would contribute valuable articles to the influential Folk-Lore journal.

In the third period (1910s-1940s), research combined the two methods of philology
and field collection. The important scholars of this period were Maurice Bloomfield
and W.N. Brown. In his influential article, “The Panchatantra in modern Indian
folklore” (1919), Brown established that many oral tales in modern languages had
their parallels in classical traditions. He concluded that these tales were derived
from the literary versions and called them “modern” folktales. Blackburn and
Ramanujan have disputed this by postulating that oral and written traditions often
coexist, that borrowings from one to the other never cease and that “modern” folktales
are often as old as their parallels in classical literature.

The fourth period (1950s and 1960s) in the study of Indian folktale saw the writings
of two Indologists, M.B. Emeneau and Verrier Elwin, and an Indian, Sarat Chandra
Mitra. Emeneau’s research was on the tribals of South India and very valuable
because, for the first time, a scholar would treat folktales as separate entities and
not as derivatives from the written/ classical traditions.  In the same period, Elwin’s
voluminous collections of songs, tales and myths of the Central Indian and North-
East Indian tribes and Mitra’s many articles on oral tales were published.  These
three scholars were remarkable for their attention to social context, compositional
techniques and stylistics in oral literature.

In the fifth and current period (1970s-till date), Indian folklore produced the works
of scholars like J.D. Smith, Wadley, Claus, Blackburn, Beck, Roghair, and Beck
and Claus. During this period, some unknown oral traditions were collected and
rendered into textual form, while some textual forms that already existed were
collected in their performance context. These materials were also interpreted using
new concepts such as ethnography of speaking, performance analysis and semiotics.

An important point to be noted here is that the definition of oral tradition found in
many standard dictionaries use the binary of Great Tradition and Little Tradition,
or marga and desi.  This view of folklore as Little Tradition or desi has been rejected
by the Indian scholar, A.K. Ramanujan, in his work, Folktales of India (1993):

‘Written and hallowed texts are not the only kinds of texts in a culture like
India’s. Oral traditions of every kind produce texts. “Cultural
performances” of every kind, whether they are plays, rituals, or games,
contain texts, written and oral. In a sense, every cultural performance is a
text in itself…we need to modify terms such as “Great Traditions” and
“Little Traditions,” and to see all these cultural performances as a transitive
series, a “scale of forms” responding to one another, engaged in continuous
and dynamic dialogue relations.’ (Ramanujan, A.K., ed. Folksongs from
India: A Selection of Oral Tales from Twenty-Two Languages. New Delhi:
Viking Penguin India, 1993. Print.P.xviii)

1.2 AN OVERVIEW OF TRIBAL LITERATURE
India has a rich and diverse cultural tradition, in which many unwritten languages
have co-existed and survived for centuries in the highly complex environment of
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Santal Folk Taleslinguistic competitiveness. In his “Introduction” to Indigeneity: Culture and
Representation (2009), G.N. Devy speaks of the “gross cultural neglect” faced by
tribal languages and advocates the extension of the borders of Indian literature to
include the creative expressions of Indian tribes. To quote him,

‘If the visibility of tribal languages has remained somewhat poor, those
languages need not be blamed for the want of creativity. The responsibility
rests with the received idea that literature in order to be literature has to
be written and printed as well. Tribal literary traditions have been oral in
nature. After print technology started impacting Indian languages during
the nineteenth century, the fate of the oral became precarious. A gross
cultural neglect had to be faced by the languages which remained outside
print technology.’ (Devy, G.N., Geoffrey V. Davis and K.K. Chakravarty,
eds. Indigeneity: Culture and Representation. Hyderabad: Orient
BlackSwan, 2009. Print. P.xiv)

In Folktales from India (1991), A.K. Ramanujan has made a detailed study of Indian
folklore (from both tribal and non-tribal languages) within the context of the
interactive pan-Indian system and also arranged them into seven groups as follows:
i). male-centric tales; ii). women-centric tales; iii). tales about families; iv). tales
about fate, death, gods, demons, ghosts, and such; v). humorous tales or tales about
a jester or clever person; vi). tales about animals; and vii). stories about stories.
But, as pointed out, the comparative method has not been used and tribal folktales
have not been studied separately. Instead, their distinctive qualities as tribal folklore
have been blurred by placing them alongside many non-tribal folktales.

In Painted Words: An Anthology of Tribal Literature (2002), G.N. Devy has spoken
of the impossibility of characterizing India’s diverse tribal population in ethnographic
or historical terms. He points out that the tribal people are not racially distinct or
the original inhabitants of the territories they inhabit. Some tribes have a history of
migration that go back to several centuries, while others have a tradition of long-
distance nomadism that is only recently restricted. Many Indian tribes also live in
close proximity with non-tribal communities and exchange knowledge in the areas
of folklore, narrative technique, religious belief, music, dance, theatre, medicine
and agriculture with these communities.  He says that a research scholar of Tribal
Studies is usually forced to resolve the issue of tribal identity by referring to the
official listings of the Schedule of Tribes and also those of the Denotified and
Nomadic Tribes.  But since these official listings are also oversimplifications and
not acceptable in all cases, he suggests a new parameter for pinning down the elusive
tribal identity: their languages. According to him, all tribal communities share the
same imagination that is expressed through their oral languages. He describes the
tribal imagination in these memorable words:

‘Once a society accepts a secular mode of creativity, within which the
creator replaces God, imaginative transactions assume a self-conscious
form. The tribal imagination, on the other hand, is still to a large extent
dreamlike and hallucinatory. It admits fusion between various planes of
existence and levels of time in a natural and implicit way. In tribal stories,
oceans fly in the sky as birds, mountains swim in water as fish, animals
speak as humans and stars grow like plants. Spatial order and temporal
sequence do not restrict the narrative. This is not to say that tribal creations
have no conventions or rules, but simply that they admit the principle of
association between emotion and the narrative motif. Thus stars, seas,
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Oral Narratives mountains, trees, men and animals can be angry, sad or happy.’ (Devy,
G.N., ed. Painted Words: An Anthology of Tribal Literature. New Delhi:
Penguin, 2002. Print.P. x-xi)

This brings us to the next question: Does tribal literature exist only in oral form?

The answer is: No, tribal literature exists in both oral and written form. Today,
tribal literature is broadly divided into two main groups:

a) Oral traditions

b) Contemporary tribal narratives

The first group consists of the literary heritage of all the tribal communities of India
and includes such literary forms like creation myth, folktale, folksong, riddle, etc.
These forms had been preserved and transmitted in oral form by primitive
communities for many centuries until European scholars started documenting and
translating them in the nineteenth century. This conservationist exercise in collecting
oral tradition would later change into a radical enterprise under the new discipline
of Folklore Studies, which explores the dynamics of folk/ tribal representation in
the context of tradition and modernity.

As for the second group, in contemporary times, tribal writers have shown the
influence of mainstream culture through literary writings in different new genres
(i.e., poetry, drama, short story, novel, etc) while using borrowed scripts, such as
the Roman, Devnagri or Bengali scripts. In some cases, identity politics aligning a
borrowed script to a particular religion has led to the formulation of new scripts.
However, it is worth noting that the use of borrowed scripts continues to dominate
the literary writings of the tribal communities of India. These new creative
expressions of tribal writers in borrowed and new scripts may be broadly termed as
contemporary tribal narratives. These contemporary tribal writers may be considered
a niche-group because, while setting the action of their stories in contemporary
time and space, they also combine their received ideas of modernity with their
traditional tribal sensibilities.

1.3 AN OVERVIEW OF MYTH
We shall now study the creation myth of the Santals documented by Rev. L.O.
Skrefsrud in his Santali work, Horkoren Mare Hapramko Reak’ Katha (1887) and
translated into English by Rev. P.O. Bodding and published as Traditions and
Institutions of the Santals (1942).

It is pointed out by Jeppe Sinding Jensen in his “General Introduction” to Myths
and Mythologies: A Reader (2009), that the term “myth” has negative connotations
in public discourse and is usually thought to be synonymous with “false belief”
and, as such, opposed to science and rationality. However, in recent years, the
academic study of myth and mythology has focused on the methods and theories in
the study of myth, and on related issues in traditional worldviews. This course will
introduce you to a critical study of creation myths in the context of primitive religion
and society.

In simple language, a myth may be defined as a sacred narrative that serves to
connect individuals to their cultures and to explain natural and supernatural
phenomena, including the creation of the world and the origin of humans. According
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Santal Folk Talesto Mircea Eliade, the Romanian-born historian of religion, myths have two
dimensions which suggest two realms of being: the sacred and the profane. The
former realm involves religious feeling while the latter involves the world of science.
It was earlier believed that myths belonged only to ancient or primitive cultures,
but this has been challenged by Eliade who argues that myths are compatible with
modern science. He points out that modern cultures also have their own myths.

In primitive creation myths, a god creates a natural phenomenon that continues to
exist, such as the earth, the cosmos, human beings, animals, vegetation, flood, rain,
the seasons, etc. This mythic feat occurs at the beginning of time, also termed as
‘primordial time’. The act of narrating this myth is equivalent to revealing a mystery.
Once told, the myth is accepted as absolute truth by the people of that culture. In
other words, the myth enters the sacred realm and becomes part of the sacred history
of that culture. Mircea Eliade has pointed out two important functions of myth: it
explains and it regenerates. By hearing, reading and re-enacting a myth, the people
are taken back magically to the time when it first occurred. This return to primordial
time reunites them to their gods and their ancestors. Through this reunion, they are
regenerated or renewed spiritually.

The German psychoanalysts, Carl Jung and Sigmund Freud, have also studied myth.
Jung believes myths to be direct expressions of the collective unconscious of cultures
while Freud traces many of the complexes and neuroses of the human psyche to
mythic heroes and heroines. According to the French social anthropologist, Claude
Levi-Strauss, myths are like languages that need to be decoded to understand their
‘real’ message. He suggests a method of structural analysis whereby the meaning of
a myth is discovered by examining its elements in combinations.

1.4 ‘THE ANCESTOR’S STORY’: A BRIEF
INTRODUCTION

As with the oral traditions of many tribal groups in India, the creation myth of the
Santals was also documented by missionaries in the nineteenth century. The earliest
and best-known version of this myth appeared in 1887 in the Santali book, Horkoren
Mare Hapramko Reak’ Katha, by Rev. L.O. Skrefsrud. Skrefsrud’s version of the
creation story was based on an oral narrative told by a Santal guru named Kolean
Haram, which was recorded verbatim by Skrefsrud. Though Kolean Haram’s
narrative was completed in February 1872, the work lay unpublished for sixteen
years until it appeared in 1887 (the literal meaning of the title is “The Story Told by
an Old Santal Guru”). This was later translated into English as Traditions and
Institutions of the Santals by Rev. P.O. Bodding in 1942 (and reprinted in India by
Bahumukhi Prakashan, New Delhi, in 1994). This version of the Santal creation
myth was soon followed by another version of it, documented by Rev. Andrew
Campbell and published as “Santal Traditions” in the Indian Evangelical Review,
in 1892.

Traditions and Institutions of the Santals begins with “The Ancestors’ Story: As the
Old Korean has told it”. This narrates the story of how the world was created and
how the first humans were born. In the beginning, there was only water and the
earth was under the water. Then, the supreme god called Thakur-Jiu began making
the creatures of the water, such as the crab, the alligator, the fish, the prawn, the
tortoise and others. After that, Thakur-Jiu made two humans but before he could
give them souls, the Day-horse trampled them to pieces. Then, Thakur-Jiu made a
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Oral Narratives pair of geese that flew in the air. When the geese asked for a firm place to alight on,
Thakur-Jiu made land with the help of the earthworm and the tortoise. The tortoise
stood quietly on the water while the earthworm went down to bring up the earth.
The earthworm ate the earth which was passed through his tail on to the tortoise’s
back. As the earth spread and became firm, Thakur-Jiu planted seeds in it and so
land was made.

The pair of geese then bore two eggs in a nest, which hatched and gave birth to two
human beings, a boy and a girl. The place where the two humans grew up was
called Hihiri Pipiri. The man was called Pilcu Haram and the woman was called
Pilcu Budhi. They were naked but they felt no shame. One day, the principal deity
of the Santals, who is called Maran Buru or Lita, came to them in the guise of a
grandfather and taught them how to brew liquor. After becoming drunk, they were
amorous with each other and slept together. Later, the two humans were ashamed
and made coverings for their bodies with leaves. When they confessed their sexual
act to Maran Buru, he just smiled and said, “It does not matter.” So the first human
couple lived together and had fourteen children, seven boys and seven girls.

1.5 CRITICAL REFLECTIONS ON THE SANTAL
CREATION MYTH

Mircea Eliade’s theory of myth as sacred history is particularly useful in
understanding the significance of this creation myth. Here, a primitive culture uses
story-telling as sacred ritual. The Santal creation myth is ritualistically narrated as
Karam Binti during the Santal Karam festivals by the Karam Guru, usually late at
night and before a group of people gathered around a Karam tree branch that is
planted in the village street. Here, as pointed out by Eliade, the myth serves to
regenerate the people by taking them back magically to primordial time and reuniting
them with their gods and ancestors. When taken symbolically, this creation myth
also has other meanings.  It could mean that an act of creation involves both the
creator and the created. Similarly, the role of Maran Buru is also significant. By
enacting the role of a benign grandfather who teaches the first couple how to brew
rice-beer and to copulate as man and wife, Maran Buru elevates pleasure and
procreation to the sacred level.

1.6 AN OVERVIEW OF TRIBAL FOLKTALE
Like myths, folktales also belong to oral tradition. These may be broadly defined as
legends, fables, fairy tales, tales of giants and saints, of devils and spirits, of husbands
and wives, of master and man, etc. While creation myths belong to sacred history
and are narrated in a ritualistic manner, folktales are generally short and amusing
stories that are narrated in a non-ritualistic manner to children and young adults, to
teach and entertain them.

As mentioned earlier, the scholarly study of tribal oral traditions of India began in
the 1950s with the works of M.B. Emeneau and Verrier Elwin. Emeneau’s research
focused on the tribes of South India while Elwin worked among the Central Indian
and North-East Indian tribes. However, linguistic work among the Santals (or
Santhals) of Eastern India was started by European missionaries (who were often
trained philologists) about a century earlier, in the 1850s. Some of the early
missionaries who contributed to the long process of rendering the Santali language
from oral to written form were J. Phillips, E.L. Puxley, L.O. Skrefsrud, Andrew
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Santal Folk TalesCampbell, C.H. Bompas and P.O. Bodding. In her article, “Translating Identity as
Lexicon: P.O. Bodding and A Santal Dictionary”, Ivy I. Hansdak has emphasized
the contribution of missionaries:

‘….linguistic work in the Santali language was first initiated by
missionaries working among the Santals during the mid-19th century. After
the Santal Hul or Insurrection of 1855-57, ethnographic interest in the
Santals suddenly increased and this led scholars from different fields to
carry out extensive research on their language, customs, traditions, and
social institutions. However, the contribution of missionaries continued
to dominate ethnographic and linguistic research.’ (Hansdak, Ivy Imogene.
“Translating Identity as Lexicon: P.O. Bodding and A Santal Dictionary”.
Performing Identities: Celebrating Indigeneity in the Arts, ed. G.N. Devy
et al. 109 – 118. New Delhi: Routledge, 2015. Print.P.110)

In the early twentieth century, several collections of Santal folklore were published
by missionaries like Campbell, Bompas and Bodding. It may be noted that these
works used the field collection method without any academic research on the folklore
itself. P.O. Bodding’s three-volume collection of folklore, Santal Folk Tales (1925.
1927 and 1929) contained ninety-three folktales arranged in eight groups: i). Stories
about jackals; ii). Stories about women; iii). Humorous tales; iv). Stories referring
to ogres; v). Stories concerning jugis; vi). Stories concerning the souls in human
beings; vii).  Stories about animals born by women; viii). Miscellaneous stories.

In his “Preface” to P.O. Bodding’s Santal Folk Tale; Volume I (1925; reprinted by
Gian Publishing House, New Delhi, 1990), Sten Konow has examined the social
context of these folktales:

“….there cannot be a better or more reliable guide to the mentality of a
strange people than a comprehensive collection of such tales and traditions
which live on the lips and in the hearts. Through them the people is able
to speak to us without the aid of an interpreter, and we have only to listen
and to concentrate our attention on what we hear.” (viii)

He points out that many of these folktales are notable for the prominent role played
by animals, particularly the jackal. In many Santal folktales, the jackal is often
called to arbitrate in disputes between two humans, or between humans and animals,
or between humans and spirits. He is generally seen as a shrewd judge and adviser.
In rare cases, even trees and ponds are called to arbitrate in disputes.

It is suggested by Sten Konow that many of the Santal folktales documented by
P.O. Bodding between 1892 and 1927 reflect the process of Aryanization that Santal
culture was undergoing at the time. They often deal with the problems faced by the
simple tribal people after they came into contact with the outside world. Since the
Santals were not educated in the new legal, administrative and monetary systems
introduced by the British during the nineteenth century, many lost their land and
property to the non-tribal settlers from outside, who came to be known as “Dikus”
(or Dekos). Many also fell into the clutches of Hindu money-lenders called
“Mahajans”. These money-lenders charged very high rates of interest on loans and,
as a result, many Santals were forced into bonded labour to repay their loans. The
folktale that follows is set against this oppressive Mahajani system that was prevalent
in the Santal Parganas region.  It is a humorous tale about a Santal man who manages
to outwit a Hindu money-lender who regularly harassed him over the repayment of
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Oral Narratives a loan. As we shall see, tales of this kind show the subversive use of humour because
they evoke laughter at human folly and make the villain (here the money-lender)
the butt of the joke.

1.7 ‘A MONEY-LENDER AND HIS DEBTOR’ : A
BRIEF INTRODUCTION

The folktale titled “A Money-lender and His Debtor” is an excerpt from P.O.
Bodding’s collection, Santal Folk Tales: Volume I (1925). Let us begin with a
summary of this folktale.

There was a Santal man who owed money to a Hindu money-lender who used to
harass him regularly by scolding him in public. The Santal was afraid of this, so he
started hiding whenever he saw the money-lender coming towards his house. This
went on for some time and the money-lender could not catch the Santal.

The Santal had a wife who also helped him to hide from the money-lender. Now,
this money-lender being a Hindu, he would speak to the Santal’s wife in Bengali,
mixed with some Santali words. She would reply to him in Santali, mixed with
some Bengali words. The region called Santal Parganas was earlier part of Bengal
province. In 1911, Bengal was divided into two – Bengal and Bihar. Santal Parganas
became a district in the new province of Bihar. These folktales were collected by
Bodding during this transitional period, so both Bengali and Hindi would have
been the languages spoken by the diku settlers, while Santali would have been the
language spoken by the Santals. As we shall see, the misunderstanding created by
their clumsy use of two languages becomes a source of laughter for the listeners.

In the month of December, the money-lender came again to the Santal’s house and
asked his wife if he was inside. The woman replied, “He has gone out to play Agla
Pachla (meaning “Back and Forward”). Actually, the man was hiding in the forest
and warming himself at a fire since it was very cold.

The money-lender then saw large quantities of beans growing in the Santal’s garden
and wanted some. Now, the term for beans in Bengali is “sim”, but “sim” means
“hen” in Santali.  So, when the money-lender said in Bengali to the woman, “Sim
amake de” (meaning “Give me those beans”), she thought he wanted her hens and
she started scolding him in Santali. But the money-lender could not understand her.
He then tried to climb up the supporting poles on which the bean-plant grew. This
made the woman furious and she chased him away with a pestle.

Next day, the money-lender came very early and managed to catch the Santal before
he could hide. He asked him what the game of Agla Pachla was and why he went
daily to play it. The Santal replied that it was such a beautiful game that he could
not resist playing it daily. This made the money-lender very curious and he wanted
to learn the game.  The Santal agreed to teach him but asked him to come early next
morning and to keep the matter a secret.

Next morning, when the money-lender arrived, the Santal asked him what he would
pay to learn the game of Agla Pachla. The money-lender offered money and food-
stuff, but the Santal asked for only one thing in payment: he asked that his debt to
the money-lender should be cancelled. This was agreed and the man’s debt was
forthwith cancelled in front of another Santal who acted as a witness, by the symbolic
act of “breaking the straw”. The Santals had symbolic acts for many financial
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Santal Folk Talestransactions. In this folktale, the clearing of the debt was finalized by the symbolic
act of breaking a piece of straw into two pieces and giving one piece to each person.
This was done in front of a witness.

The Santal then took out a small piece of burning firewood from his house and led
the money-lender and the witness towards the forest. On reaching the jungle-corn
threshing-floor, he said that both he and the money-lender must now take off all
their clothes (the witness could remain clothed). Thereupon, both of them took off
all their clothes and the witness was made to sit upon the clothes. It being a very
cold day, the Santal then lit a fire with the jungle-corn straw and they both started
warming themselves at the fire.

The Santal had put a lot of straw into the fire so that it suddenly blazed into great
flames, forcing the Santal and the money-lender to draw back from the fire. After
some time, the fire burnt low again and the money-lender asked the Santal to teach
him the game quickly, so that he could go back to his house.

The Santal then replied that they were actually playing the game at that moment.
He said, “Look, here we are playing, don’t you understand? See, we are moving
forward, and we are also drawing back. This is Back and Forward play. Please be
diligent and learn so that you know it.”

On hearing this, the money-lender realized that he had been tricked and refused to
cancel the Santal’s debt. Then, the witness was called and he supported the Santal’s
story. Finally, the money-lender took the case to the court. The Judge heard both the
sides - the money-lender’s statement and the Santal’s statement, supported by the
witness. At the end, the Judge dismissed the case and gave the money-lender a
sound lecture for his foolishness.

In this way, a clever Santal managed to slip through the net.

1.8 CRITICAL REFLECTIONS ON THE SANTAL
FOLKTALE

This folktale is notable for its use of humour and satire (incidentally, the tale is
placed in the second group titled “Stories about women”). Here, a Santal man
manages to trick a money-lender into cancelling his debt. In the beginning, he is
seen as a poor, weak and cowardly person who hides from the money-lender. His
wife seems more courageous, since she chases away the money-lender when he
tries to take the vegetables growing in their garden. At the same time, she is ignorant
of the Diku language, so she makes the mistake of confusing “beans” for “hens”.
Later, when the man is caught by the money-lender, he decides to fight back in a
devious manner. By promising to teach the money-lender a fictitious game, he gets
his debt cancelled.

This folktale is culturally-rooted with several references to the language and customs
of the Santals. It can be narrated in a lively and dramatic manner, for children as
well as adults. There is also a serious undertone to the folktale, as seen in the bullying
character of the Mahajan/ money-lender. Yet, by the end of the story, the villain
becomes the butt of the joke and is reduced to a ridiculous figure. This reflects the
essence of satire as defined by Abrams & Harpham in A Handbook of Literary
Terms:



14

Oral Narratives Satire can be described as the literary art of diminishing or derogating a
subject by making it ridiculous and evoking towards it attitudes of
amusement, contempt, scorn, or indignation. It differs from the comic in
that comedy evokes laughter mainly as an end in itself, while satire derides;
that is, it uses laughter as a weapon, and against a butt that exists outside
the work itself. That butt could be an individual (in “personal satire”), or
a type of person, a class, an institution, a nation, or even…the entire human
race. (Abrams, M.H. and Geoffrey Galt Harpham, eds. A Handbook of
Literary Terms. New Delhi: Cengage Learning, 2009. Print.P. 272-273)

The subversive use of humour in situations of tension and conflict is a narrative
device found in the oral performances of many oppressed and marginal groups. The
humour defuses the individual’s raw pain and makes the experience of suffering a
shared one. By identifying the money-lender as a villain who threatens not just the
Santal man but also the entire group, the humour becomes subversive. Hence, the
Santal man who is suffering due to the high interest charged by the money-lender
and is afraid of being forced into bonded labour, gains the sympathy of the audience/
listener at the end of the story. The money-lender is ridiculed for his greed, his
gullibility and his lack of knowledge of the Santali language.

1.9  LET US SUM UP
In this humorous folktale, a clever Santal man manages to outwit a money-lender
and get his debt cancelled. The listeners, who understand the context of the story,
can sympathize with the Santal couple and join in the laughter when the money-
lender is defeated.

1.10  GLOSSARY
Thakur-Jiu : the Supreme Being of the Santal

Pilcu Haram and : the first couple in the Santal creation myth
Pilcu Budhi

Maran Buru : the principal spirit of the Santals; also called Lita
sometimes

Diku (Deko) : a derogatory term applied to Hindus of the better class;
does not apply to Dalits and Muslims

Karam Binti : the Santal creation myth

Santal Hul : The Santal Rebellion of 1855-57 against Diku money-
lenders.

Subversive : seeking to undermine or destroy an established order

Transitive : changing from one state or condition to another

1.11   QUESTIONS
1) Describe the five periods in the history of Indian Folklore Studies.

2) What does Ramanujan mean by saying that all cultural performances are “a
transitive series, a “scale of forms” responding to one another, engaged in
continuous and dynamic dialogue relations.”?
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4) Enumerate the main differences between myth and folktale?

5) Comment on the role of Maran Buru in the Santal creation myth.

6) Describe the game of Agla Pachla that was played by the Santal man.

7) Comment on the subversive use of humour in the Santal folktale. Why do
oppressed groups use humour in their tales while referring to the oppressor?

8) Have you heard of any folktale in your own language where humour is used?
Compare it with this tribal folktale.
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2.0 OBJECTIVES
In this unit we will firstly, try and place the Lepchas, a community you are most
likely unfamiliar with; secondly try and understand their ethnic identity and place
them in the larger Indian context; thirdly look at their ethos and then finally, look at
two popular Lepcha folk tales.

2.1 INTRODUCTION
The Lepcha community is a Scheduled Tribe and in accordance with the 1978,
Scheduled Tribes Order, they are to be found primarily in Sikkim, Tripura and West
Bengal. The state of Sikkim has only two tribes, the Bhutias and the Lepchas.
Moreover, the folk tales under study are the Lepcha folktales from Sikkim hence,
the need to locate Sikkim in our literary landscape and to place the Lepchas within
that locale. The Lepchas are considered to be, by far, one of earliest inhabitants of
Sikkim. In a sense, they may be considered the original inhabitants and therefore,
indigenous peoples of Sikkim.

Local stories about the Lepchas hint at the name Lepcha being given to this
community by their Nepali neighbours to mean “nonsense talkers.” It is but obvious
that another community unable to understand their language or their cultural practices
would suggest such monikers. The Lepchas however, call themselves Rong, loosely
translated as “the ravine dwellers”. In the sections that follow we will talk about
the land they inhabit, their history, cultural practices, belief systems, and religion,
amongst other aspects of their ethos.
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Sikkim was an independent monarchy in the Eastern Himalayas placed geo-
politically between Bhutan in the East, Nepal in the West, West Bengal in the South
and Tibet/China to the North.

2.2 SIKKIM: THE HOME STATE OF THE
LEPCHAS

The kingdom of Sikkim enters the political imagination of the British (colonial
India), as well as that of mainland India much later (17th Century onwards), though
mention of Sikkim is said to be found in ancient religious Hindu as well as Buddhist
texts as far back as the 9th Century.

2.2.1 Pre-historic Sikkim

Legend has it that the great Buddhist Tantric Master or Guru Padmasambhava/
Guru Rinpoche (as he is popularly recognized as) blessed the land of the present
day Sikkim while travelling through the region after converting the erstwhile
animistic Bonpo people. The Bonpo practiced a form of animistic religion that was
largely magic related and consisted of the appeasement of evil forces.  These were
like the devil/ other demonic forces and practiced blood and human sacrifices.
They also believed in a sort of divine kingship, whereby, their rulers/ kings were
manifestations of the sky divinity; then there was a body of oracles/ shamans/
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migration into Sikkim was a much later occurrence probably in the 13th century.  It
is believed that a Tibetan Prince from the Minyak House in Kham (Eastern Tibet),
dreamt of a divine revelation instructing him to travel south to Sikkim to seek his
fortunes.

2.2.2 Sikkim: A Brief History

It was only in 1642 that the fifth descendant of Guru Tashi, Phuntsog Namgyal was
crowned as the first Denjong Gyalpo/ Chogyal/ King of the Denjong region. Phuntsog
Namgyal’s coronation was consecrated by three great monks who travelled from
the North, west and the south of Sikkim for his consecration to a little hamlet called
Yuksom in West Sikkim. According to Lepcha lore, Yuksom is derived from a
combination of the Lepcha words – Yukmun (meaning lama/ monk) and Som
(meaning the cardinal number three) and means “the place where the three monks
met”. The Lepchas then converted to Buddhism and Phuntsog Namgyal annexed
the Chumbi Valley, the present-day Darjeeling district of West Bengal and parts of
modern day eastern Nepal. Phuntsog Namgyal settled down in the Chumbi valley
and appointed 12 Kalons (ministers) from amongst the Bhutia community, divided
his kingdom into 12 Dzongs (administrative units). Each administrative unit/ dzong
had a fort meant for the protection of the area. Each dzong was headed by a Dzonga
who were from the Lepcha community. Phuntsog Namgyal was succeeded by his
son, Tensung Namgyal in 1670. Tensung Namgyal’s reign was peaceful and he
moved the capital of Sikkim from Yuksom to Rabdentse. But thereafter, family
politics, ousting of a king with the help of the Bhutanese (a neighbouring kingdom),
saw many skirmishes with the neighbouring kingdoms of Nepal and Bhutan and
loss of territory.  Once the British came to neighbouring India, the history of the
region changed even more. The then Chogyal of Sikkim, Tshudpud Namgyal allied
himself with the British, the common factor being the Gorkha Kingdom of Nepal.
This alliance led many Nepalese attacks on Sikkim, and their ally the British East
India Company retaliated by attacking Nepal resulting in the Anglo-Nepalese War,
which began in 1814. Two treaties later (between the British and Nepal) – the
Sugauli Treaty and the Treaty of Titalia, the war ended in 1817, with Nepal returning
the annexed territory to Sikkim.

The British had various reasons for allying with Sikkim, the Gorkha forces of Nepal
needed to be kept in check; they needed a trade route to Tibet; they needed to quell
Russian influence in Tibet. However, this alliance was to be disturbed by internal
issues that began sometime in 1825 and led to the cessation of Darjeeling to the
British in 1835. A British mission led by Arthur Campbell to Tibet in 1849 was
detained by the Chogyal of Sikkim leading to annexation of the entire district of
Darjeeling and the Terai region by the British in 1861. The Treaty of Tumlong
made Sikkim a de facto protectorate of the British in 1861. The kingdom of Sikkim
continued to exist and the later Chogyals tried to modernize Sikkim. (Amidst political
intervention by the British, Sikkim lost its sovereignty and it was only in 1918, that
Sikkim’s independence in all domestic affairs was restored, and in the next decade
the kingdom embarked on a policy to end social ills, outlawing gambling, child
labour, and indentured service).

2.2.3 Post Independence Sikkim

Once India gained independence from Britain in 1947, the guarantees and privileges
Sikkim enjoyed were transferred to the Indian government. Sikkim conducted a
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popular vote to join the Indian Union but the vote failed and the Indian Prime
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru agreed to a special protectorate status for Sikkim.
Sikkim’s external defense, diplomacy and communication were controlled by India.
A state council was established in 1953 to allow for a constitutional government for
the Chogyal. The then ruler of Sikkim Tashi Namgyal died in 1963, following which
the last hereditary king the Chogyal Palden Thondup Namgyal ascended the throne
of Sikkim.

In the meanwhile, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, the Indian Prime Minister who had
carefully preserved the status of Sikkim as an independent protectorate (Article
371 F) died the following year, and the next Prime Minister Mrs Indira Gandhi had
a different attitude towards Sikkim. In the early 1970s, the anti-monarchy Sikkim
National Congress Party demanded fresh elections and greater representation for
the Nepalese. By 1973, riots broke out as the anti–monarchy party grew bolder in
their demands. These riots led to a formal request for protection from India. India
was quick to act on this request as India worried about Sikkim taking the help of
China. The government of India appointed a Chief administrator, Mr. B. S. Das,
who effectively wrested control of the country away from the Chogyal. In theory,
the practice of independent protectorate was sustained till 1973. The elected Kazi
(Prime Minister, Lhendup Dorji) was elected by Ministers who were opposed to the
Monarchy, when tensions ran high between the Chogyal, Kazi Lhendup Dorji and
the Council of Ministers. Kazi Lhendup Dorji finally sought statehood for Sikkim.

2.2.4 Modern Sikkim

On the 14th of April 1975, after a referendum Sikkim, a hitherto independent kingdom,
voted to merge with the Union of India. Sikkim became the 22nd state of the Indian
Union on 26th April 1975. The event got recognition officially on the 16th of May
1975. Kazi Lhendup Dorji was the first Chief Minister of the then newest state of
the Indian Union – Sikkim. Thereafter, the position of the Chogyal was abolished
and monarchy for this little Himalyan Kingdom ended in 1975.

In 1979 Nar Bahadur Bhandari was elected the Chief Minister of Sikkim and he
continued to win the elections till 1994, wherein Pawan Kumar Chamling became
the Chief Minister of Sikkim. Pawan Kumar Chamling continues to be the Chief
Minister of Sikkim till date. More recently (2002) Sikkim has been included as the
“only brother of the Seven Sisters of the North East”. Having placed Sikkim firmly,
let us now take a look at the inhabitants of Sikkim particularly the Lepchas.

2.3 LOCATING THE LEPCHAS
Sikkim is said to have been inhabited by three tribes – the Naong, the Chang and
the Mon in pre-historic times. The Lepchas are said to have absorbed them
completely when they migrated to this area much later. As with most ancient
communities, the Lepchas and their origin is shrouded in mystery for the simple
reason that this was a pre-literate culture that was not documented until many
centuries later. The state government website has a brief history of the Lepchas and
they conjecture that the Lepchas belonged to the Naga clans from the Mikir, Garo
and Khasi hills of the North Eastern region of India, south of the Brahmaputra
valley. Other stories tell of their origins on the borders of Tibet and Burma, yet,
they opine that they came from the East.
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The Lepchas are a peace- loving people, deeply religious and shy. They lived close
to nature and have a very rich body of knowledge of indigenous herbs and medicinal
plants. They practiced shifting cultivation/ Jhum/ Slash and Burn cultivation and
raised grains like maize and millets.

The Lepchas are of Mongoloid stock, and some anthropologists trace their origins
to Mongolia or Tibet. However, the people themselves have no traditions of past
migrations and place the home of their ancestors (Mayel) near Mt. Kanchenjunga.
The early history of the Lepchas is obscure, their isolation no doubt limiting contacts
with the outside world.

2.4 FOLK TALES
Before we begin talking about folk tales, and Lepcha folktales in particular, it would
be pertinent for us to understand the whole body of works that constitutes folklore
and the importance of folklore or even folktales in our lives and in literature. Folklore
in a sense would encompass the vast body of traditions dealing with indigenous
people, their ethnic identities, their socio-cultural practices, their music, their songs,
their oral tales, their traditional practices, their knowledge of the flora and fauna,
their handicraft, their weaving and pottery, their art and everything else. Folktales
are but a part of their lives, and were usually in the oral tradition but have been
documented over the years for fear of being lost altogether.

As is common with older cultures, the oral tradition is a very rich and developed
one. Needless to say, the Lepchas of Sikkim and the neighbouring state of West
Bengal and slightly further away Tripura, have a rich body of oral narratives that is
now being documented.  These folktales, legends and myths may be treated as
alternative histories.  As such, older cultures often suffer from a lack of documented
histories, and other archaeological evidences.  This does not imply that they lack a
history; hence, the importance of myths, legends, proverbs, songs, and rituals such
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as rites of passage in understanding such cultures and their literature.  The Lepchas
as mentioned in the earlier section now have a well defined script and have begun
using their script to write literature narratives. Some of their folktales have been
gathered and faithfully translated and transcribed, or translated or even trans-created
in English.

Folk Tales may be explained as a way of understanding the cosmos, explaining
natural phenomenon, glorifying a heroic figure, and a folk tale collection may
typically contain tales of valour, trickster tales, fables and pourquoi (the “why”tales),
tales to teach right from wrong, but it needs to be remembered that these were all
part of an oral tradition.

In the next section, we shall look at the Lepcha myths of origin, some of the important
myths running across many ancient cultures globally.

2.5 THE LEPCHA FOLKTALES
There are two major strands of the same creation myth collected and documented
by two different sources and in this section we shall look at both. Let us examine
the origin myth recorded by George Kotturan in his book, Folktales of Sikkim first
published in 1976, and titled, “The Lepcha Story of Creation”.

2.5.1 Summary of the Lepcha Story of Creation – George
Koutturan

As all folktales go, this is a simple story of the Lepcha God called Rom, who created
the earth, rivers, mountains, lakes, plants, animals and birds and

… the mighty Kangchenjunga, the snow-clad peak of the Himalayas.

The Lepcha God Rom then goes on to create Phadong Thing/ Most Powerful/ the
first man out of a ball of snow from the top of the Kangchenjunga, with his right
hand and Najyonguyu/ Ever Fortunate/ the first woman out of a second ball of snow
with his left hand. This couple is believed by the Lepchas to be the first parents of
the Lepcha people. Since the God Rom had created these two, he decreed that they
live like brother and sister and warned that if they were to disobey him, he would
curse them out to live in misery on earth. Having said that, the God Rom, places
Phadong Thing on top of the mountain Tangsen – Nareemchya, and Najyonguyu at
the base of the Nagona– Tharath mountain.

Yet, as fate would have it, once the first man and woman grew up, loneliness and
the desire to be with another human beings compelled Najyonguyu to think of
meeting her brother. So, she started building a secret staircase to the top of the
mountain where her brother lived. Soon enough, the two began meeting secretly
and they developed a physical relationship with each other. But the God Rom, did
come to hear of this clandestine meeting and he summoned the two of them in his
presence. He berated them and banishes them to the bottom of the mountain as they
had “sinned”. The couple had no choice but to move and relocate, and soon they
had a child. Thinking the boy child to be cursed and “unholy” they abandoned the
boy child in the forest. Over the next seven years this pattern of child birth and
abandonment continued till the eighth child was born and the mother refused to
have him thrown away. Thereafter, they had twenty more children, both sons and
daughters, and these children grew up, married and had children and spread all
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of the Lepcha people.

This is where the George Kotturan version ends.

2.5.2 Summary of the Children of the Snowy Peak – Yishey
Doma

The other creation myth is documented by Yishey Doma in Legends of the Lepchas
Folk Tales from Sikkim, a 2010 publication. Her tale is called Children of the Snowy
Peak.

In this particular folk tale, the creator is a woman / the Mother Creator called Itbu-
moo, (unlike the God Rom in the earlier version). Here the story is much more
stylized, elaborate, and with a proper setting. There is this vast emptiness both on
earth and in the sky and the Mother Creator decides, to create something. She sets
off by creating the Kongchen Kongchlo/ Mt Kanchanjunga, his wives, Samo Gayzong
and Paki Chyu, Mt Kanchanjunga’s brothers’ Pawo Hungree and Bagok Chyu as
well as other mountains or chyu bee. Thereafter she creates the rivers/ roongs, and
the lakes/ daas. Having created thus, she realizes that something is still missing
from her creation and she takes a fresh ball of snow from the Kanchanjunga and
creates the first man Fudongthing/ the most powerful one. Mother creator is still
unsatisfied with her handiwork and decides to give Fudongthing a companion and
she takes a bit of a-yong/ bone marrow and creates the first woman/ Nazong Nyu/
the Ever Fortunate One. Needless to say, the Mother Creator warns them that they
must, “never live together”, (but) “live separately as true brother and sister’. She
then sends Fudongthing to live atop a mountain called Nareng-Nangsheng Chyu
and Nazong Nyu to live by the lake Naho - Nathor Daa, just below the mountain.

Itbu- moo also warned them that if they disobeyed her, she would not
hesitate to send them down to the foothills to live in the realm of misery.

For a while, both Fudongthing and Nazong Nyu kept away from each other, grew
up to be beautiful and handsome, recalled the dire warnings of Itbu- moo and stayed
away from each other and all was right with the world. As long as they behaved
according to Itbu- moo’s wishes, their lives in the realm of the gods were filled with
happiness. But ultimately, they were not content with just this happiness, and failing
to resist temptation, Nazong Nyu began building a golden ladder that would lead
her to Fudongthing. She was successful in her endeavour and the two of them
began meeting secretly at Tarkol- Partam, “a flat piece of meadow land between
the mountain and the lake”.  Soon, the two celestial beings forgot all about the dire
warnings of Itbu-moo and started living together. Shortly a monster-child was born
to them and they threw the child away in the forest considering the baby to be
“unholy”. This continued for seven years as their monster-babies were abandoned
on “cliffs, crags or caves”.

Eventually Itbu-moo did come to learn about their treachery and the children they
had thrown away. She summoned the two of them and punished them by evicting
them out of the sacred realm and forcing them to live in the foothills of the Kongchen
Kongchlo/ Kanchanjunga, as ordinary human beings to be faced with all the trials
and tribulations as penance for their sins.

Being cast out of the sacred realm they lived at the foothills of the Kanchanjunga as
ordinary mortals and eventually had human children – Nunglenyu / First Human
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boy child; and Kothongfi/ First Human girl child; and Numbomthing/ the second
human boy child; and Numshimnyu/ Second human girl child. Having abandoned
seven children earlier, they could not bear to throw any more of their children away.
Fudongthing and Nazong Nyu decided that the children being innocent had a right
to life. Nazong Nyu realised her past misdeeds and begged Itbu- moo to forgive her
and to bless her family, and so made elaborate preparations for the arrival of Itbu-
moo. She realised that her first children were dirty and so Nazong Nyu hid them in
a cave as she did not wish to present dirty children to the Mother Creator. After the
family was blessed and Itbu- moo left for the sacred realm, Nazong Nyu went in
search of her first born and couldn’t find them.  Once again, she implored the
intervention of Itbu- moo, in finding them. Itbu- moo had changed Nunglenyu and
Kothongfi into “spirit guardians of birth and life of all male and female Lepchas
respectively”.

The second human boy and girl children / Numshimnyu and Numbomthing were
brought up as humans but over the years Nazong Nyu and Fudongthing were not
happy together and began quarreling a lot till such time that Fudongthing finally
left and went far away and built his palace on a “snowy peak seen from Lingthem in
Dzongu, the present day Lepcha reserve in Sikkim”, (Y Doma, p. 5).  Nazong Nyu
was left alone, abandoned by her husband, to manage the affairs of the earth by
herself. Nazong Nyu was naturally very upset and lonely so, she decided to go in
search of Fudongthing and to plead with him to return to her. She left her children
behind and retraced the footsteps of Fudongthing and arrived at the base of the
steep mountain where he had built his abode. Failing to climb to the top by herself
she decided to build a staircase with her necklace and took the help of insects such
as grasshoppers, locusts, daddy long legs, who were supposed to be the monster
children she and Fudongthing had cast out earlier. She asked them to hold the
ladder steady as she climbed but the grasshoppers and the locusts ran away with the
jewels but the daddy long legs stayed behind to help her. This led to the popular
Lepcha belief that grasshoppers and locusts (in the natural world) die much more
quickly than daddy long legs, and that the daddy long legs has long legs as it helped
Nazong Nyu in supporting the ladder as she climbed to the summit.

Though Fudongthing ignored her and did not want to have anything to do with her,
she built her own palace close to his and lived there. The Lepchas still believe that
Fudongthing and Nazong Nyu still live together on the “mountain facing Lingthem
… and “make offerings to the first man and woman” annually (Y Doma, p. 6). In
the meanwhile the children of Fudongthing and Nazong Nyu, who had been blessed
by Itbu – moo and thereby saved, grew up, got married and had children of their
own. “They christened their land Mayel Lyang,” and they worked very hard to
“reshape the world into a pleasant land.” As a result of Itbu – moo/ the Mother
Creator being extremely pleased with their hard work, she decided to come down
to earth and bless all her creations by giving each one of them a special gift that
they could ask for. She, however, warns them against making their request.

Hence, groups of animals with several needs and similar requests came to her. In
the general chaos that ensued she noticed a man standing quietly on one side patiently
waiting his turn. By the time all the animals, birds, insects finished with their requests
there was nothing that he could even think of asking for, so even when Itbu- moo/
the Mother Creator asked him what he would like he had nothing to say for himself.
But Itbu- moo/ the Mother Creator was so pleased by the man’s patience that she
personally chose a gift for him which would make him stand out amongst others.
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shall lord it over all creatures – on land, sea and sky. You shall till the

land, populate the wildness and govern and be king of all creation.”
(Y Doma, p. 8)

The Lepcha people believe that humans are superior to all other creatures as a
result of Itbu- moo/ the Mother Creator’s blessings, because of the special gift
given to the patient man by Itbu – moo/ the Mother Creator.

Having summarized both the tales, we shall attempt an analysis of the Lepcha
Creation myths in the next section.

2.6 ANALYSIS OF THE LEPCHA CREATION
MYTH

Creation Myths, according to the Encyclopedia Britannica are also called cosmogonic
myths, and may be looked at as “philosophical and theological elaboration of the
primal myth of creation within a religious community”. The word myth is used
here to encapsulate “the imaginative expression in narrative form of what is
experienced or apprehended as basic reality”, while ‘creation’ talks about the
“beginning of things, whether by the will and act of a transcendent being, by
emanation from some ultimate source, or in any other way”. It is important that we
understand what creation myths (or if we use the term cosmogonic myths) mean.
We shall do that in the next section briefly.

2.6.1 Myths of Origin/Cosmogony?

In this section, we shall look at creation myths and at cosmogony in a little more
detail and try and figure out whether the term creation myth or the term cosmogony
is a better fit for our understanding of Lepcha myths of creation. Cosmogony and
creation myth are often used as synonyms, yet properly speaking, cosmogony may
be a better term to use as cosmogony refers to the origin of the world in a very
neutral fashion. On the other hand, when we talk of creation myths, we are implying
that there is an all powerful creator somewhere and that something/ someone is
being created, which may or may not be true of a large body of myths that too talk
about how a certain world/ race evolved into being rather than as an act of the
creator. Given this demarcation, would you consider these two lepcha myths of
origin or creation myths to be origin myths or cosmogony? Read the definition
again and try and comprehend the subtle distinctions between cosmogony and the
creation myth and then re-visit the two short myths/ folk tales or creation myths
discussed earlier on and draw your own conclusion. Do keep in mind the fact that
cosmogony is largely concerned with the origin of a world order in a different
sense¯in a sense that corroborates the world order. Creation stories / myths talk
about the very act and nature of creation out of some raw material that already
exists. For instance, in our second version (Yishey Doma’s rendering) on the origin
of the Lepchas, the Mother Goddess Itbu- Moo desires to create something to fill
the vast emptiness of the earth and the sky and she begins by creating the mountain
peaks, then the rivers amongst other things, and the narrative continues.

As human beings it is but natural that we wonder about how things came to be, we
have the world of Science that explains things in a scientific, rational manner and
the world of myths that explains phenomenon in a not so scientific a manner. Most
creation myths if, not all, tell of how things came to be, in particular how the world
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came into being. In a sense creation myths are concerned with the validity of the
world as it is rather than of how the world came into being. Hence, it may be safely
said that at the foundation of every culture is an old myth of how the world as we
know it came to be. Especially among older cultures, these myths play a very
profound role in the way people think about, understand and relate to the environment
around them. Though the Lepchas live geographically, spatially and chronologically
separated from the Incas or the Mayas or the Aztecs or even the Australian Aborigines,
all cultures have creation myths that have similar basic elements, such as, the theme
of birth, the notion of a mother and father, a supreme being amongst others.

For instance the Hebrew/ Christian creation myth is a part of the Genesis, Chapter
1-3 and begins thus:

1) In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

2) Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the
deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.(Genesis, Chapter I,
Verse 1)

While Yishey Doma’s narrative begins in the traditional manner of most creation
myths, beginning with a vast emptiness and the Supreme Creator.  In this case the
Mother deciding to create something out of this vast emptiness, the myth takes on
Christian Hebrew overtones as it talks about how the first man Fudongthing/ the
most powerful one was created and how the Mother creator was still unsatisfied
with her handiwork and decided to give Fudongthing a companion. Hence, she
takes a bit of a-yong/ bone marrow and creates the first woman/ Nazong Nyu/ the
Ever Fortunate One, much as God created Adam and then Eve. Once again, the
Christian/ Hebrew overtones influence this rendering of the myth as Fudongthing/
the most powerful one and Nazong Nyu/ the Ever Fortunate One, forgot the warnings
of Itbu- moo  to “never live together”, (but) “live separately as true brother and
sister’ and consummated their relationship. The only difference between this myth
and the Christian/ Hebrew myth being that God had desired Adam and Eve to wed
and procreate unlike in the case of Fudongthing and Nazong Nyu.

If we look at creation myths as cosmogenic myths, then we will realise that in a
sense the two myths we are dealing with appear to be more creation myths. But
when we begin to analyse the meaning of cosmogony we realise that it may make
more sense to refer to them as cosmogony as this broader term encompasses
numerous aspects and elements of what might be considered creation myths. For
instance, all cosmogonic narratives have certain elements in common such as, binary
opposites of ‘darkness’ and ‘light’; ‘heaven’ and ‘earth’; a sense of wonder at events
like the animals and birds talking to each other and to human beings or like building
a ladder from the earth to heaven. So, what is really happening here, is that the
myth/ narrative/ story is actually transcending normal perception and is delving
into the creative imagination of both the teller and the told. Another interesting fact
that needs to be looked at is the creation of the human being/ the first couple of this
‘world’ order. This task is usually accomplished by the gods as human beings are
placed on earth by the gods. In the case of the Lepcha myth of creation, the Mother
Goddess/ Itbu- Moo, creates the first man and woman much like in the Genesis.
What needs to be remembered is that human beings have a certain designated place,
designated because of the sense of duty they have towards their creator or because
of the limitations that are imposed on them by their creator or the nature of their
creation or even because of the special gifts they might have been blessed with or
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beings must live in harmony with nature.

In keeping with the cosmogonic tradition, the act of creating the human being is
usually the final act of creation or the third stage of creation. Looking at our tales/
myths, we will realise that stage one, belongs to the Mother Creator/ Itbu- Moo, as
she is the one who desires to create something and creates the first man/ Fudongthing/
the most powerful one, after having created the mountains and their wives, the
rivers and as a third step the First Man/ Fudongthing/ the most powerful one. She
then creates a companion for him/ Nazong Nyu/ the Ever Fortunate One.

2.7 LET US SUM UP
In this unit we have introduced a new geographical area into your imagination as
we are quite certain that many of us may not know where Sikkim is located. Secondly,
we have met a new race of ancient people – the Lepchas and also the Bhutias.
Thirdly we have looked at Lepcha Folk Tales in brief and then summarised two
tales of creation. We have also examined the nature of the tales and tried to distinguish
between the terms creation myths and cosmogony. Finally, we hope you get a sense
of the different types of people inhabiting our vast country, their customs, their
traditions, their belief systems and their world view or world order. We also hope
that you realise how such tales abound across cultures and are similar at a very
skeletal level.

2.8 QUESTIONS
1) Where are the Lepchas located and how would you place them within the

geographical area of the country?

2) Do you see any differences between the folktales you’ve read or encountered
so far and these two tales?

3) Would you consider these two tales to be creation myths or cosmogony?

2.9  SUGGESTED READINGS
1) Duff, Andrew, Sikkim: Requiem for a Himalayan Kingdom. India: Random

House, 2015.

2) Basnet, Lal, Bahadur, Sikkim: A Short Political History. New Delhi: S Chand
& Co, 1974.

3) Datta- Ray, Sunanda K. Smash and Grab: Annexation of Sikkim. New Delhi:
Tranquebar Press, 2013.

4) Doma, Y. Legends of the Lepchas: Folk Tales from Sikkim. New Delhi:
Tranquebar Press, 2010.
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Infotech Pvt Ltd, 2017.



27

Legend of the Lepchas
(Folk Tales)UNIT 3 FOLK TALES OF MIZORAM

AND MEGHALAYA

Structure

3.0 Objectives
3.1 Introduction
3.2 Mizo Folk Tradition
3.3 “Liandova and Tuaisiala”
3.4 Khasi Folk Tradition
3.5 “The Land of Clouds”
3.6 Let Us Sum Up
3.7 Glossary
3.8 Questions
3.9 Suggested Readings

3.0 OBJECTIVES
We will start with a quick look at the history of the study of folklore and discuss
some of its aspects as also critically interrogate the category of the “folk”. Since the
two folk tales that we have in this unit are from Mizoram and Meghalaya respectively,
we shall go through a brief history of the folk tradition in the two states. We will
subsequently see that the tales bear traces of the socio-cultural lives of the people.
The arrival of Christianity in the North-East of India during the British Rule is also
of paramount importance. How do folk tales negotiate the cultural encounter with
Christianity is a significant area of inquiry.

3.1 INTRODUCTION
Since this is the last unit in the block you must have been already familiar with the
ways in which folk tales can be studied. Nevertheless let us quickly revisit some of
the main premises. What are folk tales? Are they just fantastic stories or do they
have any relation with the world outside and the conditions of their production?

Folklore generally covers the beliefs, myths, legends, knowledge and values of a
society. The term “folklore” was first used in 1846 by W.J. Thomms. It has generally
come to mean the traditional aspects of a culture that belong to the non-literate past
and is considered to be reflective of the culture of the peasantry. However, Vladimir
Propp in his Theory and History of Folklore argues that “folklore had existed before
the emergence of the peasantry”. Thus, it refers to “the entire output of peoples”.  It
was only after societies underwent class formation that folklore began to mean “the
art of the oppressed classes, both peasants and workers, but also of the intermediate
strata that gravitate towards the lower social classes”. With the passage of time,
certain sections of society acquired more privileges than others. These privileged
classes created the prerogative to prioritise certain kinds of knowledge over others.
For example, when writing developed among the ruling classes, the dichotomy
between the written and the oral emerged wherein the written began to be associated
and equated with knowledge. Folklore, on the other hand, has been relegated to the
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and culture with little access to knowledge and civilisation.

Is folklore the same as literature? What differentiates it from the latter? Folklore is
closely connected to and sometimes overlaps with literature. Indeed, one might
argue that folklore in itself is a kind of literature. Vladimir Propp makes an interesting
analogy whereby he likens folklore “not to literature but to language”. He points
out that literary analysis can only “discover the phenomenon and the law of folklore
poetics, but it is unable to explain them”. Unlike literary works folk tales do not
have an author. They are not the sole creation of an individual but capture the
collective consciousness of a people, what Claude Levi-Strauss calls “the collective
dreams” of a culture. Since they travel across regions and are orally transmitted
from generation to generation they grow and change. Thus, folk tales are constantly
shaped and transformed in each retelling. As Ramanujan points out, “every telling
is a retelling”. Propp also highlights the historicity of folklore and claims that even
if it would be very difficult to draw exact parallels between the worlds of folklore
and that of the real social structure, “inherited folklore comes into conflict with the
old social system that created it and denies this system.” Folklore could reflect
social contradictions, sometimes resulting in “hybrid formations”. New religious
ideas are also accommodated through these formations. Propp gives reference to
Marr’s work which shows how the emergence of winged chariots in oral narratives
are indicative of the transference of the religious role of the bird to the horse when
horses were successfully domesticated (Propp, Vladimir. Theory and History of
Folklore. Manchester University Press: 1984.P.11,12)

Raymond Williams highlights how the term “folk” has close association with the
German word “volks” which covered a wide range of old poetry, stories, customs,
songs, dances etc. It may also be pointed out that the idea of the “volks” was
instrumental in the construction of German romantic nationalism. Thus, folklore
played an important role in constructions of the national identity in Europe.

In contrast to this, the history of folklore studies in India starts with the British
Rule. As much as folklore proved to be generative in creating a positive image of
the national self in the European context, it has also been used to differentiate other
cultures. Arjun Appadurai, for instance, points out that in the nineteenth century the
term “lore” was predominantly used to refer to other cultures and was seen as distinct
from elite cultures (Satyanath, T.S. “Problematizing Folklore 150, Janapada 30” in
Indira Goswami and Prakash Pattanaik (eds.). Indian Folklore. B.R. Publishing
Corporation: Delhi, 2001.P. 205). Edward Said’s Orientalism has shown us how
knowledge and power go hand in hand. For the British Empire to justify and further
consolidate its rule it needed to know its subjects. Thus, under the colonial paradigm
the backward, superstitious and “primitive” Asian and African societies were sought
to be understood and ruled by knowing its storehouse of folklore. If orality and the
absence of literacy are some of the essentialising categories that are often used to
define folklore, the non-European, pre-industrial, tribal societies were constructed
as the other to the civilized, European self.

This however does not mean that folkore only constitutes a unidirectional
appropriation of one culture by a more powerful one and that there is no scope for
resistance. In India we can see the flourishing of what has been called a “regionalist
interest” in folklore since the 1960s. New studies have now highlighted how the
colonized often expressed subversive understanding of the power relations in their
renderings of certain tales. For instance, Sadhana Naithani’s recent work on folklore
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attempts to recover native agency by showing how Indian folklore was not always
“ancient, spiritual and traditional” as it was presented by the British but had a kind
of “historical consciousness” through which the natives created narratives capturing
and indicative of their responses to the colonizers. Thus, in her words, the natives
“were carriers of change and growth; as such, they did not possess live traditions so
much as have a live relationship with tradition”. Thus, folklore, far from being
ahistorical and indicative of the lost past can be seen as constantly shaped by the
present in its every retelling.

In the larger context, Jack Zipes highlights how folktales challenge social oppression
by symbolic forms of subversion and protest. The possibility of magical
transformation, which is almost an intricate part of a folktale, becomes a means
through which exploitative social relations could be contested. By representing the
ruthlessness of certain social practices and relations in abstract forms, the magical
and the miraculous empower the weak “to rupture the feudal confines and represent
metaphorically the conscious and unconscious desires of the lower classes to seize
power” (quoted in Handoo 5). A reading of folk tales in terms of larger social
structures and relations brings us to the question of how they reflect reality. I have
already discussed it with reference to Propp’s idea of “hybrid formations”. Folklore
does not directly represent reality. V.P. Anikin talks about folk tales as some kind of
“social allegories”. He sees the class struggle allegorized in the animal tales where
the wolf is often seen as “an oppressor of the people.”

Another point which must be kept in mind while trying to understand the category
of the folk in the Indian context is to see to how myriad traditions flourish and are
often organized in different ways. According to Ramanujan, anthropologists have
widely but loosely used terms like the “Great and Little Traditions” to explain the
complexity of Indian culture. The Great Tradition is Sanskritic and includes the
Vedic texts, the epics, the mythologies of Vedic gods and goddesses whereas the
Little Traditions exist in the regional languages and are concerned with folk
traditions, local customs and gods. However, what is of primary importance is to
note how the two traditions are not exclusive to each other and we often see how
versions of the Sanskritic Tradition are retold in many folk narratives. The epics,
for instance, are supposed to have different versions in different parts of India.
Conversely, many of the local folk narratives have also been retold and interpreted
in terms of the Great Tradition. For example, due to the process of Hinduisation in
the North-East of India many oral narratives are absorbed and assimilated into the
dominant narrative of Hindu gods and goddesses. As Birendranath Datta points
out, the North-East India has been “the meeting ground of the Indo-Mongoloid or
Kirata elements with the Hindu-Aryan resulting in the evolution of a distinctive
North East Indian culture” (Datta, Birendranath. “Changing Functions of Traditional
Narrative: The Case of North East India” in Jawarharlal Handoo (ed.) Folklore in
Modern India. Central Institute of Indian Languages: Mysore, 1998.P.81). Through
such a process of myth-making, many stories are given a Hindu-Aryan orientation
with the Meiteis of Manipur, the Kacharis and Ahoms of Assam, the Jaintias of
Meghalaya and the Tripras of Tripura. Thus, there are exchanges and dialogues
happening across traditions and different regional cultures.

Apart from these Hinduised communities, the North-East India is home to many
tribes and myriad sub-tribes who follow Christianity with some of them still holding
on to their native religions. These tribes speak different languages and dialects
which were given a written form in the Roman script during the nineteenth century
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Protestant missionaries were granted the permission to start the process of
proselytisation in India. Through the course of the nineteenth century they established
their hold in different parts of the North-East. In the Khasi Hills, a Mission Centre
was established at Cherrapunji as early as 1810. Apart from translations of Biblical
stories and the founding of some schools, there was not much progress until 1841.
Christianity reached Mizoram, Nagaland and Manipur in the latter half of the
nineteenth century. The British Empire saw the Christian missionaries as a powerful
tool to tame the “primitive” tribes of the North-East and thereby bring them to
“light” and “civilization.” Such a process of civilizing and converting the tribes
was primarily carried out through the use of modern medicine and education.

Just as Hinduism absorbed and integrated many of the mythological lores of the
region, Christianity also made inroads into tribal communities and brought about
changes with profound implications. However, the interface between Christianity
and native religions should not be seen only in terms of assimilation into and
acculturation by the foreign, dominant religion but also in terms of dialogue,
subversion and resistance. The tales that we have in this unit should be read in this
larger context of tribal societies negotiating with different forms of cultural
encounters. While they share many motifs which occur in folktales across the world,
they are marked by socio-cultural specificities. We should also remember that we
are reading the folktales in their written form. So they come to us mediated through
language, form, cultures and time.

3.2 MIZO FOLK TRADITION
The Mizos, like many other tribes in the North-East of India, got the Roman script
of their language in 1894 through the pioneering efforts of two English missionaries,
J.H. Lorrain and F.W. Savidge. However, it was Lt. Col. Thomas Herbert Lewin,
the Deputy Commissioner of Chittagong Hills, who first put the Mizo language
into the Roman script in his Wild Races of South Eastern India in 1870 and
Progressive Colloquial Exercises in the Lushai Dialect of the Dzo or Kuki Language
in 1874 where he included three popular Mizo folk tales. In 1898, J. Shakespeare’s
came out with his Mizo and Non-Mizo Tales. Apart from these attempts by the
missionaries and colonial officers to collect and publish Mizo folklore, Mrs.
Nuchhungi also published Serkawn Graded Text Book and P.S. Dahrawka’s Mizo
Thawnthu (Mizo Folktales) came out in 1962.

The early period of the Mizo folk tradition, between 1300 and 1450, is constituted
by a variety of chants. Some of these are dirges sung on the occasion of deaths
brought by famine called thruthmum zai, meaning “song sung in one place.” Other
chants include lullabies and war chants of warriors and hunters. Later on songs
which were “celebratory in nature” emerged. Chai zai, for instance, is sung in
celebration of the harvest during the Kut festival. This period was followed by
songs of more complex nature dealing with issues of power and identity.

It is because of this huge collection of songs, Laltluangliana Khiangte points out,
that the Mizos are “justifiably known as a singing tribe”. One peculiarity of the
later folk songs that emerged is that the names of the composers can be identified.
Interestingly, the first known composer of Mizo folk songs is a woman named
Hmuaki. Apart from her, many of the songs are also attributed to other women
poets like Lianchhiari, Saikuti, Darpawngi, Laltheri, Lianrikhumi, Darlenglehi and
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Darmani. The subjects of their songs are varied but many of the songs are about
unrequited and transgressive love. Lianchhiari and Laltheri, daughters of village
chiefs, both fell in love with a commoner and their songs are about how to defy
parental authority and social norms. If the earlier songs were communal in nature,
Khiangte points out that these songs are marked by “individuality and liberty”.
Apart from these women, the Mizo folk tradition also refers to many male composers
like Mangsela, Zakuala, Darchhuma, Lalsuthlaha etc.

When it comes to the depiction of women in the Mizo folktales, Khiangte points
out that Mizo women are celebrated for their beauty. They are depicted as “innocent,
diligent and very beautiful.” Men, on the other hand, are extolled for their “great
potential and strength.” Stories abound in male characters with extraordinary
strength. If there is the story of Mualzavata meaning “the one who clears a hundred
hills and Pangpuielhtliaka who could break a tree with his bare hands, there is also
the tale of Chawnbura who is famous for fighting human raiders. Chawnbura was
treacherously attacked by one of his own men while defending his village against
marauding raiders. When Karhluana, the man who attacked Chawnbura, cried in
regret at the sight of his wounded master who could no longer stand up to the
enemy, the latter instructed him to cut his head and celebrate it with a mithun.
Karhluana did as directed by his master and composed a song of the defeat of his
master. Khiangte points out that the legend of Chawnbura is believed to have
influenced the idea of Mizo heroes preferring death with their own weapons to
getting killed at the enemy’s hands. Apart from these, a lot of the folk tradition
consists of war chants, victory songs, songs celebrating victory over the enemy and
wild animals.

Based on this brief and cursory overview from Khiangte’s introduction to his
collection, we can note the dichotomous projection of male and female ideal in the
Mizo folk tradition. While there are instances where women try to break free from
their restricted world, they are often projected as objects of desire, as prizes to be
won. Men, by contrast, are celebrated for their strength and bravery. In the tribal
world, nature in the form of wild animals or hills or a big tree emerges as something
to be tamed and controlled. Thus, men are concerned with safeguarding basic
existence, protecting villages from raiders or from wild animals. Male heroism is
defined in terms of how they confront these two forces. At the same time, victory is
solemnized with a mithun, a domestic animal particularly useful in the tribal world.

3.3 “LIANDOVA AND TUAISIALA”
As the name tellingly suggests, the tale is centered on the lives of the two orphan
brothers. It is a male-centered tale. In such tales the heroes leave their parental
house and start a physical and metaphorical journey. As Ramanujan points out,
they present, “initiatory scenarios for young men who leave their parental family
and start a family of their own” (Ramanujan A.K.. Folk tales from India: A Selection
of Oral Tales from Twenty-Two Languages. Penguin Books: Kolkatta, 1991. P.xxiv).
It is also representative of the weak and marginalized figures of the brothers
occupying the centre-stage of society by effectively overcoming challenges.

The story starts with the theme of abandonment. With the father dead, the brothers
live with their widowed mother in abject poverty. But when the mother decides to
marry again, the brothers are abandoned and left to their own devices. Indifferent to
the desperate pleas of Liandova, “the selfish woman” follows her own desires and
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are left to the mercy of nature and society.

As with many folktales, the beginning captures disequilibrium in society with its
most important unit, the family, threatened and crumbling down. The tale, however,
highlights how widow remarriage was permissible in Mizo society. At the same
time, such a practice seems to have been considered undesirable thinking that it
disintegrates the family and that the mother is seen as essentially “selfish” and non-
sacrificing. What is left of the family are the two siblings and the rest of the story is
largely about how they revive and restore the threatened familial relations and join
the larger collective society.

Jawahar Handoo points out how many folktales are built on the sibling relations.
They are either about the younger brother rebelling against the older brother who is
seen as an oppressive figure like in Mahabharata or about how sibling relations
can become positive forces to restore peace and harmony to the kingdom like in
Ramayana (Handoo, Jawaharlal.”Introduction: Folklore and Discourse” in
Jawarharlal Handoo and Anna-Leena Siikala (eds.). Folklore and Discourse. Zooni
Publications: Mysore, 1999.P. 6 ,7). In “Liandova and Tuaisiala” the tragic fate of
the siblings is averted by Liandova taking on the dutiful role of the older, protective
brother. It is he, who tells his younger brother,

“Come, Tuaisiala, don’t cry anymore. We have to look for ways of earning
our livelihood, or look for yams to dig for food.”

Suddenly, they are thrown into the law of society where one “earns” one’s livelihood
or work on nature (“look for yams”) for food. Their struggle to “earn” their livelihood
exposes them to a cruel society which only understands profit and loss. Nature does
not yield food but needs to be labored upon by “hired” hands. With Tuaisiala too
young to work, he is considered a liability to be incurred by Liandova’s employers.
So he decides to dig for yams on his own by borrowing the farm implements from
others “in exchange” for which he has to give the larger share of the yam and they
are left with little to eat. What is of particular interest here is the way the process of
exchange seems to define social relations. In showing how human/child labour is
circulated in exchange for minimal food, the tale seems to highlight the exploitative
condition of hired farm labourers. Further, Liandova is thrown out of work on being
caught feeding his younger brother out of his share of food given as payment for his
day’s labour. But Liandova never despairs and follows the basic instinct to survive
which generates a particular ethic of work. However, even as he continues “to look
for work” people do not take him since they know about the extra mouth that they
would have to feed. The supposedly close-knit tribal community does not offer any
safe refuge for the brothers. Thus, disequilibrium is located not only in the family
but the society at large and there is a movement from abandonment by family
members to alienation from society,

“In this way they managed to survive in abject poverty, suffering from
constant hunger pangs, and exploited and despised by the community.”

Denied work on the fields, Liandova sometimes gets to help hunting parties in the
forest. It may be noted that compared to agricultural activities, hunting constitutes
a socially less cohesive activity and the brother’s condition is still marked by
alienation. The work is to be carried out not in the socially integrated space of the
village but in its fringes (outside it?), in the forest. After the hunting, they are given
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only “the bones and the leftovers” which Liandova collect in a basket and keep it
behind their hut. On a day without work, they go “scrounging for food” and end up
sharing “a solitary millet grain”. (overstretched? For hunting is very much a part of
the tribal world)

We should remember that the story of social alienation is contrasted with the brothers’
close bonding and the tale constantly emphasises the nurturing role that Liandova
plays as the older brother. Apart from coming up with means and strategies to survive,
he also teaches Tuaisiala the virtue of faith and hope,

“Don’t worry Tuaisiala, a time will come when our fortunes will be
reversed. The God above is watching over us.”

In the backdrop of the brothers’ struggle is the primarily agricultural Mizo society
where jhoom cultivation allows for different kinds of work to be carried on
simultaneously. For instance, as Liandova is tending to the field he also manages to
insert grains in the “clay pellets” for his catapult which are later used for sowing.
Again, the season for clearing the jhoom allows his swing “by the side of a strategic
footpath” to be used by the farmers on their way up and down the fields. The swing
comforts the wearied farmers and as they rest there Liandova uses their implements
to start his own jhoom cultivation. Over time as the seeds begin to sprout, Liandova
still uses the farm tools of the workers for weeding his little jhoom while the workers
“rested and enjoyed his swing.”

We see that the brothers are making some progress towards becoming productive
members of their community and like many other folktales the hero’s wit and
ingenuity are highlighted. But what is of great significance here is the way the
material conditions that make this change possible are closely integrated with the
story. The seasonal nature of labour in an agricultural society is tapped with
remarkable ingenuity by the hero who strategizes and even manages to mechanize
labour with a rudimentary tool, a catapult. The ethic of work still drives the narrative.
We must also note that the progress made here is not only in Liandova managing to
successfully cultivate but also in how a certain tie develops with the other farmers
which indicates a move towards social integration. The material conditions produce
new social relations, relations which are nevertheless guided by the exchange motif,
for leisure (produced by the swing) is here exchanged for the farm tools.

In fact this motif of exchange will continue. When the snake that the brothers saved
and clothed turned out to be the son of the “Khuavang,” the guardian spirit, it
returns the brothers’ kindness with a series of fortunes starting with the daily meals.
When confronted by the brothers, the guardian spirit turns out to be an “old female”
who explains that the meals are her way to “repay” their kind deed of saving, clothing
and sheltering her child. A lot of things are at work here. First, this marks the
beginning of the reversal of fortunes anticipated in Liandova’s comforting and
prophetic words to his brother (“a time will come when our fortunes will be
reversed”). But this reversal is based on a certain condition, a spiritual economy of
exchange where one earns one’s merit. The magic helper in the form of the “old
female guardian spirit” is not only an agent that reverses their fortunes but also
presents a kind of an alternate family and it is very symbolic that her first act of
magic is to perform the nurturing role of cooking. That the spirit is a female also
seems to underline how it becomes a kind of a substitute for the mother.



34

Oral Narratives The next reversal of fortune comes in the form of the python that the hunting party
kills. If it is Liandova who has been working their way out through hard work and
ingenuity, Tuaisiala’s innocence and spontaneity also unwittingly land them with
huge wealth. Despite Liandova telling him to keep quiet about the log that seemed
to have eyes, and blink and move, Tuaisiala could not resist. Tuaisiala thus alerts
the hunters and they kill the python. Like always, the brothers get the unwanted
parts of the python meat. However, the stomach and intestines which are offered in
humiliation “Take these as it is all that you deserve, and go immediately downstream
as you stink too much” unravel treasures in the form of gongs and precious beads.
Interestingly, the source of this wealth is a famous merchant whom the python had
swallowed along with his goods. The figure of the merchant symbolizes the existence
of trading, a different mode of production in a society closely bound by agriculture,
hunting and rearing of animals. This incident of the destitute brothers landing up
with unexpected treasure symbolizes a kind of redistribution of wealth. That the
brothers keep the new-found wealth a secret may be taken as a tendency to
accumulate wealth.

When the harvesting season comes Liandova, who has no tools to work with, is
directed by the old guardian spirit “to invite the whole village to help out”.
Significantly, it is the women of the village who come out to lend a hand in harvesting
as they could simultaneously chew food for their babies. While the women harvest,
the spirit’s dance makes the field generate inexhaustible yield until Tuaisiala laughs
at her to stop. It is important to note that in closely knit agricultural societies
harvesting is usually a communal affair, a kind of social obligation that the members
recognize and share. Through harvesting, the guardian spirit not only guarantees
them enough grains to last a year but effects a kind of socialization (the villager’s
participation) through which the brothers’ ties to the community are rekindled.

However, it is of interest that despite the treasures that the brothers have, it is said,
“though still very poor, fortune began to gradually smile down on the two of them.”
Beads and gongs are treasures no doubt but since they have not earned it through
hard work they have to hide it and hence their wealth cannot be socially recognized.
This brings us to the brother’s reception and hospitality towards the great chief,
Lersia who comes to the village in the disguise of a leper. Unlike the villagers who
go by appearances and are driven by self-interest, the brothers extend their hospitality
to the chief who had been left alone without knowing his real identity. When the
villagers come to know about this and request Lersia to come to one of their houses
as the brothers are “poor and common people” he proudly announces, “No, it is
fitting that I remain here. We three seem well suited enough.” The brothers’ ennobled
nature earns them the privilege of hosting the great chief as also the invitation to
visit him and the gift of a mithun that he offers in “return” for their hospitality.

By now, you must have already noted the important role that women play starting
from the guardian spirit to the women who help them in harvesting. When the time
comes for Liandova to choose a female mithun from Lersia’s enclosure, he seeks
the advice of a widow who instructs him to choose the smallest mithun. This mithun
is kept, not in the village but in the forest and it gives birth to a calf every month.
Over time, the brothers own a large herd of mithuns and become very rich without
the villagers’ knowledge.

The wealth that they gather and the slow social recognition that the brothers get are
a kind of preparation for Liandova’s marriage which signifies a higher level of
social integration. Even to take part in the competition requires the men of the
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village to perform a ritual of community work. Significantly, it is Tuaichawngi, the
chief’s daughter who is given the right to choose her groom and she defies social
norms in choosing a commoner, Liandova as her husband. Overtaken by anger her
father scolds her, “You could have had your choice of the best, but you chose the
poorest and most common of the lot.” He refuses to scold her and even cuts off
Tuaichawngi’s finger that pointed at Liandova.

Tuaichawngi, like many of the women composers of folk songs, asserts her desires
and does not follow the norms of social hierarchy. The custom of demanding bride-
price seems to constitute the commodification of women but what we see is the
woman herself participating in the payment. She, along with help from her mother,
helps Liandova with the preparation of the necklaces. Bride-price here becomes
the very means through which she can liberate herself. The other condition of
breaking the chief’s cattle enclosure with a herd of mithuns is also ingeniously
carried out not by Liandova but by Tuaisiala. The major role played by Tuaisiala
here also inderlines how the younger brother has also come of age.

The social disequilibrium that the tale starts with is now sought to be resolved with
the happy marriage of Liandova and Tuaichawngi who have a boy child in the third
year of their marriage. This sense of social harmony and the new-found family’s
social standing are emphasized in the couple’s decision to offer “Khuangchawi,” a
traditional public feast offered only by chiefs and important people. However, what
is supposed to be a day of celebration is diluted by the past events. It becomes the
time for retribution which is carried out, not through violence but through a process
of shaming the guilty. First, Tuachawngi brandishes her chopped finger and the
disfigured hand to her father who hangs his head in shame. Secondly, when Liandova
brings out the basket of old bones that had been offered as food by the villagers,
“the crowd shamefacedly left one by one.” When the brothers’ mother also comes
to visit them, she is very well looked after but they refuse to take the food that she
had brought for them and instead packs her some delicacies.  By the end of the tale,
the sources of evil are expunged, the mother dies of remorse, the villagers are made
to realize their fault and the chief who now recognizes the worth of the common
man, is old of age. Despite the sense of fulfillment posited in the end, the brothers’
social integration remains partially unfulfilled. It almost seems as if the social world
that they have to inhabit is basically unsociable. Tuachawngi’s death by drowning
also accentuates this sense of tension in the social fabric.

What is the meaning of Tuachawngi’s death? What has been her role? It must be
recalled that whatever wealth the brother had, the beads and the gongs and even the
herd of mithuns, were not socially recognised until the demand for bride price was
to be paid. The marriage becomes a way of legitimizing their wealth. Without the
social privilege that it afforded the punishment of the wicked would not have taken
place. And since Tuachawngi has given birth to a male child, the purpose of securing
the progeny is also taken care of. The alternate ending that is offered refers to the
presence of a concubine thereby suggesting that Tuachawngi can be substituted by
another woman. Ultimately, it is a tale of brotherhood, of two young brothers growing
into responsible and powerful men of the community. However, unlike the idea of
male heroism signified by the tale of Chawnbura, manhood is defined not through
strength and physical bravery but through the exercise of the mind, fortitude, kindness
and hard work. The incomplete social integration could be read as a sign of the
loosening of close tribal ties with the changing times. “Liandova and Tuaisiala”
thus seems to bear traces of different cultural values.
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The Khasis have not only a rich history of oral narratives but an ever thriving one
that is not only shaped by but also moulds the changing times. They had the tradition
to compose Phawars or rhyming couplets on the occasion of important events. The
Khasi language belongs to the Mon-Khmer group of languages. As in the case of
Mizoram and Nagaland, the Khasi language was given a written form in the Roman
script by Welsh missionaries in the nineteenth century. Thus, the earliest written
collections and records were mostly religious in nature. The New Testament, for
example, was translated into the Khasi language in 1831. Biblical stories, hymns
and fables published in the Khasi language not only continued to dominate the
literary output but also impacted on the faith and imagination of the people who
had received and embraced an alien religion. Christianity had such a strong hold
among the Khasis that B.C. Allen writes, “By the beginning of the century it appeared
to be the most correct thing to become a convert to Christianity” (Talukdar, Das
Sharmila. Khasi Cultural Resistance to Colonialism. Spectrum Publications:
Guwahati, 2004.P. 29). But it was only some decades later, in the late nineteenth
century itself, that some Khasi writers, intellectuals and activists started to challenge
this colonial hegemony by revisiting and resurrecting their native myths, legends
and folklore in literature as well as “a network of social and religious activities”
like community meetings (Esther Syiem 130). This period is often referred to as
signifying some form of a cultural revivalism which sought to counteract the
“influence of Christianity and the missionaries’ monopoly over the intellectual and
cultural affairs” (Misra, Tilottama (ed.). Quoted in Introduction:The Oxford
Anthology of Writings from North-East India: Poetry and Essays. Oxford University
Press: New Delhi, 2011. Introduction, P. xxvii).

In order to understand the significance of the folk tradition in the Khasi society let
us quickly go through some arguments that Esther Syiem makes in her essay, “Social
Identity and the Liminal Character of the Folk” which highlights the close relation
between the tradition of the folk and Khasi identity. She argues that despite the
onslaught of the encounter with colonial culture, “transculturalism, globalization
and transnationalism”, the folk continues to “hibernate” in the Khasi society by
charting out liminal spaces, through “the linguistic stratagem of subterfuge”. Rather
than a loss, this liminality is seen as an advantage, a “vantage point” and not
“indicative of inevitable erasure.

The importance of oral narratives in defining and redefining Khasi identity can be
further discerned from these lines by her,

“… the narratives provide the logistics for an understanding of who the
Khasi is. Their roots are sunk deep into a past that provides a linkage with
the future, re-making or redefining identity in a fluid present, the narratives
are culture specific fraught with the experiences of people who are still
caught between the pull of the present and the call of the past.”

The oral then is seen not just as an unchanging tradition, caught in the past but as a
part of the way of life in Khasi society, the medium through which it confronts and
adapts to changes. As Syiem writes, “Within the Khasi context, the telling is sacred,
a compelling habit that tames reality and shapes destinies”. Khasi identity is
enunciated through the liminal space of the folk preserved “in a critical way”. In
fact, the importance of the spoken word can also be gauged from how the Meghalaya
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state recognizes customary law in cases of property disputes. ( Patricia Mukhim
290)

Another aspect of the society in Meghalaya which is often considered to be its
unique feature is its practice of matriliny. Under such a system, lineage is traced
from the mother’s clan and the youngest daughter, the khatduh is the custodian, not
the owner, of the ancestral and parental property. The khatduh acts as the keeper of
the house by guarding “the sacred ground of ancestral property” where family rituals
are conducted. She is required to look after her parents and her unmarried brothers
and sisters as also when they fall in bad times after marriage. Patricia Mukhim
argues that as much as the khatduh symbolizes a “powerful heiress” to the outside
world she is a “prisoner of gender biases” in that her role is being increasingly
reduced to that of “a titular head” (291). This pre-eminent role that is attributed to
women is also reflected in their myth of origin.

3.5 “THE LAND OF CLOUDS”
“The Land of Clouds” is a narrative mythologizing the origin of the seven sub-
tribes of the Khasis. As part of the Khasi cultural resistance to Christianity, the
Seng Khasi movement which was started in 1899 not only used traditional Khasi
mythology to counter the alien culture but also sought to modernize Khasi religious
philosophy (Datta, Birendranath. “Changing Functions of Traditional Narrative:
The Case of North East India” in Jawarharlal Handoo (ed.) Folklore in Modern
India. Central Institute of Indian Languages: Mysore, 1998.P. 83). The Khasi myth
of origin presents a history of origin different from that offered by the Biblical myth
of creation in the Genesis and hence lends to the regeneration and creation of a
unique Khasi identity.

Central to the Khasi mythology is the penultimate God, U Blei where U stands for
male and Blei for female. As Sujata Miri points out, U Blei signifies how man and
woman are seen as complementing each other in the Khasi worldview. Such
complementariness is however expressed in terms of polarized gender functions
where the domestic realm is left to the women and men are responsible for public
affairs like governance and politics. The practice of matriliny is intended to serve
such a worldview founded on polarized, yet complementary, gender identities.

Like most origin myths, the narrative starts by recounting the idyllic world that U
Blei created with Ramew as the mother earth and her husband, the patron of villages
as the first couple. Unlike the Genesis wherein Eve is created from a rib bone of
Adam, here it is the woman who is given greater importance than man. She is given
a name, Ramew whereas the patron of villages remains nameless and is referred to
as “her husband.” In a remarkable re-reading of the idea of original sin, the couple’s
desire for children is simply taken to be a law of nature, a result of life being “terribly
lonely and monotonous.” Hence, after repeated entreaties their appeal is granted
and U Blei gives them the five elemental forces of nature, the sun, the moon, water,
wind and fire as their children.

It is particularly interesting that the sun which is mostly characterized as male in
many cultures is here a woman, their first daughter. A harmonious division of labour
is seen between the sun and the moon, the only male, who would “go out to replace”
his sister when the latter came home. The moon is also “a little naughty and at
times would sleep in, but nobody minded since he was the darling brother of his
four sisters.” Fire could be a symbol of the hearth, hence her duty is to prepare
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is given to the role and functions of the daughters who carry on their work with
diligence.

Ramew’s further desire to see the beautiful world well-tended is fulfilled by U Blei
and his council agreeing to send down seven of the sixteen clans from heaven “to
populate the wilderness, to rule and govern and be the crown of all creation.” Having
thus blessed the earth with fertility and prosperity, U Blei made a covenant with the
seven clans which required man to live “righteously on earth to earn merit”, to
respect the ways of man and the laws of God. The ties between heaven and earth are
literalised through the golden bridge on top of mount Sohpetbneng. Unlike the Fall
in the Christian tradition, there is no one exact act which could be characterized as
man’s disobedience to god but a host of it, “man first strayed away from god,
indulging in all kinds of evil, framing his own laws, and performing strange rites.”
What is the nature of man’s sin and evil in this tale? How does it relate to the Khasi
worldview? Evil is vaguely seen as constituted by the framing of “his own laws” as
also the performance of  “strange rites.” These “laws” and “rites” are alien to the
laws of God that guide the Khasi society and hence they could be interpreted in
terms of new forces and influences that threaten to disrupt the harmony of the
Khasi culture. These forces could be the arrival of the British and Christianity and
other modern forms of governance or corporate intrusion.

God’s cataclysmic anger is expressed in the monstrous growth of Diengei which
shuts out the sun and plunges the world into darkness: “The perpetual darkness
wrought havoc on earth. Without the warmth of the sun, all was chill and cold. All
crops that man had planted dried up. All forms of plant life were threatened. Man,
hungry and half starved, became vulnerable to wild beasts waiting to prey on him.”
In externalizing social malaise as a kind of natural catastrophe, the Khasi man’s
closeness to nature is highlighted. That the ultimate divide between man and God
would be brought about by the cutting of the tree indicates man’s violation of nature
itself. It is important to note that the Khasis worship a sacred tree, the khnong
which points out not only the importance of nature in the tribal worldview but also
the agricultural basis of the Khasi society ( Sen, Soumen. Social and State Formation
in Khasi-Jaintia Hills. B.R. Publishing Corporation: Delhi, 1985. P.47).

Certain peaks and forests are thus considered to be sacred by the Khasis. In exploring
the centrality of nature in the Khasi worldview, Bengt G. Karlsson starts out by
referring to the clearing of the sacred forest on the Shillong peak in the 1980s. The
Shillong peak, which is regarded as the “Natural Guardian of Khasi land,” is the
source of the nine streams that nurture the land. That the peak had to be cleared
when the village chief leased it out to a contractor for the purpose of logging is seen
as marking an invasion of a way of life. Such a violation of nature, explains the
traditional priest, is a result of the Khasis forgetting their traditional culture. The
disruption of the traditional Khasi way of life is thus understood as the root cause of
contemporary chaos, conflict and “alienation from land.”

The importance that women are given in the socio-economic structure of the Khasi
society can also be seen reflected in the life-sustaining role of the daughter, the sun
which gives light and warmth to mankind. That man’s punishment comes in the
form of darkness also alerts to the metaphorical blindness of the Khasis to their
tradition. Hence, when the panic¯stricken men convene an assembly,
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“Instead of turning inwards to examine his soul, instead of acknowledging
his own faults and going to god with remorse, repentance and regret, he
decided to take matters into his hands once more.”

It is important that during the assembly “all the male representatives” from each
clan participate in it. And it is men who, with their knives and axes, start cutting the
trees down only to be thwarted by its overnight healing. Thus men, more than women,
carry the burden of sin and tradition is seen as more rooted in the female figures. It
is only when Phreit, the wren reveals the secret of the miraculous growth of the tree
in “exchange for the permission to feed freely on their paddy fields” that they are
ultimately successful in “cutting the tree”. Phreit here stands for the originator of
“fresh ideas”, the one who gives them “practical advice”. In other words, unlike the
serpent in Christianity, it is difficult to attribute evil intentions to Phreit, for it is
characterized by its vulnerability, the smallness of its size. Its “curiosity” and concern
for man who “always strode about with such confidence” drive it to intervene and
strike a “deal”. Evil is instead embodied in the tiger that heals the wounds of the
tree in order to perpetuate the darkness for easy preying. The tiger thus presents the
possibility of the annihilation of man. What do we make of Phreit, then? In some
ways it represents a form of temptation where Phreit signifies the promises that
new ideas offer and indeed deliver. Phreit thus poses no apparent harm, in fact it
helps dispel the imminent danger in man’s life, the darkness. However, Phreit is
shrouded in a certain ambiguity, for its bargaining the secret of the tree also results
in the Khasi race being abandoned by God. Phreit’s entry could be read as a reflection
on man’s lack of introspection and his inability to control and “govern” the world
according to the laws of God.

The cutting down of Diengei is symbolic of man’s ultimate act of “treachery” which
severs him forever from the world of Gods,

“The enveloping darkness he sent had failed to open man’s eyes and teach
him repentance. Instead, man had in his own willful way chosen to ignore,
slight and even break the covenant.”

Note the emphasis on “remorse, repentance and regret” that we have already seen
when the decision for cutting Diengei was taken in the assembly. The consequent
punishment that follows is seen as a result of man’s inability to look inwards and
the seven clans, “helpless orphans,” are abandoned by God,

“True, the sun now shone down brightly on the land, the moon too silvered
the nights, but there was a new kind of darkness on earth once the golden
bridge was closed, a darkness that bred all kinds of evil in the minds of
men. The golden age in their lives had just ended.”

The origin myth thus ends in a mood of “loss” and “exile” from the pre-lapsarian
world. One way to understand this loss in the context of the Khasis is to look at it in
terms of the spoken and the written, the traditional and the modern. Man’s disregard
for the convenant symbolizes the Khasis’ divide from the ultimate spoken word,
the words of the God. It could also be taken as symbolic of the kind of changes and
challenges that the Khasi society faced. Thus, in the words of Esther Syiem, for a
Khasi the past “challenges the competence and integrity of a present that has been
dwarfed by its own iniquities, especially with respect to the spoken word…”. Such
a loss has been internalized which in turn drives the Khasis to “articulate about it,
to rationalize it.”  Thus, the very act of narrating and recounting it by generations
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Syiem, indicates “an obligatory sense of setting things right with one’s Maker through
the judicious power of the spoken word.” Even if the sun shines there is a “new
kind of darkness,” capturing the sense of liminality that Syiem finds to be the
hallmark of the folk in the Khasi society.

We can further extend this idea of liminality to see how the tale is similar to but also
very different from the myth of origin in Christianity. While the Christian ideas of
sin and evil, repentance and remorse occur in the tale, they are redefined within the
Khasi context. The figures of mother earth, Ramew and her eldest daughter, the sun
are given central roles in nurturing the earth while it is the men who are mainly
identified as the wrong-doers. This is again very different from the Christian tradition
which identifies the woman, Eve as the weaker one.

At the heart of the tale is its didactic and ethical function of guiding the Khasis
towards the traditional way of life, of reviving Khasi culture. Malinowski argues
that “myth expresses, enhances and codifies belief; it safeguards and enforces
morality; … contains practical rules for the guidance of the mass.” In mythologizing
the passing of a way of life, the tale captures how change is inevitable (Phreit’s
“fresh ideas” are welcomed) but at the same time nostalgia for the past tradition
remains which sets a particular ideal for the people to follow, or at the least, guard
them.

3.6 LET US SUM UP
We have seen that the socio-economic conditions of the Mizo and Khasi societies
are indirectly reflected in the tales. “Liandova and Tuaisiala” is a male-centered
tale chronicling the growth and struggle of the two brothers where female figures
play only secondary roles. Through the brothers’ tale we also get a glimpse of the
agricultural mode of production that formed the backdrop of the Mizo society. The
tale also seems to represent a society in transition, where different markers of status
co-exist. If the dead merchant is symbolized by the beads and gongs, the traditional
marker of status also remains (like the owning of mithuns). “The Land of Clouds”
is a narrative about the origin of the Khasis. If it mirrors the matrilineal structure of
the Khasi society, it also shows how it tries to come to terms with change through
the use of myths.

While the tales give us oblique references to the nature and structure of tribal societies
in the region, they are also important for how these societies try to reinvent
themselves through them and how they remarkably embody change and continuity
in their narratives. Oral narratives are seen as very important sources of history in
societies with no written records, but we have seen that the oral can be actively
used to shape an identity and a world-view. The oral then is not just something
relegated to the past but constitutes a people’s living present.

3.7 GLOSSARY
Orientalism : It is a term used by Edward Said to underline the

processes through which the European institutions have
tried to produce a particular stereotype of the Orient.

Liminality : It denotes an in-between space in which different
cultural encounters can take place. It has been used in



41

Folk Tales of Mizoram and
Meghalaya

post-colonial theory to challenge the absolute polarities
of terms such as “high” and “low”, “black” and “white”
culture. Instead, the emphasis is on the process of
contestation and appropriation.

Acculturation : It is a process of assimilating subordinate cultures within
the dominant culture and its modes of representation.

Transculturalism : It refers to how subordinate communities appropriate
and transform the dominant, metropolitan culture in the
periphery. The term is seen as an improvement over the
reductive implications of “deculturation”. It captures a
sense of reciprocity and negotiation rather than a
complete overhauling of a dominant culture.

3.8 QUESTIONS
1) Can you do a Proppian analysis of the tales?

2) Critically analyse the representation of women in “Liandova and Tuaisiala.”

3) How does the Khasi myth of origin address the challenges of change?

4) Define folklore. Is folklore just a remnant of the past or does it also participate
in the historical process of change?

5) What is the relation between folklore and identity?

6) Do you think that Christianity was received differently in Mizoram and
Meghalaya?
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4.0 OBJECTIVES
This unit will introduce you to the Oraon or Kurukh tribe and their folk songs. The
unit will mainly focus on the kurukh songs and their analysis. These songs are sung
by the Oraons or Kurukh tribe on various occasions such as festivals, birth, marriage
and other routine activities related to agriculture. Songs and dance are a significant
part of the lives of the Oraon or Kurukh tribe.

4.1 INTRODUCTION: ORAONS AND THEIR
MIGRATION

The Oraons or Kurukhs are aboriginals who constitute the largest single ethnic
group among tribes found in the central tribal belt stretching from West Bengal to
Maharashtra, and the third largest tribe in India after the Santhals and the Gonds.

Today the Oraons or Kurukhs have migrated to other parts of India such as Uttar
Pradesh, Assam and Tripura. A large number of Oraons migrated to the North-
Eastern States as Tea garden labourers. Many of them have settled in the Andamans.
A large number of Oraons live in East Dinajpur (Bangladesh and Nepal). Being
hardworking and submissive in nature; they were taken as significant part of the
labour force in Mauritian Sugar Estates and of the West Indies where they were
transported between 1870 and 1890 during the British colonialism. Physical and
linguistic characteristics of Oraons are those of Dravidians that classifies them as
Dravidians anthropologically. One hypothesis holds that Oraons first lived in the
Deccan, South India along with the Tamil, Telegu Malyali and Kannad people who
are all Dravidians. They must have been inhabitants of Karnataka’s Pandya Kingdom
long before the Christian Era. Another hypothesis is that they must have lived in the
Indus Valley 3,500 B.C. years ago. This line of thought supported by the fact that
the excavations conducted at Mohenjodaro on the banks of the river Sindhu and at
Harappa on the River Sutlej have brought to light the Indus Valley Culture to have
been of Dravidians.

There are two hypothesis about the Kurukh migration into Chotanagpur. Sarat
Chandra Roy, P.Dehon and Col. Dalton believe that the Kurukhs might have come
from Konkan in the Deccan. They must have lived in the Pandya kingdom of
Karnataka for decades and following the Western Coast, the Oraons, would have
come to the confluence of the Narmada River. Thereafter, they followed the Narmada
river and proceeded Eastwards. After crossing the Vindhyas they came to the Son



44

Oral Narratives river in the Amarkantak forest ranges. From the Son Valley the Oraons made their
way to the Bihar plateau of Shahabad. They settled and continued to stay there till
800 B.C.

While scholar Mahli Livinuis Tirkey believes that 3500 years B.C. Oraons lived at
Harappa on the banks of the Sutlej. About 1750 B.C they fled the mighty Aryans
reaching Rohtas in Shahabad between 800-900 B.C. is what is today Haryana and
the plains of the Jamuna. The fact that the Oraons are settled in Ajamgarh and
Mirzapur Districts of Uttar Pradesh supports this hypothesis according to Mahli
Libinuis Tirkey.

The Kurukhs lived on the Rohtas plateau in the seventh century B.C. They lived
there peacefully till the attack from the Cheros around 600 B.C who ruled the north-
gangetic plains.They began to harass the Kurukhs. The Kurukhs defeated them
several times but finally they were defeated by the Cheros in about 100 B.C.

In the Oraon legends, it is mentioned that their defeat came because they were
engrossed celebrating the traditional festival of Khaddi or Sarhul. The men were all
drunk when they were attacked by surprise and they were too intoxicated to counter
the attack as a result of which they were massacred. At this hour of crisis the brave
and resourceful Oraon women with the presence of mind took up arms to fight the
Cheros but had to yield to the superior forces of the Cheros. After their defeat the
Oraons fled the South following the Koel River to Chotanagpur.

4.2 THE ORAON FOLKLORE: A SOURCE OF
ENTERTAINMENT

The Oraon folklore is rich and varied with stories, riddles, proverbs, dances and
songs. The lyrics in these folksongs vary with the changing seasons bringing to the
fore the spontaneous expression of their mood. The folk songs of the tribals show
close affinity with natural surroundings including characters of nature, birds, animals
plants as man’s friends. The stories reflect the harmony with nature; they have
learnt to live with nature which often warns them of imminent dangers. Some of the
long stories have songs in between that are supposed to be sung by a bird (dove,
maina or bulbul) cautioning the lone traveller in the forest of the awaited danger or
conveying some important message to him. Most of their stories are simple, ending
with a moral. These stories formed the part of oral literature that was recorded later.

The Oraon folk tales were popular among rural Oraons and were narrated by the
old men and women to their grandchildren, as one would narrate bedtime stories in
cities. Mostly during evenings in summer months, the children would gather around
their grandparents in their homes or in the village to listen to folk tales for hours till
they fell asleep. Most of the stories had morals at the end and were a means to
entertain them as well as inculcate in them good values and attitudes towards life
and relationships.

Riddles were another means of entertainment keeping these tribals occupied during
their leisure time. After working in fields, the Oraons would return home by sunset.
After having an early dinner, they would pass their time asking riddles from each
other. Men and women would sit together and sometimes would have competitions
to out-do one another with these mind-teasers. The most significant role played by
the riddles was of building and strengthening the community. Apart from being a
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tribals with the symbolic form of their language. Oraons are people of deep emotions
and proverbs are the best way to reflect their delicate feelings, cultural manners and
social attitudes. Proverbs are also a means to present their wisdom, a wisdom that
is based on the daily experiences.

For the Oraons, songs and dances formed a major part of their lives. During Summer
and winter months, both young men and women danced and sang in the village
akhra or dancing ground till midnight during important religious festivals. On some
occasion, they danced throughout the day and night. For the dance the young men
and boys are arranged in one line and the older and taller at the other end. The rest
remained in the middle. The girls also followed the same pattern, following the
descending order according to their respective heights. This arrangement is only
followed where the Oraon population is scant. But where the young boys and girls
are large in number they are arranged in two or three rows behind the older boys or
girls. The singing and dancing with their spontaneous rhythmic movements were
reflected in excitement and bliss in their faces. These songs and dances also had a
magical significance attached to them. The following comment supports this:

‘It came to be  believed that by the law of sympathy such dramatic
representation or an imitation would help in some cases in bringing about
the state of things imitated just as it is believed by the Oraons that the
ceremony of dramatic rain-making is sure to be followed by actual rain.
(S.C.Roy, The Oraons of Chotanagpur. Ranchi:Crown Publications, 2004)

Dances and songs bring happiness and prosperity and also help in stimulating the
forces of nature. The Oraons believe that forces of nature once pleased and would
bless them as well as shower them with animals, vegetables and food.

Curt Sachs, a noted authority on tribal dances that accompany the songs, has observed
that for them “it is a means of gaining control over nature”. He calls it “sympathetic
transcreation”, a transcreation that is a holistic combination of physical gestures or
mimes (the dance), the verbal utterances (chant or recitation) and the prescribed
ritual action.

4.3 ORAON SONGS: AN ANALYSIS
The Oraons have songs sung in different events and occasions. The songs for separate
events are different in rhythm and modulation of the voice. They also have a peculiar
vociferation with which a song or a part of the song begins or ends.

By singing, the tribal communities expressed their closeness to the natural world,
to society and life and to the Supreme Being. Singing has always been linked to
life’s celebrations and tragedies. Man expressed his physical needs and his emotions
by singing. All occasions demanded songs appropriate to it. Each celebration had
its songs, dances and rituals. Songs are a significant part of almost every event in
the village such as birth of a child, love, marriage, death, and the activities in which
they take part in every season, hunting or celebration of festivals.

The Oral literature of the tribal people is well structured with the primacy of deep
sense of community and togetherness with nature and cosmos. The Oraon songs
are short and have a repetitive pattern. The Oraon songs are mostly sung during
celebrations in happier times while a number of them are more serious and somber.
They are participatory in nature and the community joins in the songs.
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towards nature, physical labour, truthfulness, simplicity, equality, non-
aggressiveness, non dogmatism, music, collective dance, hunting etc. add character
to their life. Their simple social structure and rich and colourful surroundings of
hills and forests add quality to their existence.

Most of the songs remain the same over a period of time while some have variations
as one moves from one area to another. Whether a group composed the song or a
single artist did it, no one is concerned about it. A remarkable feature of these songs
is that all of them have been anonymously composed. As pointed out in the following
observation.

‘The names of the persons who composed particular songs are not remembered; no
( ) singer may claim proprietary right in his songs. There are no professional singers
amongst the Oraons, though some young singer (paru) here and there sometimes
acquires a local reputation as a perfect singer.’ (Roy, S.C. The Oraons of
Chotanagpur. Ranchi: Crown Publications, 2004).

Oraon men, women and children sing the same songs, with the exception of marriage-
songs that are sung by women and aghan songs which are sung by little girls. The
songs are very simple in matter and form because they are composed by illiterate
oraons.

Most of the tribal have been deprived of elementary education and do not know
how to read or write. As a consequence, their literature has mostly remained unwritten
till the coming of the missionaries.

The songs generally consist of two distinct portions known as the dandi – choda’
(the ‘lifting up’ or beginning of the song and the second portion of the song is
known as the dandi – arga’ or charhaon’ (‘turning the song over’ or ‘raising the
song’)

The use of an onomatopoetic words and phrases expressive of particular sounds
and movements are quite commonly used in the Oraon songs. Similes and metaphors
are also often seen in their songs. The inability of the unlettered Oraon to give
adequate verbal expression to his feelings is sought to be made up for by a continuous
repetition of the first portion of his song. With the repetition of a song, the singers
appear to get more and more enthusiastic. The Oraon songs mostly spring out from
a single thought or emotion. It is either an expression of a simple thought or an
excited feeling of some interesting incident. The joys and sorrows of life, their
appreciation of beauty of nature with bright flowers blooming, the crops ripening
and the luxuriant green herbs of the jungles, the joys of fishing, hunting and reaping
of paddy harvest form the themes of Oraon songs.

The theme of the Oraon songs is varied and relevant to life-events such as birth,
death, marriage, ploughing, sowing and reaping. The experiences of pain, suffering,
joys and sorrows, success and failure, frustration and aspirations are reflected in
the songs. The song can be sung together or may be accompanied by a dance that is
always in a group.

The songs portray the tribe’s deep attachment to life with all its pleasures, ecstasies,
anguishes and tragedies. Life is a gift of the giver and thus a reason to celebrate,
with an inherent feeling of gratitude to its giver. Most of the tribals in Eastern India
are agriculturists and for each stage of the agricultural cycle such as ploughing,
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brings new grains that are not used until offerings are made to the gods with rituals
and celebrations. Following the rituals, men and women begin with the normal
routine.

Many Kurukh songs have no purpose other than enjoyment, while a number of
them have social or religious connotations. In any case, all of them transform the
sordid ordinariness of daily existence into moments of joy and excitement. The
Oraon songs are very simple in nature. They either narrate a story or a tale, or
celebrate life. Many Oraon songs that have a social purpose are symbolic in nature.

The summer months in Chotanagpur give more leisure time to the Oraons than
other seasons because the hot day-time is spent indoors. They have spare time from
the normal agricultural occupations. They occupy themselves in other daily
requirement such as chopping firewood that would be difficult to get in the rainy
season. They also make the fields ready for the next season for the cultivation of the
rice crop. They keep busy leveling the fields, raising embankments, and providing
hedging. Women occupy themselves in knitting mats while chatting and singing at
home giving expression to their feelings. The men and women collect woods in the
jungles or work in the fields while singing songs. In the intense heat of May and
June, the land of the Oraons reverberates with songs.

Think of the following song:
Bariso re kari badaria;
Bariso re pani, kay bilam karay! (Tirkey, Boniface.The Smiling Oraon P.50)
(Bring down rain, O dark clouds!
Bring down rain, don’t wait any longer!)

The song is sung when the dark clouds are seen in the distant horizon. The tribals
know that monsoon is about to break with dark clouds building up. Their joy and
impatience to see the rain clouds is reflected in this song. The livelihood of these
tribals depends wholly on the rain, when they sow paddy crop rice that forms their
staple food and which they sell in order to buy other daily requirements. Good rain
would bring them prosperity while drought would leave them starving.

Tribal history also forms part of Oraon songs. Oraons sing the following song about
their first parents called Bhaiya-Bahin mentioned in their creation myth that discusses
origin of the first human beings:

Bhaiya-bahin urkhor, Koi;
Sira Sita nalenu rahchar.

Kakro – lata erpa, Koi;
Sira Sita nalenu rahchar  (Tirkey, Boniface.The Smiling Oraon P.51)
(Bhaiya – Bahin have come out dear!
They lived in the Sira Sita field!
They lived in a house like a crab hole. (The crab hole probably meant cave-dwelling)
They lived in the Sira Sita field.)

Remembering the story of their sojourn, the Oraons sing the following song during
the celebration of sarhul festival.
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Kahan janam tohar?
Rohitas-Patena mein sirjale manewa;
Nagapure jindagai tohar! (Tirkey, Boniface.The Smiling Oraon P.51)
(Where did you originate, man?
Where were you born?
In Rohtas-Patna did you originate?
In Nagpur you made your home!)

Oraons love celebrations of festivals and social occasions. They wait eagerly to
sing and dance and to make merry. The main festival of this region Sarhul, Karma
and Soharai are celebrated with immense enthusiasm. Sarhul is also known as Khaddi
Parab by the Oraons. Sarhul is a spring festival celebrated for the well-being of the
village and the community. The ‘Pahan’ of the village prays to Darmesh (diety) and
after the rituals sarai flower or flower of the Sal tree is distributed to the villagers.
Songs and dance also form part of the celebration that goes on for days.

In the Karam festival celebrated during the months of August or September a branch
of Karam tree is placed at the Akhara of the village. The Purohit or Pahan worships
the Karam branch followed by the narration of the story of two brothers Karama,
and Dharma. The women pray for the prosperity of their brother, karam branch is
welcomed at the dancing ground with the following song:

Hare Karam barcha, hare karam barcha;
Pellay-jonkhain rejhabacha. Tirkey, Boniface. (The Smiling Oraon P.51)

(O, karam festival is here, karam festival is here;
It has brought joy to the boys and girls.)

Another Karam song is sung in a regretful strain by the girl whose marriage is being
fixed:

Sasrairta Karam luga barcha,
Mal Kuron dada, mala ba: ke chi:ke
Putbari onderar pairi bari chichchar;
Mal kuron dada, mala ba: ke chi: ke(re) (Tirkey, Boniface.The Smiling Oraon P.52)

The karam cloth has come from the in-laws,
I don’t want to wear it O my brother,
please tell them so!
They brought it in the evening, and gave it in the morning
I don’t want to wear it; my brother, please tell them so!

The above song depicts the custom of the Oraons of gifting the would-be daughter-
in-law with a saree on the occasion of karam festival. If the girl refuses to put it on,
she symbolically tells them that she is unhappy with the match and breaks off further
negotiations. The Oraon marriage songs depict simplicity that exists in their culture:

Urkhay to ayang go, eray to ayang go,
Namhai pahiyay heknay ka malinay (ayang go)
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Namhai pahiyay heknay ka malinay (ayang go) Tirkey, Boniface. (The Smiling Oraon
P.52)
(Come out and look, mother dear.
Are they our kin?
They come from the East and enter our house.
Are they our kin?)

This song is sung at the time the relatives of the boy’s family come with marriage
proposal to the girl’s house. When the match-making has just begun with the mediator
from the boy’s family arriving at the house, this song also expresses the excitement
and joy of the prospective bride.

There are other marriage songs that are sung during the marriage. The Oraons have
a custom of welcoming the girl’s relatives at the groom’s house. The ritual is known
as the Koha pahi or the (grand celebration). The mediators precede the girl’s relatives
and this is when the following song is sung.

Haire Agua, haire agua!
Nekhay gusan bisoy agua?

Chiro chilpi poko kichri, maina juro!
Asim gusan bisoy agua (Tirkey, Boniface.The Smiling Oraon P.53)

(O Mediator, O Mediator
To whom will you marry the girl?

The one adorned with hanging earings and dressed in silk, with head gear of maina
feathers.
Will you marry the girl to such a groom?)
In this song the groom appears to be rich and capable of providing well for her.
The marriage songs have a rich variety of emotive content. There is joy, happiness
excitement and pain of separation, all emotions woven in one.
Another marriage song sung by the bride’s friends teases the groom for his miserliness
in giving a saree that is short in length. This song goes as follows:
Koham ekan kania, chote ekan kichri!
Kurage Janam mal bani!
Jhaperage janam mal bani! (Tirkey, Boniface.The Smiling Oraon P.53)

(The bride is tall, but the saree is short,
The saree cannot be draped nor can it cover the bride.
Now redeem your name O groom.
The saree cannot be draped
Nor can it cover the bride.)

Marriage is considered sacred. Oraons express their gratitude to God for making
couples in this song:
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Unim juri alarin ninim kamechkai!
Hullonu nin Dharme juri-panti nanj kai!
Unim juri alarti rajin nindkai! (Tirkey, Boniface.The Smiling Oraon P.54)
In the beginning you made human beings, O God!
You made them as pairs.
In the beginning you made human beings, O God!
But with this man and woman you did fill the world?

Marriage songs are also sung to express sorrow because the bride will go to her-in-
laws leaving the loved ones at home. The mother goes through intense feeling of
pain as the daughter will no longer be staying with her.

This is reflected in the following song
Hare!engdaan bisiyan, hare engdan bisiyan,
Jari Jamgai jila jalpai bisiyan

Juri pellon eren juri jhutia kharkhi,
Hare engda bar: o dara kor: o bese laggi (Tirkey, Boniface.The Smiling Oraon P.54)
(O, I sold my daughter, I married her off.
I sent her to a far off land.
I see her friends and peers and their ornaments tinkling.
It makes me think that my girl will come home again.)

The Oraons live with nature and have great affinity for it
There are several songs that express their closeness with nature while doing their
daily chores.
Jheler-jheper kichrinim kuria,
Injo dhar:a helera:a lagi;
Injo dhara: ge.
Wearing loose and stylish clothes
She goes to catch fish,
Oh! she goes down to catch fish.
Give the translation of this song
The Oraons go to the river to catch fish for their daily consumption.

They also have songs on scenes of natural events. To the Oraon the whole of nature
and the animate world appear as kin to him. He often depicts birds, animals, trees,
rocks and streams with life, feeling and intelligence. The buzzing of bees or chirping
of birds and bellowing of cattle excite the Oraons. They express such emotions in
their songs.

Perewan ukki ra:i:
Mann gahi aggi daranu,
Perewan ukki ra:i:
Chenxo mudai era joh:a lagi,
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A pigeon is sitting
On a tall branch of a tree
While a kite devil is waiting for a chance.
A pigeon keeps sitting.

There are a number of songs revealing the stark realities of life that depict different
anxieties present in their lives. They are not merely social and economical problems
but also personal tragedies such as one-sided love, situations where a lover deserts
his beloved, or a spouse leaves his/her partner. The Oraon songs are apt in revealing
such emotions that remain hidden not very far behind their joyful faces.

Their love for their animals is also depicted in one of the songs. This song is sung in
the local common dialect – sadri that is also used extensively in their songs.

Nadiyka hire-tire gaya moy charalon,
Nirmala gaya kahan gela, ho;
Nirmala gaya kahan gela.
Bagha je lapasae gaya je bambakae,
Bachchru/gaya mor hunkarate awae,ho
Bachchru/gaya mor hunkarate awae.
(By the river I grazed the cow.
Where did my innocent cow go?
The tiger pounces, the cow jumps in fright,
The cow and calf come dashing
The cow and calf come dashing)

This song is sung in the marriage. The image of the song conveys both the actual
conduct of marriage negotiations and the emotions of specific situations. In this
song the girl is symbolized as the calf while the mother is symbolized as the cow.
The tiger symbolizes the mediator who has come for match-making. Thinking about
the painful experience of separation after the marriage was fixed both mother and
daughter have a mixed feeling of grief and fear of separation that was to follow
soon.

This image of separation is again portrayed in the song:
The pigeon, the pigeon
Calls in the hills, the hills.
I have no mother so I cannot sleep.
I have no father so I cannot sleep.

The girl feels lost and lonely in her husband’s house and cannot adjust to the new
household without her parents. Here, the girl is again symbolized as a pigeon that is
commonly found in the surroundings of the Oraons.

In Oroan folksongs the imagery of birds and animals, and diamond are commonly
used for girls because of the qualities of beauty, humility, and docility. One such
song rich with such imageries is sung when the bride is handed over to the groom.

Jawa khete gohom khete ge nayo
Anakera sugawa Lihor – lohor baisae go ayo.
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Ghara kera sugawa lihor-lohor baisae ge ayo.
Gora khete gondli khete
Anakera  maena lihor-lohor baisae ge ayo.
Gora khete, gondli khete
Anakera sugawa/maena lihor-lohor baes ae ge ayo.
Ghara kera Betiya chali gela
Anakera betiya lihor-lohor baisae ge ayo.

(In the corn fields and wheat fields,
Unknown parrots gather.
In the rice field and millet field,
Unknown mainas gather.
In the corn field, in the millet field,
Parrots/maina from other places gather.
The daughter of the house has left us and
The daughter of another unknown family makes her home.)

The song provides a graphic picture describing the girl’s departure from her parent’s
house. The girl is leaving her home to go to stay with the groom in a place that is
strange for her as she has never been to this place ever before. The song conveys a
somber mood at the daughter’s separation with her parents. In his book The Blue
Grove W.C Archer has observed that the Oraon marriage songs did not deal with
love but only with pain of separation. Marriage is viewed in pragmatic terms of loss
and separation which is almost viewed no less than the physical death as far as the
ethos of the moment is concerned. Though the songs have feelings of grief, the love
aspect is never denied. In Oraon culture the marriage is necessary to procreate on
the part of boy and girl apart from their happiness by this union. This also becomes
their duty to help the tribe grow in number.

The Oraon’s way of expressing their emotions and sentiments of love and chivalry
is done in relaxed moments.

The song is sung as follows:
‘gochcho mundur mundur chiro gaddi nindya,
Idnaga pello benjerka bina mala ambon.
(With my repeated shaving
The pit is full.
This year will not pass, before I marry you girl.)
Another song expresses it differently:
Tatkha mannan baki law:a lagi
Suga tainya nedega lagi.
Kala to ko bhaia, pesa ki ondor:a,
Pelloge tainya kama:a chi:a.

(On the mango tree the insect is eating into the mango tree.
The parrots are shedding their feathers.
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Adorn your girl with these feathers.)
The song that follows is that of a lover asking his beloved if she even heard him
sing for her on the hill. See how it treats the issue:
Parta mainya pairkan juri,
Khekhel kiya mendera ka mala re (2)
Mender:a ga mendara juri,
Asim ka malidas ba:dan
(I went to the hilltop and sang, my Beloved.
Did you hear me in the plains?
I did hear the singing,
But I was not sure that it was you.)

In another song a lover asks his beloved to come under a tamarind tree where they
can hide and talk sweet nothings.
The song is as follows:
Tetali Muli nu Juri
gagra – gagra Dheba ra:i re
Amke Tenga sahiya
Amke Tenga Manjar go
Lukai chhipai baat nanot re
(Come to that tamarind tree
Under which there are pots of money
Do not tell anyone my girl
Do not tell the buds
We will hide and talk to each other.)

In next song, the lover asks his beloved to join him in their tribal dance:-
The song is as follows-
Guchai koi Jori
Inde becha kalot
Chep jhari ender Nano
Neen dhar: oi gungu pelo
En dharon kulla koi
Chep jhari Ender Nano.

(Come my girl
We will go to dance the night through,
The rain and the drizzle can’t spoil our mood
Wear the leaf raincoat my girl.
I will hold the umbrella.
The rain and the drizzle
It will not be able to spoil our mood.)
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The song is sung as:
Khel Ninghai khotra juri
Bechage bar: oi ka male re
Bar: a ga bar: on juri
kher chinkho bijo bari

Your mandar (drum) has broken
I will surely come, my girl
When the cock crows early in the morning

The love song or the songs about pre-marital intrigues are very simple. The boy and
the girl want to be in each other’s company while dancing and singing. They want
to meet without the knowledge of the elders. Earlier, these songs were mostly sung
by those boys whose marriage was already fixed with a particular girl. The same
held true for the girl whose marriage was fixed with a boy. Their marriages are
mostly fixed by an agua or mediator. These are some of the simple songs sung
expressing their thoughts and emotions for who they want to marry.

The songs of the Oraons show that all symbols are taken from nature. Objects,
words and gestures are all used symbolically that refer to the social situations such
as the festivals and the life of the community.  The Oraons are energetic and jovial
and this perhaps explains their frequent singing and dancing throughout the year.
An Oraon dislikes being alone and he relishes a happy domestic life with his wife
and children. Markets, marriages and festivals bring them together and are sources
of entertainment and amusement. Their love for ease, recreation, fun and frolic find
expression in the seasonal songs and dances. The unwritten songs inherited from
their ancestors were passed on to generations and are poetic through which they
have expressed their mind and their emotions, dreams, hopes and aspirations in
life. The songs reveal a rich and refined aesthetic sense in the Oraons.

4.4 LET US SUM UP
We have read in this unit the simple way in which oraons or kurukhs interpret life.
They relate with nature as if it was a part of their needs and requirements. Songs
sung on different occasions bring out aspects that are as natural as they are human
and social.

4.5 QUESTIONS
1) The oral literature of the tribals has a deep sense of community. Explain.

2) How do Oraons relate to birds for expressing their own emotions ? Illustrate.
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As the old Kolean has told it

(From Traditions and Institutions of the Santals (1942), translated from L.O.
Skrefsrud’s Santali original, Horkoren Mare Hapramko Reak’ Katha (1887); original
title of text: “Hapramko Reak’ Katha: Kolean Harame Lai Akat’ Leka”.)

Towards the rising of the sun (the East) was the birth of man. At first there was only
water, and under the water was earth. Then Thakur1-Jiu created the beings that live
in water, the crab, the crocodile, the alligator, the raghop boar fish, the sole prawn,
the earthworm, the tortoise and others.

Thereupon Thakur said: “Whom shall I now make? I will make man.” Then he
decided to make two of earth. He had just finished making the two; then when he
was going to give them souls (life) the Day-horse2 came down from above, trampled
them to pieces and left. Thakur became awfully grieved by this.

Then Thakur said: “I will not make them of earth; I will make birds.” Then he made
the two Has Hasil birds3 pulling (the material) off from his breast. He placed then
on his hand; they were looking very beautiful. Thereupon he breathed on them, and
they at once became alive and flew upwards. They moved about flying, but as they
could not find a place to alight anywhere; they thereupon always alighted on Thakur’s
hand. Then the Day-horse came down along the gossamer thread to drink water.
When he was drinking water he spilt some froth of his mouth and left. It floated on
the water; thereby foam was formed on the water.

Thakur then said to the two birds: “Do alight on the froth.” They did so. When they
had alighted they moved about over the whole sea, the froth carrying them along
like a boat. They then implored Thakur: “We are moving about, that is so, but we do
not find any food.”

Then Thakur-Jiu called the alligator. He came. And the alligator said to Thakur:
“Why did you call me, Thakur?” Thakur said to him: “Would you be willing to
bring up earth?” The alligator answered him: “If you tell me to do so, I might bring
it up.” Then having gone down in the water he was working bringing up earth; all
was dissolved.

Thereupon Thakur called the prawn. He came. Having come he said to Thakur”
“Why did you call me, Thakur?” Thakur said to him: “Would you be willing to
bring up earth?” The prawn answered him: “If you tell me to do so, I might bring it
up.” Then he went down in the water; having gone down he worked bringing it up
in his claws; all the earth was dissolved.

Thereupon Thakur called the raghop boar fish4. He came. Having come he said to
Thakur: “Why did you call me, Thakur?” Thakur said to him: “Would you be willing
to bring up earth?” The raghop boar fish answered him: “If you tell me to do so, I

1 Lit. ‘the Lord’.
2 The Sin sadom is mentioned only here and only once. Santals will connect the name with the

sun.
3 Has is the Hindi name for goose or swan; hasil is the female. Other Munda peoples have a

similar story; the Mundas have only one egg, out of which both the first human beings were
hatched.

4 The Santals know a fish called so; this is the Silurus glavis. I know no English name.
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bringing some of it in his mouth and some on his back; all the earth was dissolved.
Since that time the boar fishes have no scales on their bodies.

Thereupon Thakur called the stone-crab. He came. Having come he said to Thakur:
“Why did you call me, Thakur?” Thakur said to him: “Would you be willing to
bring up earth?” The crab answered Thakur: “If you tell me to do so, I might bring
it up.” Then having gone down in the water he worked bringing it up in his claws;
all the earth was dissolved.

Thereupon Thakur called the earthworm. He came. Having come he said to Thakur:
“Why did you call me, Thakur?” Thakur said to him: “Would you be willing to
bring up earth?” The crab answered Thakur: “If you tell me to do so, I might bring
it up, provided the tortoise stands on the water.”

Thereupon Thakur called the tortoise. He came. Having come he said to Thakur:
“Why did you call me, Thakur?” Thakur said to him: “No one is able to bring the
earth up. The earthworm has promised to bring it up, provided you will stand on the
water.” The tortoise answered Thakur: “If you tell me to do so, I might stand. Then
he stood on the water. When he had taken his stand there Thakur chained his four
legs in the four directions. The tortoise became immovably quiet on the water.
Then the earth went down to bring up the earth; he reached the earth. Now he had
put his tail on the back of the tortoise, and with his mouth down below he is eating
earth, and this he brings out on the back of the tortoise. Then it was spread out and
fixed like a hard film. He continued to bring up earth; he brought up enough for the
whole earth.5 Then he stopped.

Thereupon Thakur caused the earth to be harrowed level. By continual harrowing
some was heaped up on the implements; this became mountains. Then when the
earth had been brought up and levelled, the foam that was floating on the surface of
the water stuck to the earth, and as Thakur sowed sirom seed6 on this foam the
sirom plant sprang up first (before all other plants). After this he let the dhubi grass7

be sown and come up; after this the karam tree8, thereupon the tope sarjom, the
labar atnak’, the ladea matkom9, and after this all kinds of vegetation. The earth
became firm. In all places where there was water, there he let sods be put, and in all
places where water was bubbling up, there he let it be closed up by pressing pieces
of rock on it.

Thereupon, having made a nest in a clump of the sirom plants, the birds laid two
eggs. The female bird would sit on the eggs, and the male bird would find and bring
food. Keeping on in this way they hatched the eggs: O mother! Two human beings
were born, one boy and one girl. Then both of them sang:

O dear dear, on the sea,
O dear dear, these two human beings,

5 The foreign influence in the story seems here evident.
6 Sirom is Andropogon muricatus, Retz.
7 The dhubi grass, Cynodon dactylon, Pers.
8 Adina cordifolia, Hook. F & B
9 Sarjom is Shorea robusta, Gaertn.; the prefixed tope is used in the meaning of “cut off” or

“short”; atnak’ is Terminalia tomentosa, W.&A.: labar means “highly coloured”. Matkom is
Bassia latifolia, Roxb.; ladea means “crooked” or “bent”.
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O dear dear, these two human beings,
O dear dear, where are they to be put?

O dear dear, you two please tell him,
O dear dear, the great Thakur Jiu,
O dear dear, the two have been brought into the world,
O dear dear, these two human beings,
O dear dear, where are they to be put?

So they implored Thakur saying: “How shall we two support these two human
beings?” Thakur gave them some cotton and said to them: “Whatever you two eat,
press the juice out of these things and make a place on the cotton wet therewith, and
put this into their mouths to suck.” By sucking and getting food in this way they
grew and commenced to walk. But as they were growing the anxiety of the two
birds increased, viz., where they should put the two when they grew up.

So they besought Thakur, and he said to them: “Do fly round and find a place for
them to stay.” Then they flew towards the setting of the sun; they discovered Hihiri
Pipiri. Having returned they told Thakur of this. He said to them: “Do take them
there.” Then they took them along carrying them on their backs. They put them
down and left them there. What became of Has Hasil, this the ancestors of old have
not told us; therefore we do not know.

The names of these human beings were Haram and Ayo10. Some people call them
Pilcu Haram and Pilcu Budhi11. There in Hihiri Pipiri they grew up eating the grains
of the sumtu bukuc’ grass and the ears of the sama grass12. They had no clothes,
they were both naked; still they felt no shame, and they lived in great peace.

One day Lita13 came to them and said to them: “Where are you, grandchildren?
How are you? I am your grandfather; I have come to pay you a visit. I see you are
well; but there is one great joy that you have not tasted. Do brew beer, it has a very
sweet taste.” Then he taught them to prepare the fermenting stuff. All three went to
the forest. Lita showed them the roots. The two dug up and brought these. When
they had brought them Lita said to Pilcu Budhi: “Now you make the rice wet for
us.” She did so. Having made it wet she pounded it into flour; they jabbed the
“medicine” (fermenting stuff), they squeezed it and kneaded the flour with the
“medicine” juice; having kneaded it into a dough they made balls of it; having
made the balls they put these into a basket together with straw and put it aside.
When next day came, at the time they had made the balls, at the same time they
uncovered them; having done this they threw the straw away and spread (the balls)
out on a winnowing-fan; spread out there the balls became dry, and they put them

10 Haram is the common word for an old or elderly man; ayo means in Santali “mother”, a word
borrowed from an Aryan language.

11 Pilcu haram and Pilcu budhi are the common designations of the first parents. Haram is
explained above; budhi is the common word for an elder, especially married woman; pilcu
means “small, tiny”. Budhi is an Aryan word.

12 The sumtu bukuc’ grass is Eleusine aegyptiaca, Pers., and sama grass is Panicum colonum, L.
13 Lita is said to be the real name of the principal bonga of the Santals, always referred to as

Maran buru, l it., the great mountain. Lita ak’ is  the name for the rainbow.
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pounded them. They boiled the grains and thereupon let it cool; when cooled they
kneaded the fermenting stuff into it; thereupon having assembled all they covered it
up in leaves and kept it there. In five days the fermentation was complete. In the
afternoon they poured water on it. Then Lita said to them: “Now both of you drink
this after first pouring on the ground some to Maran buru. To-morrow I shall come
again and visit you.”

Thereupon they made three leaf-cups and filled these; having done this they poured
on the ground the contents of one in the name of Maran buru; then they drank
themselves. When they were drinking, they commenced to toy amorously; continuing
this they both drank all and also became very drunk. It became night, they lay down
together.

When it became dawn Lita suddenly came. He called out to them: “How is it,
grandchildren, have you got up or not? Do come out.” When they had regained
consciousness they recognized that they were both naked and felt very ashamed;
therefore they answered him: “O grandfather, how can we possibly go out; we are
awfully ashamed; we are both of us naked; last night when we had become drunk
from beer, we had done something bad.”

Lita then said to them: “It does not matter.” And smiling to himself he went away.
To cover their shame Pilcu Haram and Pilcu Budhi made a skirt and a loin-cloth for
themselves of ficus leaves. Now they got children, seven boys and seven girls.
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(From Santal Folk Tales: Vol.1 (1925), documented and translated by P.O. Bodding;
original title of text: “Mohajon ar Khatok”).

Once upon a time, there was a woman, the wife of a man who was owing money to
a money-lender15, who knows how much. In spite of his paying a little now and a
little then, the old debt increased, he was also taking fresh loans; at last he was
unable to pay it off16, and the money-lender was scolding him much. The man was
afraid of this scolding; therefore as soon as he saw the money-lender coming towards
his house, he would hide himself17. The money-lender in this way came two or
three times, and as he did not find the man at home, he asked his wife where he had
gone; but the woman did not tell either18.

Then it happened once in the month of Pus19 that he again went there on the same

14 The original title of this story, given by the Santal narrator, was Dundhi lilhi aimalak ’ katha,
the story of a silly foolish woman. Possibly two stories have been mixed up together one
about a woman who does not understand and cannot speak Bengali or Hindi, and another
about a man who tricked a money-lender. It might be noted that Santals look upon persons
who cannot use other languages than their own as foolish. Living as the Santals do, among
other races, speaking languages of their own, entirely different from Santali, it is an absolute
necessity with them to be able to understand and speak  at least one of these languages, seeing
that very often they have to go to these people for their daily needs. A man who cannot have
intercourse with outsiders is handicapped in life and is naturally looked upon as one of inferior
parts. As a matter of fact, there are very few grown-up Santals who cannot, to some extent,
make use of Bengali or Hindi or some other language used by others who would never think
of learning Santali. Their knowledge of the foreign language is naturally very limited and will
not, except in a few cases, go beyond the ordinary language of everyday village life. This
story is one which the Santals enjoy very much.

15 The common name for a money-lender is mohajon or mahajon, lit. a great man, in these parts,
the first form being the common one (by the Santals pronounced with stress on the first and
last syllables). The word is in common use over northern India. Another name, not quite as
commonly used, is sau, probably also of Aryan origin (perhaps the same word as sadhu). I am
under the impression that this last name was more commonly used formerly. In the Santali
text both words occur. In the translation sau is rendered by banker. Both are used about the
same man.

16 What is told here is of everyday occurrence. The original loan is permitted to run up with
compound interest to several times its original amount. It may have been actually paid off and
more; but as the Santal has no means of controlling this (at least he does not do so, barring a
few exceptional cases) the debt remains. Then a little is added, and finally the result becomes
like what is here stated.

17 Also a very common device to avoid listening to the upbraidings of the great man, and perhaps
also to avoid saying or doing things one might repent of later on.

18 Of daily occurrence. The money-lender will come himself or send his servants, when he has
reached the psychological moment. Up to this time, everything is fair and friendly; from now
on commences the pulling of the net. Not finding the man, he speaks to the wife.

19 Pus, a name received from Bengali or Hindi, is a month corresponding to the last half of
December and the first half of January. The heavy paddy is harvested at this time, and it is the
time when everybody has a little foodstuff, on the threshing-floor or in the house. It is therefore
also the time when the money-lender or people who have given others anything on credit try
to be repaid. In the latter half of Pus the Santals have their Sohrae, a kind of harvest festival,
generally a debauchery of  a very low kind. One of the last days of the Sohrae, a man walks
through the village street beating a branch with dry leaves, to drive the dardaha, the ‘glutton’
away, a symbolic action to tell people that from now on they have to eat measuring the quantity
of rice. The money-lenders or their servants come to the threshing-floors and make them
‘measure out to them’ the largest possible amount of paddy, in repayment of advances and
debts.
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you here or not?” Now the man, as soon as it was morning, did not stay at home22.
So the money-lender again asked the woman: “What has become of so and so?”

“He has gone,” she replied, “to play Back and Forward23.”
“Look here, madam24,” the Hindu25 said, “how is it I never find him?”
“Every day,” she replied, “he goes to play.” What really was happening was that he,
because it was cold, lighted a fire and was warming himself26 there.

The Hindu now saw that their malhan beans27 were bearing fruit; there was an
immense amount of fruit on the bean supports28. So he said: “Frau, der Mann ist
nicht heir; gibe mir einige Bohnen29.”

20 The Hindu is standing in the court-yard’ it would be against propriety for the man to knock;
so he calls out.

21 The Santali text implies that the Hindu calls out the name; this is against the rules of good
behaviour, the name being used only in addressing persons much younger than or inferior to
oneself. The name may be used, provided an honorific title is added, but so is not done here.

22 See above note 4. To avoid the unpleasant meeting, if they cannot hide, they may go away
somewhere, generally on some pretext or other.

23 Agla pacla, lit. ‘foremost backwards’ (both words are of Hindi extraction), on account of this
and similar stories being told among the Santals, is sometimes heard as a jocular name for
moving backwards and forwards. They have no play so called.

24 Manjhi is a title used by ‘foreigners’ addressing a Santal; manjhan is the same, to a Santal
woman.

25 The word of the Santali text, deko, is a name used to signify a person of another race then the
Santals, i.e., Hindus and Mohammedans. Other aboriginals and the so-called semi-hinduized
races (Paharias, Bhuiyas and Doms) are not called so, and Mohammedan are now mostly
styled either as mulsa or jolha, the latter being a Mohammedan  weaver ‘caste’, to which very
many of the Mohammedans living in these parts belong.

26 It is a very common sight in the early mornings of the cold season to see people sitting, alone
or together, over or near to a fire to warm themselves. They do not, like use, attempt to keep
themselves warm by exercise.

27 The bean here mentioned, manhan (Dolichen Lablah, L.) is a runner bean with large broad
pods, very commonly found planted in the court-yards or near the houses of the Santals. The
pods and beans are much relished as curry.

28 To support climbers of the kind here mentioned, the Santals simply take one or more bushes
or small trees and fix in the ground. The climbers run all over the branches.

29 Where in the following German has been used, it is to translate sentences given in what is
meant to be a kind of rustic Bengali. The Santal woman does not understand Bengali; she has
picked up a few words, but is in ignorance as to their proper use and speaks in a way delightful
to the Santals. That happenings like what is here told are quite possible, the writer is able to
testify. Some years ago it happened that a ‘deko’ came through the village street just outside
our compound. There he saw a small goat and offered a Santal woman he saw twelve annas (it
happened so long ago that a price like this would not be out of the ordinary at that time). The
word he used was baro; the woman did not know that this meant twelve, but likely thinking
that it had something to do with the Santal bar (also barea), which means two, she replied that
he might have it for gel, ten annas. Another time a Santal couple came to a market-place,
wishing to sell a goat. A ‘deko’ offered pac sika, five four-annas (Re. 1-4-0). Hearing this the
woman at once protested and said that if the man would give mit taka, one rupee, he should
have the goat. Her husband tried to persuade her that 4-anna pieces were more than one
rupee; but she would not have anything of this ‘deko’ nonsense; would he give one rupee,
well and good, otherwise others might get the goat. The man felt so ashamed that he gave in
to his wife. At the present time most women have learnt enough not to commit such blunders.
Still, of course, as they have to depend on what they can pick up whilst they are not supposed
to have any conversation with ‘deko’ men, it is only natural that they are not very proficient.
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“Bohnen, Frau,” the Hindu said, “gibe einige Bohnen.”

“Oh,” the woman said, “he is ‘hen-hen’ning32. Is it for you, do you think, that we
are keeping hens? Two are all we have, and those two we have kept to have them
for laying eggs, and he is ‘hen-hen’ning! What kind of hen, I wonder, are we going
to give you?”

Now, likely, the Hindu did not understand what the woman was saying, nor was the
woman understanding the Hindu’s language.

The Hindu thereupon tried to climb the supporting pole; but the woman called out:
“O ma, O mother33! This Hindu fellow – I worsted him so far as the hens were
concerned; then you are now, you fellow, climbing the bean poles. He should have
a sound buffeting34, that fellow!”

“Ja, Frau,” the Hindu said, “wenn man aber die Buffel giebt, womit wird man dann
arbeiten konnen?”

The woman then again spoke: “O ma, O mother! This Hindu will not give in. Here,
my girls, bring me the pestle35; I shall buffet him and give him a good beating.”

The Hindu then again said: “Falls Sie die Buffel gebel, Frau, wird es gut sein; alles
wird getilgt werden.”

Then the woman made a start; she took the pestle, raised it high in the air and went
towards the man to strike him. The money-lender then was frightened and ran straight
off; he was very angry, as he went.

The following morning he came at cock-crow, before the man could get away.
When he met him, he said to him: “Look here, you so and so, why don’t you pay me
what you are owing? Are you going to pay me or not? Please tell that. Day after day
I am coming here to you; I don’t find you at home. And when I ask your wife, she
says He has gone to play Back and Forward; therefore you do not find him at home.
And, yesterday, whilst I was plucking a few beans, she came with the pestle and
chased me away. Now what kind of play is it you are occupied with, since you are
going there day after day?”

“You have no idea, banker,” the Santal replied, “what a beautiful play it is; that is
the reason that I go day after day.”

“Look here, governor,” the Hindu said, “would it be possible for me to learn or
not?”

“Of course,” the Santal replied, “Hindus would learn it much more easily even.”

“I say, governor,” the Hindu said, “then teach me also.”

“Well yes,” the Santal replied, “if you will learn, I shall teach you; but mind you,
don’t tell anybody.”

“All right,” he said, “I shall not tell anybody.”

The man then said, “Very well; come to-morrow, early like this; today it has become
full day already, so it will not be possible to-day. To learn, it is necessary to be out
early. Please, come to-morrow early like you did today, then I shall teach you.”
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“Yes, please, come,” the man said, “but remember, don’t tell anybody; otherwise
you will not be able to learn.”

“All right,” the other replied, “I shall certainly not tell.” After having had this talk
they separated.

Then really and truly the following morning very early the Hindu put in an appearance
and called out, “Hallo, so and so, are you at home or not?”

The man answered him, saying that he was there, and as he said this, he came out,
“Let me first go a little aside36,” the man said. He thereupon went out into the
village street and called another man; then he said to the Hindu, “If I teach you the
Back and Forward play, how much will you give then?”

“If you want money, I shall give money,” the Hindu answered, “and if you want
foodstuffs, I shall give you that.”

“Neither money nor foodstuffs do I want,” the Santal said, “whatever debt I have
with you, let me off that; then I shall teach you; otherwise I am not going to do so.”

“All right,” the money-lender said, “then I shall let you off; but mind, teach me all
there is.”

“All right,” the Santal replied, “I shall tell you all there is about it, meaning and
significance. Please then break the straw37 to show you have let me off my debt, and
come along and I shall now at once teach you all and everything; and if I don’t
teach you, here is this man as a witness.”

After having thought the matter over, the Hindu thereupon really broke the straw in
the presence of the witness, to wipe off all debts and obligations, and said: “There
you are, I have let you off. Now please teach me.”

30 The woman uses a wrong form of the verb, but tries to speak Bengali.
31 Here she does not know what word to use and says herel, a Santali word meaning ‘male’ or

‘man’ (corresponding to Norwegian ‘mandfolk’), never used in addressing in Santali.
32 The Hindu says sim, which is his name for this particular bean (in Santali malhan); now in

Santali sim means the domestic cock or hen, and the woman thinks the ‘deko’ wants to take
these and scolds accordingly.

33 Ayo go, a very common interjection or exclamation used to express wonder or astonishment
or pain, lit. means ‘mother, mother’, both words being used in Santali.

34 The Santali word karai means to beat with a club or heavy stick. To get alliteration to show
the misunderstanding of the ‘deko’ ‘buffet’ is used in the translation. Hearing karai the Hindu
is reminded of kara (in Santali kada), which means a buffalo, and follows the idea up.

35 The tok is an implement found in every Santal household. It is a heavy wooden pestle, some
four feet long, with an iron ring in the one (thinner) end, primarily intended for use in husking
rice or other cereals in the ukhur , the wooden mortar.

36 In Santali lit. ‘I must first go towards the court-yard’, the last words being constantly used as
a veiled expression for passing water.

37 The Santals like to make use of symbolic acts to testify to the reality of actions. In connexion
with the sale of moveable property, e.g. of a bullock, they may finish the transaction by giving
a bit of dhubi ghas (Cynodon dactylon, Pers.). The seller takes a piece of cloth over his head,
takes a little of the grass mentioned and ruds it between his flat hands and gives it to the buyer
with both hands. The buyer gives a little back. When no dhubi ghas is available, they may
each take a bit of straw, break it into two, whereupon they give one another one bit and keep
one bit for themselves. This is what is done in the story.
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burning firewood, whereupon he invited both the Hindu and the witness to come
along. Having gone towards the forest, they sat down on a jungle-corn38 threshing
floor39. The Santal now said: “Let all of us put our clothes down here; it does not
matter whether the witness will take off his clothes or not; but we two must take
them off; then only it will do.”

Thereupon both of them took off their clothes, and he made the witness sit down at
the clothes, whilst the two went close to the jungle-corn straw. Now it also was very
cold that day. The Santal then set fire to the straw and said to the other: “I say,
banker, let us warm ourselves a little first; then I shall teach you presently.”

Both of them were warming themselves at the fire, and as the men put quite a lot of
straw into the fire, it suddenly blazed up into great flames, and they had to be quick
and draw back. Again, when it burned low, they drew near to the fire. The Hindu
then said, “Please be quick and teach me ; let this be enough warming ourselves.”

“Look, we are playing, don’t you understand?” the Santal replied, “see, we are
moving forward, and we are also drawing back. This is the back and Forward play.
Please be diligent and learn so that you know it.”

The Hindu then felt exceedingly regretful and said: “No, on account of this play I
am certainly not going to wipe off so much debt of yours. You have played a trick
on me.”

The Santal then said to the witness: “Please, sir, hear and mark exactly what we two
are saying. The Hindu – what did he say a while ago, what is he saying now? Please
hear and mark what he says.”

“Yes,” he said, “I have heard what you have said.” Thereupon they went, each their
way.

The Hindu thereupon brought a suit on account of this debt. When the day fixed
came, he also took along with him the witness. Before the judge the Santal pleaded
in accordance with what they had talked together; and when the witness also deposed
the same, the case was dismissed, and they gave the Hindu a good rating40.

So the story is ended; in this way this man slipped through.

38 Janhe (Paspalum scrobiculatum, L.) is very commonly cultivated on outlying high lands. It is
freely eaten by the Santals, is reported to give a rather intoxicating beer, but is not considered
sufficiently valuable to be seized by the money-lenders. The straw is valueless as fodder, but
is used during the cold season as here described. It is suitable for stuffing mattresses, and is
much used by potters as fuel in their kilns.

39 For threshing jungle corn of sorts, they will plaster a small bit of ground anywhere near the
field, not, however, in such a solid and careful way as when making their ordinary threshing-
floors.

40 The conclusion is, perhaps, not impossible according to Santal, or even Indian, ideas.
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