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BLOCK INTRODUCTION
The block titled ‘Introduction to Tribal Society and Culture’ consists of four
units. Efforts have been to provide accurate information about the various tribal
cultures that we see prevalent in India, ranging from the social systems to the
religious practices as well as their art forms.
Unit 1 is about the ‘Tribal Social Systems’. This unit introduces the geographical
divisions of tribes in India while at the same time highlights the social system,
organization and social structure of tribal community. This unit will help us to
understand the various tribal social systems.
Unit 2 ‘Tribals and Religion’ provides information about the early tribal religion
and the different tribes of India and their form of religion. It also describes the
religious practices of Shamanism and Bongaism while discussing Hinduism as well
as Christianity among the Tribals.
Unit 3 is about ‘Rites of Passage’. It talks about the practice of pregnancy, Child
Birth Rites among the different tribal group of India. It also provides information in
regards to the practice followed during the puberty and initiation Rites. Marriage and
death which is a common phenomenon the world over has also been described in this
unit but with particular reference to the marriage and funeral rites among the tribal
population.
Unit 4 is about the ‘Tribals Languages, Art and Culture’. Language, art and
culture cuts across all groups. This unit deals with the particular tribal language, art
and culture prevalent among the tribal population of India. Hence, it traces the origin
of the tribes’ in India while understanding the different tribal languages. It also
provides an insight to the tribal culture that has been a part of the Indian society and
traces the growth and development of tribal art.
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1.0 OBJECTIVES
After reading this unit you should be able to:
 understand the definition of religion;
 differentiate between the various forms of religion and
 explain the different tribes and their religious beliefs.

1.1 INTRODUCTION
Religion serves a central and crucial function in society, supporting what has been
variously called social integration, social solidarity and social cohesion. Religion is
an all pervading supernatural phenomenon in man’s life.
Johnstone (1975) defines religion as, “a system of beliefs and practices by which a
group of people interprets and responds to what they feel is supernatural and sacred”.
Religion is the human response to the apprehension of something, or power, which is
supernatural and supersensory. It is the expression of the manner and type of
adjustment effected by people with their conception of the supernatural. Religion had
been regarded as a product of civilization. Religion is derived from the Latin word
rel (l) igio, which itself is derived from either the root leg, which means ‘to gather,
count or observe’, or from the root lig- which means ‘to bind’. All religions consist
of a mental attitude regarding the supernatural. The most widespread manifestation
of this attitude is in the shape of beliefs and rituals. All religions, primitive and
modern, have this base of beliefs and rituals. Rituals consist in the observance,
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according to a prescribed manner, of certain actions designed to establish liaison
between the performing individual and the supernatural power or powers. Beliefs are
a charter for the rituals. These beliefs ensure that the rituals will be observed.
According to functionalists, the function of religion is the contribution it makes to
meeting functional requisites such as social solidarity. Durkheim, a functionalist
defines religion as “a unified system of beliefs and practices related to sacred things,
that is to say things set apart and forbidden”. Malinowski, another functionalist sees
religion as reinforcing social norms and values and promoting social solidarity by
dealing with situations of emotional stress which threaten the stability of society.
Marx on the other hand, sees religion as an illusion which eases the pain produced by
exploitation and oppression. In Marx’s words, ‘Religion is the sign of the oppressed
creature, the sentiment of a heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. It is
the opium of the people’. From a Marxian viewpoint, religion does not simply
cushion the effects of oppression; it is also an instrument of that oppression. It acts as
a mechanism of social control, maintaining the existing system of exploitation and
reinforcing class relationships.

1.2 EARLY TRIBAL RELIGION
The earliest anthropological theory about primitive (tribal) religion, seeking to trace
its origin and explain it, was given by Tylor. According to Tylor, primitive man had
certain experiences; in his dreams he engaged in various types of activities even
while he is sleeping; he met his dead ancestors in dreams and had hallucinatory
experiences about them, and other beings while he was awake; he heard the echoes
of his own voice; he saw his own reflection in ponds , pools and rivers ; and he failed
to disentangle himself from his shadow .There must have been some unseen thing in
him which must have escaped, unseen making him dead. It was thus that the belief in
such an unseen thing, or power which kept people alive when it was in them, and
made them dead when it left their bodies, emerged. Such a thing or power is called
‘soul’. Tylor says, primitive man must have thought there must be two souls in a
human being; a free soul which could go out of him and have experiences, and a
body soul which if it left the body resulted in its death. Primitive man must have
come to the conclusion that when the body soul left the body permanently, the person
concerned died; and his soul became a ghost or spirit. This belief in the soul is called
Animism.
Check Your Progress I
Note: Use the space provided for your answer.
1) Define Animism. Explain it in your own words.
..................................................................................................................................
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Tribal religion, however, includes much more than animism. There is, for instance,
the belief in a ‘High-God’. The High-God is a personal deity, separate from and
altogether superior to, all other deities and spirits, the master and often maker of the
universe and of men, the creator and guardian of the moral code, master over life and
death, himself benevolent and immutable. In most tribal religions of India, the HighGod is today regarded as an otiose deity, that is, he is invoked, but rarely
worshipped. He has become a distant deity who leaves the world and men at the
mercy of the minor deities, the spirits and demons. Any primitive tribes have special
rites of veneration for their ancestors, on the occasion of a death, or on certain feasts.
All primitive tribes are convinced of the survival of the human soul after death. They
may believe even in a plurality of souls: the shadow, the life-spirit, the ego. Each
soul has its own fate after death. The belief in the transmigration and re-incarnation
of soul is fairly widespread. Many tribes assume that the future life is determined by
the good or bad .The tribals have developed a largely magical world outlook. They
believe that the whole world and every individual life are mainly governed and
directed by superhuman powers, personal and impersonal. But they also maintain
that these superhuman powers can effectively be influenced and controlled by means
of magic and exorcism. In particular, the cure of diseases is in the hands of magicians
who by their divination or while in trance indicate the nature of the disease, its
natural and supernatural cause and means and rites by which a cure can be achieved.
The tribals are well aware of the fact that some diseases have natural causes and can
be cured by natural remedies of which they know quite a lot. But they suspect that
many cases of sickness or accidents are caused by supernatural agencies. The tribals
also believe in the existence of many evil spirits which have never been human
beings. There are also spirits animating trees, rocks, rivers and springs, hills and
mountains. They may harm a human being if they feel offended or if offerings due to
them have not been fulfilled. If a person falls sick or has a misfortune, the tribals
consult diviners, exorcists, and magicians to discover what deity or spirit has been
offended and how to appease it. Black magic is frequently responsible for much
sickness or misfortune among the villagers. Black magic can be counteracted,
however, by white magic.

1.3 TRIBES OF INDIA AND RELIGION
Tribes of Western India
The Bhil are one of the largest tribes of Western India, living in parts of Rajasthan,
Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Bhils and Maharashtra. Many Bhil are hinduised. There is
a myth of descent from a tiger ancestor. The Jhabua Bhil and others believe in
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Bhagavan or Bholo Iswor, who is a personal supreme god. They also believe in
minor deities who have shrines on hills or under trees. Worship of Bhagavan is at the
settlement’s central sanctuary. There is a human-oriented cult of the dead, whose
main ritual is called Nukto and is practised in front of the dead person’s house.
Nukto purifies the spirit of the dead and unites it with Bhagavan. Gothriz Purvez is
the collective ancestor. The concept of a spirit rider is important in Nukto and
Gothriz.
Purvez accompanies the spirit on part of its journey to the afterworld.

Tribes of North-East India
The hill people of the North East from the distant past up to the time of their
conversion to Christianing had a certain concept of religion. They believed in some
spirit or powerful being which had its natural objects like stone, river, tree, mountain
peak etc. They believed that there were many spirits benevolent as well as evil which
influenced the life of man. These spirits had to be kept happy by sacrifice. In every
village, there were priests who were conversant with process of offering sacrifices.
The hill men also worshipped a Supreme God who enjoyed the highest position.
Next to God there were quite a large number of spirits and demons which deserved to
be worshipped. These spirits are demigods and were thought to reside or haunt
particular localities: village, river, stone, forest, mountain tops and so on and so
forth. In one word, the tribal people may aptly be called animists. They also
worshipped the ancestors and offered sacrifices to please the soul of the dead. Across
the golden heights of Assam and NEFA (North-East Frontier Agency), most of the
Eastern Indian tribal people have their own tribal god and goddesses and have deep
respect for other faiths. Nearly, all the tribal people believe in the existence of spirits
that move nature and guide human actions. They give different names to them and
worship them in their own distinct way. The priests occupy a very important position
in the tribal society. No ceremonies are performed without them. Annual sacrifices
are popular with the people in the hills. According to their beliefs, gods have to be
worshipped with their favorite animals.
The Khasi tribe of Meghalaya believes in the Supreme Being, but their religious rites
and ceremonies are directed more to the appeasement of the numerous spirits by
which they are surrounded, and also to keep their ancestral spirits pleased by prayers
and offerings. The spirits of the hills and rivers also receive their due share in the
form of animal or bird sacrifices. The Khasis are supposed to be great believers in
augury and divination by means of broken eggs or an examination of the entrails of
birds and animals offered in sacrifice. With the spread of Christianity and of modern
education, these customs have tended to disappear. It is interesting to note that the
Khasis had priests (Lyngdoh) only for the performance of worship for communal
welfare. The other rites were mostly conducted by elders who had the necessary
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knowledge. Such rites were connected with birth, marriage and death, and used to be
strictly performed in earlier times. In every case, when a Khasi was faced by a crisis
of one kind or another, he did not dare to depend on his own judgement, but sought
the guidance of superior, unseen powers who spoke to him through the dumb
language of omens and signs. One thing, however, should be very clearly borne in
mind, and this is true not only of the Khasis but of the others as well and that the
tribal people of India live in constant dread of evil spirits which inhabit the world
around them. This view does not seem to be wholly true. If one observes carefully
the life of these people, one realizes that there is enough joy left in their lives which
the fear of spirits has never been able to quench. They resort to augury and magical
practices only when they are hard pressed in life. And even then, they sometimes
conform to established custom, not because they believe in it, but because this is
what is done by everyone else under similar circumstances.
The Naga tribes live in the mountains of North-East India. They believe in an
earthquake god who created the earth out of the waters by earthquakes. The sons of
this god now watch over mankind and punish those who do wrong. Other deities
without name or form live in the mountains, forests, rivers, and lakes, who need
placating as they are hostile to men. Omens and dreams are generally believed in.
Witchcraft is practiced and some men are thought to be able to turn into tigers. Headhunting was an important practice, for fertile crops depended on a sprinkling of
blood from a stranger over the fields. Reincarnation is believed by many Naga tribes,
and the dead are buried in the direction from which their ancestors have come. The
doctrine of genna (tabu) involves whole social groups - villages, clans, households,
age groups, sex groups, in a series of rituals that may be regularly practiced or be the
result of an emergency such as an earthquake.

Tribes of Central India
The present day Mundas of Midnapur believe that the Supernatural world is infested
with many spirits of varied nature and potentialities. A few of these spirits are
considered benevolent like those of deities and they are worshipped, appeased or
propitiated for the welfare of the people. Besides, the Mundas believe that this world
is full of prying witches and other malevolent spirits which are always seeking to do
harm to human beings. Among the Mundas of this region, the influence of Daine or
witch is widely prevalent. They rarely discuss freely and openly about a witch and
most persons do not wish to speak or tell about her to an outsider. Like, the other
groups of this region, they believe that a female can be a witch and that she can
attack equally both males and females. The Mundas distinguish between the Daines
or witches and the sorcerer’s or magicians, the Deonas. The witches are always
malevolent trying to do harm to others. They believe that a witch attacks only those
persons whom she dislikes. This is very important and significant. The belief in
witchcraft is deeply rooted among the tribals. Among the Gonds of Alilabad they
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have experienced so many external interventions in diverse spheres of their social
and cultural life that it would be surprising if their religious ideas and practices had
remained unaltered .The very basis of their social order rests on an elaborate
mythology which explains and sanctions the manner in which the different sections
of Gond society function and interact. Each clan has a deity and the clan deities are
thought to have acted as the protectors of the members of each clan throughout its
long history, and the ability of the Gonds to hold their own in battles with various
other ethnic groups which justifies their faith in the power and benevolence of these
deities. Hence the Gonds had no incentive to seek the protection of alien gods and to
divide their loyalties between different cults. According to the Santhal tribes who are
mostly concentrated in Bihar and Orissa, the Supreme deity who ultimately controls
the entire universe, is Thakurji. The weight of belief, however, falls on a court of
spirits (bonga), who handle different aspects of the world and who must be placated
with prayers and offerings in order to ward off evil influences. These spirits operate
at the village, household, ancestor, and subclan level, along with evil spirits that
cause disease, and can inhabit village boundaries, mountains, water, tigers, and the
forest. A characteristic feature of the Santhal village is a sacred grove on the edge of
the settlement where many spirits live and where a series of annual festivals take
place.
The most important spirit is Maran Buru (Great Mountain), who is invoked
whenever offerings are made and who instructed the first Santhals in sex and
brewing of rice beer. Maran Buru’s consort is the benevolent Jaher Era (Lady of the
Grove).A yearly round of rituals connected with the agricultural cycle, along with
life-cycle rituals for birth, marriage and burial at death, involves petitions to the
spirits and offerings that include the sacrifice of animals, usually birds. Religious
leaders are male specialists in medical cures who practice divination and witchcraft.
Similar beliefs are common among other tribes of Northeast and Central India such
as the Kharia, Munda and Oraon.

Tribes of Southern India
The Todas are a small pastoral community living on the Nilgiri Hills in South India.
They believe in 1600 or 1800 superior godlike beings, the two most important being
On and Teikirzi. One is the male god of Amnodr, the realm of the dead, and he
created the Todas and their buffaloes. He was himself a dairyman. Teikirzi is a
female deity and more important for the people, whom she once ruled when she lived
in the Nilgiris and established Toda social and ceremonial laws. Most other deities
are hillgods, each associated with a particular hill. There are also two rivergods
belonging to the two main rivers. Toda religion is based on the buffaloes and their
milk. The temples are the dairies. Many tribes in India show considerable syncretism
with Hinduism, such as the Kadugollas of Karnataka, who worship gods such as
Junjappa, Yattappa, Patappa, and Cittappa, but in reality are more devoted to Siva,
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who dominates their festivals and religious observances. Local deities are still of
importance, though, as with the Bedanayakas of Karnataka, who worship
Papanayaka, a deity supposed to have lived 300-400 years ago as a holy man among
them and who performed miracles.
Check Your Progress II
Note: Use the space provided for your answer.
1) Discuss the concept of tribes and religion in any one of the zones in your own
words.
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................

1.4 SHAMANISM AND BONGAISM
Among the Saoras tribe of Orissa, in every village there are always a number of
shamans and shamanins, whose duty is to protect the living from the onslaught of the
dead spirits and of malevolent deities. A man or woman does not become a shaman
or shamanin by free choice. Generally, they are sought after by some spirits and if
they refuse or hesitate, they are stricken by grievous punishment, which comes in the
shape of illness or accident. A shaman or shamanin has to lead a pure life, and
remains completely dedicated to any call or service from his master or suffering
neighbours, even if that is under a kind of ‘supernatural’ compulsion .

Bongaism
Among the Mundas and the Ho tribes in the Chota-Nagpur area there is a belief in a
supernatural power which exists as a quality or attribute of objects. Such a religious
complex of beliefs found among these tribes is called bonga. The bonga are vaguely
understood as powers definite and impersonal, they do not seem to have any
objective appearance or existence. The impersonal bonga use the medium of dreams
to foretell, daydreams being used for warning about bad things. Bonga is the
manifestation of a vague supernatural power, one that is the cause of all energy.
Differences between individuals, differences of power, prestige and so on are
regarded to be to the degree of the bonga power possessed by a person. Anything
that is new requires a new adjustment, and anything that upsets the personalityenvironment adjustment is a bonga.
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1.5 HINDUISM AMONG THE TRIBALS
Hinduism has not been a proselytizing religion. The indigenous population of India is
supposed to have contributed in the past generally to the building up of what is
known as Hinduism. The tribes retained the principal elements of their faith and
practice though this was modified to a greater or less extent. In addition, they shared
some of the Gods and Goddesses and even participated in the social festivals and
ceremonies of their Brahmanical neighbours, without any effort on the part of the
latter for conversion. That participation did not turn them into Hindus. One might
indeed say that the tribes can be regarded as being fully absorbed in the Hindu fold
of Brahmin priests who perform Brahmanical ceremonies for them during the three
critical events of birth, marriage and death. If the latter are still celebrated by tribal
rituals then the communities are still true to their own faith in spite of the fact that in
the entire fringes of their culture, they participate in some of the ceremonies of the
Hindu neighborhood.

1.6 PRE-CHRISTIANITY TRIBALS
The most common tribal traditional religion is generally known as animism. The
traditional religion of tribals is more negative than positive. They do not have any
fixed place to worship and never worship idols. Offerings and sacrifices are made at
any place in the house, on the road, under the tree, upon a rock, by the river side, at
the paddy field and other places where spirits are expected to have their abode or
expected to visit.
All the hill tribes of Manipur believe in the existence of a supreme –being or God.
They all believe He is the creator and sustainer of the universe, and thus worship him
so that ‘the soul may find its place in heaven’ ‘They also believe that those who live
a good life in this world will have a good life in another world. They believe the
Supreme Being is a judging God. It is a common practice among the tribals that
whenever a critical case arises to be settled in the village court, the elders under the
chairmanship of the Chief ask both the parties to swear in the name of the SupremeBeing, judgement upon the wrong-doer, which implies a fatal punishment from
above within a certain period of time, is fixed before they act by swearing. The most
important practices of swearing in the critical cases include biting the ‘Raihai Stone’
which is a small black round stone, the abode of a war deity, kept on a pile of stones
or platform at the premise of the village chief’s house. The stone cannot be touched
because if anyone touches it, he or she will face serious illness, even to the point of
death or becoming mad. Second is eating ‘chicken’s intestine’ by sharing half with
each of the parties. The third is eating a piece of ‘liver’ by sharing half with each of
the parties. The fourth is, biting the ‘fresh soil’ of the disputed land, and the last is
drinking the poisonous juice prepared from the plant of an ‘ai’ which is called
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‘Aituidawn’. All of these are to be done while swearing in the name of the Supremebeing. After the ritual, if death occurs in one of the two families within the stipulated
period of time, this is interpreted as revealing the wrongdoer and consequently the
judgment of God upon his family. So, God is seen as a God of judgement. Sacrifices
are offered to appease God for both individual and community prosperity and
protection from any natural calamities. They have also faith in the existence of
certain friendly and evil spirits. The abode of these spirits is stones, trees, rivers,
streams, forests and mountains. Thus, there are ‘plenty of rooms for the embodiment
of spirits in this thing, as found in the traditional religions of the hill tribes.
They also believe in the existence of individual house-hold deities who help the
welfare of families, and individual paddy field deities who protest and bless the
crops. They, therefore, offer sacrifices very often to these gods to appease them,
especially during the time of sowing seeds, harvesting, and festival times. Illness is
often conceived to be caused by the evil spirits. So, a physician, fortune-teller, or
sorcerer is called in to placate the evil spirits. Among the Kuki Chin, the practice of a
‘sacrifice known as Gampi’ in the forest is done to appease the spirit so as to release
the soul of a particular sick person. Thus the tribal traditional religion is centred on
‘fearfulness’. Ancestor worship was practiced among some tribes of Manipur,
although some tribes only revere their ancestors. They also strictly observe taboos,
gennas and ceremonies. Omens, divinations, and dream are interpreted on all
important occasions. In traditional tribal religion the practice of sorcery, wizardry
and necromancy were common and even today among the non-Christians the same
practice is found.
In the Tribal religions the concept of Sin is very vague. The life of the tribal is
remarkably free from lying and stealing as a general habit and adultery is a crime
punished with a heavy fine according to the tribal custom and law. However, the
punishment varies from tribe to tribe. While adultery among the tribals is regarded as
a heinous crime, the practice of ‘promiscuous intercourse’ among the un-married
youth is not only condoned but encouraged by the elders, among some tribes. So
there is no clear concept of sin. Sin is an offence against tribal custom or taboo, and
what is morally evil may be regarded as good if it does not transgress the tribal
customs and law. All the tribals believe in the existence of life after death. They
believe that the soul of the deceased goes to the ‘Land of dead’; the Kuki-Chins call
it ‘Misi khua’. It is believed that in the world of dead, there is an exact repetition of
the life in this world. So the soul of the deceased goes to his or her own family in the
land of dead. As a matter of fact, the Tangkhuals practice the presentation of gift to
the dead when a relative dies, a present is brought to the deceased person telling him
or her to give the gift to his family members who died before and are already in the
‘Land of Dead’. And all the friends and relatives give presents of any kind to the
dead person so as to help him continue his life and journey to another world. They
believe that the soul of a good man will go to heaven to live with the supreme god,
but this concept is also very vague and hard to explain.
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One of the universal features of tribal faiths in India is that all being are supposed to
be endowed with a living spirit. Animals and plants, rivers and mountains are an
exception to this rule. The dead who have apparently left us are still with us; and it is
through remembrance and offerings that we have to renew our relationship with them
on due occasions. The dead are reborn in the shape of offspring in the present
generation. The span of man’s comradeship is thus extended to encompass all that he
sees around him as well as those whom he loved and apparently lost.
What is significant in the tribal religion, or ‘animistic’ belief is that tribes like
Mundas, the Oraons or the Santhals is that the whole world peopled by spirits is thus
rendered holy. In the forests where some of the more isolated communities live, a
few trees are never touched or cut, for they represent the primal grove. They are
symbolic of the whole forests which men, under the pressure of needs, have had to
cut down. The mountains are holy and there are rocks of extraordinary shape or
colours which are taken as proofs of their sacredness. If the spirits dwells everywhere
and if all are at peace with them, men enjoy freedom from illness and a long life. If
anyone falls ill, the general belief is that some relationship has been violated; when,
by means of particular magical ceremonies, men or women skilled in the art decide
what should be done by the sufferers. And when this is done, health is once again
believed to be restored.
Among the ‘animistic’ tribes of India, all places are holy as they are the seats of
spirits. Some have accused the so –called animists of living in perpetual fear of
ghosts and spirits. But there does not seem to be any particular justification for this.
All men have their hopes and fears and to single out a few elements of tribal religion
and say that the latter are born only of fear would be a grave injustice to them.

1.7

CONTRIBUTION
DEVELOPMENT

OF

CHRISTIANITY

TO

TRIBAL

Christianity provided an ideology that helped the tribal people maintain their identity
in the face of serious erosion of their traditional religious, social and political
institutions. In fact, there is hardly any custom that needs a metamorphosis. What is
needed is to modify and make it suitable for the present times. For example, the dead
could be buried in a common place and not within the house compound, or, stop or
reduce rice beer brewing so as to save for the future, say for example, for the
education of the children, or again folksongs that sound archaic could be turned to
modern music. However, the change from the old to the new must be gradual so that
both the old and new generation feels at home with the changes. Some churches have
definitely contributed much towards the preservation of culture. Dances, folk-songs
dresses and the like have been integrated for the sacramental worship and in church
functions and at public functions as well. Today Christian institutions are doing their
maximum for the preservation of the cultural identity of the people except in some
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places where there may be some who are still not aware of the importance of it and
may impede its preservation. Pre-Christian social life consisted of hunting of wild
animals, and elaborate celebrations after that. Eating and drinking continued for
days. If there was a good harvest, feasts of merry making were made, often emptying
the granary with all sorts of festivities. At present, the people get together in the
churches to thank for the harvest. They also offer the best of products to the Church
seeking God’s blessing.
In the past, the tribal people were considered primitive, ferocious and dangerous. By
listening to the preaching’s of the missionaries, the tribals developed a new outlook.
For the tribal to become a Christian was to become a man more refined and polished.
The Christians missionaries taught the tribals how to read and write. The
missionaries taught them to abstain from intoxicating drink. Abstaining from
drinking especially led to decrease of social get together which led to spending of
more time with families. They started wearing proper dress and understand the value
of cleanliness. They realized the value of education. Personal cleanliness, cleanliness
in the house and better ways of life were taught by the missionaries and the
Evangelists which the tribals started to follow. If a person falls sick in the preChristian time the tribals believed that the sick person can be cured by sacrifices of
birds and animals, this was a costly affair especially for the poor. When the tribals
became Christians, all kinds of sacrifices became unnecessary. The new faith brought
peace among the tribals. The tribals found in Christianity, a religion that met their
needs which sets them free from the bondage of evil spirits. The work undertaken by
the missionaries have led to a number of schools, colleges and other learning
institutions being established which have led to a lot of the tribals becoming mobile
in their sphere of occupations. They are no longer just farmers, cultivators, but many
of them have gone on to become doctors, engineers, administrators, etc. The services
which the churches rendered to the tribal people were indeed of a high order. Apart
from spreading the message of the Gospels, great service was rendered by the
missionaries in the economic distress to which people had been subjected for long
time. The missionaries made enquiries about the oppression of land-lords and money
–lenders and when the cases came up to court, helped the converts by their counsel
and in every possible way. This included exercising their personal influence on
officers of the Government. Help of this kind was sorely needed, and a large number
of tribal folk were attracted towards the Church, which not only defended their rights
but also treated them with a dignity which had never been accorded to them by other
mainstream people.
Check Your Progress III
Note: Use the space provided for your answer.
1) Discuss in brief the changes brought about by Christianity to the tribal way of life.
................................................................................................................
................................................................................................................
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1.8 LET US SUM UP
Religion serves the central and crucial function in society, supporting what has been
variously called social integration, social solidarity and social cohesion. Religion is
an all pervading supernatural phenomenon in man’s life. In this unit we discussed the
meaning and definition of religion. Explanation has been given on the different forms
of religion practiced by various tribes all over India. This unit also throws light on
the changes brought about by Christianity among the tribes of India.
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UNIT 2 : RITES OF PASSAGE
Structure
2.0 Objectives
2.1 Introduction
2.2 Pregnancy and Child Birth Rites
2.3 Puberty and Initiation Rites
2.4 Marriage Rites
2.5 Funeral Rites
2.6 Let Us Sum Up
2.7 Further Readings and References

2.0 OBJECTIVES
After studying this unit, you will be able to:
 explain the meaning of rites of passage;
 describe the various types of rites of passage; and
 distinguish between rites of transition, separation and incorporation.

2.1 INTRODUCTION
Rite of passage is any of numerous ceremonial events, existing in all societies that
mark the passage of an individual from one social or religious status to another. The
term was coined by the French anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep in 1909. Many of
the important rites are connected with the biological stages of life — birth, maturity,
reproduction, and death. Other rites celebrate changes that are wholly cultural, such
as initiation into special societies. In modern societies, graduation from school is a
rite of passage. Scholars often interpret rites of passage as mechanisms by which
society confronts and incorporates change without disrupting the equilibrium
necessary to social order.
In all societies, major events in the life cycle are subject to ritualized forms of
recognition. Across the world, such events are celebrated in diverse and sometimes
elaborate ways, with different cultures singling out different stages of life for
attention. Where ancestry is important, as in China or many of the societies of Africa,
death may be the subject of extended and intricate mortuary ceremonials, which act
both to separate the living from the dead and to transform the dead from elder to
ancestor. In others, death may be neglected and cultural salience given rather to
marriage, to the installation of office holders, or to initiations into adulthood or into
cult groupings. In these cultural processes, actual biological events are subsumed and
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transformed, even negated in the various schemas of culture. Despite the variety in
the forms and meanings of such rituals, a certain unity has been given to the category
by the work of Arnold Van Gennep. Van Gennep envisioned life in society as a
house with many rooms, in which the individual has to be convened formally from
one defined position to another. From this perspective, life is not a matter of gradual
development and change but rather consists of a series of abrupt and ritualized
transitions. Rites of passage are special rituals societies employ to assist their
members at key times of biographical change. These life transitions follow a
recognizable pattern of behaviour in many cultures; for example, babies are given a
name and social identity, youths enter adulthood or marry, others retire, gain
particular qualifications such as degrees or enter particular professions, or pass from
the world of the living to the world of the dead. Changes of status can be related to
changes in identity because the term identity embraces social and psychological
aspects of life. The term status tends to refer to sociological values without reference
to the personal feelings and self-evaluation of individuals. In this sense, the term
status emphasizes the social dimension and identity of the psychological aspects of
an individual’s life. The idea of status in passage rituals was first introduced by the
anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep, who saw regeneration as the law of life and
described rites of passage as a threefold process with phases of separation,
segregation, and integration. For there to be a new self the old self must ritually die.
Candidates for some rite would be separated from the status to be left behind, leaving
familiar companions, surroundings and home, perhaps encountering actual or
symbolic aggression in being wrenched away or carried off. Second, they enter a
“between” period devoid of distinguishing marks of status and expressions of their
old identity, such as names or clothing. In the case of passage to adulthood,
adolescents may together undergo a degree of discipline and share a mutual sense of
hardship, bonding them together. Their curtailed freedom begins a reorientation
toward their future status and life obligations. This may involve learning the
traditions of their society or the skills of some particular profession or trade. Only
after this period of learning and endurance is complete do they undergo the third
phase of reincorporation into society. However, they do so with their new status and
identity, perhaps involving a new name or title, forms of dress or style of language
and, almost certainly, new patterns of behavior with appropriate duties and
responsibilities.
Van Gennep likened society to a house with people moving over thresholds from
room to room. The Latin word for threshold is limen, hence his three phases of rites
of passage as preliminal, liminal, and postliminal. He also argued that, depending
upon the final goal of a ritual, the preliminal, liminal, or postliminal phase would be
stressed over and above the others. Rites of passage sometimes involve more than
one type of status change. In a marriage, for example, it is not only the bride and
groom that pass from being single or divorced to being married but their parents also
become parents-in-law. Parents, siblings, and friends may all enter new relationships.
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Van Gennep’s scheme was constructed to describe patterns of life in those traditional
societies often described as primitive or tribal societies. In such communities of
relatively few people and high levels of face-to-face contact, many would
acknowledge the change of status and identity of an individual during rites of
initiation into manhood, womanhood, or motherhood. However, caution is required
when the idea of rites of passage is applied to events in contemporary and large-scale
societies where little recognition exists. Such understandings of ritual permit insight
into the significance of funerary ritual, a rite of passage observed in a great majority
of human societies. Numerous changes of identity are associated with funeral rites,
affecting the statuses of the dead, surviving relatives, and members of the broader
community.

2.2 PREGNANCY AND CHILD BIRTH RITES
The ceremonies of pregnancy and childbirth together generally constitute a whole.
Often the first rites performed separate the pregnant woman from society, from her
family group, and sometimes even from her sex. They are followed by rites
pertaining to pregnancy itself, which is a transitional period. Finally comes the rites
of childbirth intended to reintegrate the women into the groups to which she
previously belonged, or to establish her new position in society as a mother,
especially if she has given birth to her first child. At the onset of pregnancy, a
woman is placed in a state of isolation, either because she is considered impure and
dangerous or because her very pregnancy places her physiologically and socially in
an abnormal condition.
Among the Todas of South India, the order of pregnancy and childbirth rites are as
follows:
i.
When a woman becomes pregnant, she is forbidden to enter the villages or
the sacred places
ii.
In the fifth month, there is a ceremony called “village we leave.” At this time
the woman must live in a special hut, and she is ritually separated from the
dairy, the sacred industry which is the heart of Toda social life.
iii.
She invokes two deities, Pirn and Piri.
iv.
She burns each hand in two places.
v.
A ceremony marks the leaving of the hut; the woman drinks sacred milk.
vi.
She goes back to live in her home till the seventh month.
vii.
During the seventh month “the ceremony of the bow and arrow” establishes a
social father for the unborn child as the Todas practice polyandry.
viii.
The woman returns to her home, performing the appropriate rites. (The last
two ceremonies occur only during the first pregnancy, or if the woman has a
new husband, or if she wants her future children to have a different father
from the ones she has previously chosen).
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ix.
x.

xi.
xii.

The woman delivered in her house, in someone’s presence and without
special ceremonies.
Two or three days later, mother and child go to live in a special hut;the rites
performed for the departure from the house, then the departure from the hut,
and the return to the house are the same as those marking the woman’s
previous trip.
While in the hut, the woman, her husband, and the child are tainted with
impurity called ichchil.
Ceremonies are performed to protect them against the evil spirit keirt. They
return to ordinary life by drinking sacred milk.

Among the Oraon tribe, before a child is born as well as after birth, all the
precautions are taken to protect the mother and child. As soon as the child is born,
the Pahan is asked to make sacrifices to the principal deity. The period of impurity
following the child birth is the most dangerous period, as it is during this period; the
mother and child are more liable to its attacks than at any other time. The relatives
always keep a watch on the room where they are secluded. Until the purificatiom
ceremony is performed, the whole house is considered unclean.
Commenting on birthing rites, Van Gennep cites at length W. H. R. Rivers’s 1906
ethnography of the Tonga tribe of India. Among these people, a series of pregnancy
rites are performed, first to separate the pregnant woman from her village. After an
extended period, a ceremony is held in which the woman drinks sacred milk to purify
herself, her husband, and their child. Subsequently, the family is reintegrated into
their social group. No longer a polluting woman, she is re-established in her village
as a mother.
Among the Gonds tribe many restrictions are placed on pregnant woman. A pregnant
woman should not go for fishing and all kinds of ardous tasks are also tabooed.
During the first pregnancy, she is sent to her parents’ house either in the seventh or
the nineth month. A special medicine with boiled and dried ginger, pippali (long
pepper) and garlic is prepared and given to the woman after delivery. It is believed
that this medicine generates heat and keeps mother and child in good health. The
child and mother are given ceremonial bath on 9th or 11th day. After this purificatory
bath, it is believed that pollution period is over and she can attend to her routine
domestic duties.
Among the Kolam tribe of Andhra Pradesh, the women generally work and attend to
normal domestic duties till delivery time. No food taboos or other restrictions are
imposed on a pregnant woman. The only restriction imposed on such woman is that
she should not see either solar or lunar eclipse else she may give birth to a blind
child. In case of partial observation, the child will lose one eye. In case she observes
the eclipse through the holes of roof of the house, the child will be born with cleaved
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lips. They believed that delivery within the house is very inauspicious. When an
expectant mother reaches the advanced stage of pregnancy, a temporary hut is
constructed at the corner of the village. This hut is known as Mala gudisa or Maila
gudisa in their dialect. When a pregnant woman develops labour, she retires to the
mala gudisa. When the pregnant woman is in labour in a separate house, some of the
elderly women also stay inside the house but they do not touch her nor render any
kind of assistance. The pregnant woman takes care of everything. The experienced
women guide her what to do. The mother herself has to bury the placenta. As the
woman who delivered a child is considered unclean and impure, she has to take bath
and wash her clothes daily in the stream. She should not go to the stream through
main path but from outskirts of the village. The food is cooked in the actual house
and is daily sent to the delivered woman. She has to remain in solitary confinement
till the umbilical cord has dried up and fallen off. The mother and child are given
purificatory bath at home and community dinner is arranged. After this ceremony, a
woman, can attend to her routine domestic duties.
During pregnancy, rites of separation is most heighten as the pregnant woman is
usually separated from her family, social circle, members of her society by going and
living in a separate hut isolated from the rest of the society. From her delivery to till
she is purified, the woman is in a transitional state, and when she is purified by
taking bath, drinking milk and other rites of incorporation, she is accepted back in
the society.
In this section, you read about the meaning of rites of passage and rites of pregnancy,
child birth.
Check Your Progress I
Note: Use the space provided for your answer.
1) What do you understand by rites of passage?
...................................................................................................................................
...................................................................................................................................
...................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................
2) Illustrate with an example pregnancy and child birth rites.
....................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................

2.3 PUBERTY AND INITIATION RITES
The physical puberty of girls is marked by a swelling of the breasts, an enlargement
of the pelvis, the appearance of pubic hair, and above all the first menstrual flow.
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The physical puberty for boys are marked by change in the voice, enlargement of the
testes and the lengthening of the penis, the skin over the scrotum begins to thin and
redden and there is the beginning of a sparse amount of pubic hair at the base of the
penis. There is an increased amount of pubic hair that is noticeably coarser and
darker than before, boys also gain in muscle mass, the voice deepens, acne frequently
becomes bothersome.
Initiation rites are usually performed when girls and boys attain physical puberty;
these initiation rites are performed to initiate the boys and girls into the world of
adulthood.
Among the Kolam tribe of Andhra Pradesh, at the time of first menstruation, no
specific rites and rituals are observed, but the girl is considered as unclean and
impure. Soon after menstruation, the girl takes bath in a nearby stream. In case she
menstruates outside the village, a temporary hut is constructed for her. If she
menstruates inside her own house, she has to sit in a corner of the house. She should
not touch others. She sleeps on the floor and eats in leaf plates. She should not even
touch the house. If she touches the walls of the house, the parents think that some
misfortune would happen to them and they rebuild the house. Even utensils and other
household articles are sold and new articles bought. The menstruating woman is
strictly prohibited from moving in the house and entering from the front door. The
Kolams believe that if menstruating women do not follow strictly all these taboos,
the members of the family may be eaten by the tiger when they go to the forest. She
takes bath and washes her clothes in the nearby stream, when the menstruation stops,
she is permitted to enter the house. After being cleaned, she performs her household
duties.
Initiation ceremony is a unique and distinct social institution among the Kolams
tribe. The initiation ceremony is solemnised in order to recognize socially a boy as an
adult and to lift certain taboos imposed on them earlier. This ritual is usually
observed in the month of Pola (July) prior to full moon day. Every male member
who attains the age between 15 to 18 years has to undergo this ceremony before
marriage; otherwise one is not eligible for marriage and he is also not eligible to
accept sacred food offered at shrines of their deities during festivals or rituals. Before
this ceremony, a boy is given the status of that of a girl and restrictions generally
imposed on a girl with regard to eating of ceremonial food is imposed. All the
Kolams of the settlement meet and decide the day for celebration of the ritual in
consultation with the village priest. On this day, the boy, who has to be initiated, is
dressed like a woman with sari and other ornaments. He is accompanied by his own
brother-in-law and village priest and visits the village deity. They carry along with
them bread made of jowar or wheat flour, roasted cakes made of black gram and a
cock. The number of pairs of cakes should be equal to the number of divine spirits of
his phratry. All these offerings are placed before the village deity and immediately
the boy and brother-in-law turn back. The village priest worships the village deity
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and sacrifices the cock. After completion of the rituals and prayers, the boy and his
brother-in-law turn towards the shrine and offer their prayers. Then the priest offers
food to the boy and then they return to the village. After this ritual only, the boy is
recognised as an adult member and he is eligible to accept sacred food offered to
gods and goddesses. Eating of sacred food also makes him eligible to marry. Unless
this initiation ceremony is observed, eating of sacred food or marriage celebrations
are tabooed. It is significant to note that women folk are not at all eligible to eat the
sacred food offered ritually to gods and goddesses till the stoppage of menopause.
After this period, the women folk are entitled to eat sacred food offered to gods and
goddesses.
Among the Korwa tribe of Chotanagpur region in Bihar, girls who are menstruating
must sit apart from the other persons at the time of eating. They should not jump,
should not eat cold things or pickles. Menstruating women remain in isolation. They
enter into the house or leave the house only by an outer room of every house which
has one small door which opens to the backside of the house and never by the main
entrance. If there is no other female member in the family, the husband cooks the
food. They are also not to visit sacred places. After four days they go to the nearby
stream to take bath for purification. They also wash their hair and clothes.
Among the Cholanaickans tribe who can be found in the Nilamdar Valley in
Malappuram of Nilgiri District in Tamil Nadu¸ rites of separation is performed for
girls who are menstruating. The menstruating girls are secluded for 4 days in one
corner of the cave. During this period, the woman is considered to be unclean.

2.4 MARRIAGE RITES
Marriage constitute an important transition from one social category to another,
because for at least one of the spouses it involves a change of family, clan, village, or
tribe and sometimes the newly married couple even establish residence in a new
house. The change of residence is marked in the ceremonies by rites of separation,
always primarily focusing on territorial passage, as the newly married woman almost
all the time permanently shift from her own parental house to her husband’s house.
Furthermore, because of the number and importance of groups affected by the social
union of two of their members, it is natural that the period of transition should take
on considerable importance. This is the period commonly called the “bethrothal”.
Among a great number of people it consists of a special and autonomous part of the
marriage ceremonies, including rites of separation and transition and terminating
with rites which insure either a preliminary incorporation into the new environment
or a separation from an autonomous transition period. Then come the rites of
marriage, which consist chiefly of rites of permanent incorporation into the new
environment.
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Among the Kabuis tribe of North-East India, wedding ceremony is solemnised at the
residence of the bridegroom. In the early morning of the day, an omen taking ritual
called Guak-Pai-Jaomei is performed in which a healthy pig on behalf of the bride is
offered to the supreme God. This ritual is performed at the residence of the bride.
The spleen of the victim is examined by the present elders in search of good
indicators.Guakpai-jaomei literally means observation of the pig’s spleen; (Guak =
pig, Pai = spleen, Jaomei = to observe). The pig is roasted and cut into small pieces
and then it is boiled. This boiled meat will be taken to the groom’s house. After
morning food is over, the bride will take bath and put on traditional marriage dress
and costume and she will be helped by her sister-in-laws of the family in dressing.
Then, she along with her companions will start the journey for her final destination
which symbolizes that she is separated from her family and her village.
When the bride along with her companions arrives at the residence of the groom, the
bride is warmly received by her mother-in-law and a leaf cup of drink is offered
which she drinks it (Jouduimei). Before she enters the house, she is purified by
contacting the smoke of kham that brings her in as free as possible of the evil
adhering to her. Then, she will enter the house by crossing the door with her right
foot which symbolises that the bride is incorporated into the new environment.
Finally, the marriage ceremony called Lang-daimhailak is performed in which a
fowl, a ginger and a hoe are offered to the supreme God with singing of religious
hymns. In this ceremony, the bride and bridegroom are made to sit on a big bed
called Langdai. The groom is authorised to sit on the right side of the bride hanging
their legs in that side. The right and left legs of the groom and bride are made to
press on the iron hoe until the sacrificing cock breaths last. It is performed by one of
the Nouthanpous who officiates as priest. In these rites, the initiate (i.e the person
undergoing the rites) will be symbolically and in many cultures physically removed
from the world to which they have belonged. Separation rites often involve symbolic
actions as removing clothing or removing parts of the body.
Among the Khond tribe of Southern India, when agreement between the families has
been reached, the girl is dressed in a red blanket and carried to the groom’s village by
her maternal uncle in the company of the young women of her village; the retinue
carries gifts for the groom, who stands in the road, accompanied by young boys from
his village armed with bamboo sticks. The women attack the young men, hitting
them with sticks, stones, and clods of earth, and the boys defend themselves with
their sticks. Bit by bit, they all approach the village, and when they reach it, the
fighting stops. The groom’s uncle takes the bride and carries her into the groom’s
house. “This fighting is by no means child’s play, and the men are sometimes
seriously injured.” After the bride has reached the village, there is a communal meal
at the groom’s expense.
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Among the Bhotiya, who inhabits Sikkim, the following ceremonies take place
during marriage:
i.
Astrologers determine whether the projected marriage will be favourable
ii.
Uncles of the girl and the boy act as go –betweens and receive presents of
money. They meet in the boy’s house and then go with gifts to the girl’s, to
ask for her in marriage.
iii.
If the gifts they bought are accepted, the matter is concluded, and the amount
of the dowry is decided upon.
iv.
The intermediaries are given a feast , and there are prayers to invoke
blessings upon the bride and the groom. After the last two ceremonies, which
are obviously rites of incorporation of the two families, the boy and the girl
may see each other in complete freedom.
v.
A year later comes the nyen ceremony, it is a meal ( at the expense of the
boy’s parents) attended by all relatives on both sides; the bride price is paid at
this time.
vi.
A year after the nyen, the changthoong ceremony is held: a) An astrologer is
called upon to determine a favourable date for the bride’s departure from her
parents home and to decide in detail those arrangements which would be
auspicious. b) A great celebration to which lamas are invited is organized .c)
Two men, at that moment called “thieves”, force their way into the house,
supposedly to steal the girl, and a fight is simulated; the “thieves” are beaten,
and halfcooked meat is thrown into their mouths, although they may escape
this treatment by giving money to the bride’s guardians. Two days later, the
“thieves” are honoured and named “ the happy strategists”. d) Guests give
presents to the bride and to her parents . e) A retinue departs with rejoicing. f)
The boy’s mother and father go to meet the retinue and take them to their
home; there are celebrations for two or three days. g) The girl and her
relatives return home. h) A year later, the palokh ceremony is held; at this
time the parents give the bride her dowry (which is double the amount that
has been paid for her)’ and she is escorted to the boy’s home; this time she
remains permanently.
Thus the bethrothal and marriage ceremonies among the Bhotiya last at least three
years.
Rites of incorporation are the most prominent during marriage as the married girl
enters a new household where she establishes new relations with her groom, her
groom families and relatives.

2.5 FUNERAL RITES
Death separates the deceased from their statuses of living parent, spouse, or coworker. The period of preparing the dead for burial or cremation moves them into a
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transitional phase when they are neither what they have been nor yet what they will
become. Such moments of transition often involve uncertainty and potential danger.
The ritual impurity of the corpse derives from its inability to respond to others, yet is
still “present” in their everyday routines. Accordingly, people pay their respects to
the dead, marking their former identity with them, express sorrow for the bereaved
and, by so doing, reaffirm their continuing relationship with them.
Robert Hertz argues that funeral rites involve a kind of parallel process in which the
decay of the dead reflects the path of grief in the bereaved. Bereavement involves
both the social change of status of people—from, say, being a wife to being a widow,
from being a child to being an orphan, or from being a subordinate adult to becoming
the head of the family. It also involves psychological changes of identity associated
with such shifts. Human beings become dependent upon each other and, in a sense,
each identity is made up of elements of other people’s influence. People become
“part of” each other, and thus when one dies a portion of one’s self perishes as well.
Some theories of grief discuss this in terms of attachment and interpret bereavement
as the loss that follows when attachments are removed.
The fear of ghosts or spirits, for example, can be related to both the dimensions of
status and identity. In terms of status, ghosts and spirits can be seen as the dead who
have not been successfully moved from their place in this world to that of the next.
They are those who are caught in between the realm of an unintended state,
potentially dangerous entities, or phenomena as they symbolize radical change that
challenges the social life set up against such change. Sometimes funeral rites exist to
try to get such spiritual forces finally to leave the world of the living and get on with
their future destiny. At its most extreme, rites of exorcism serve to banish the dead or
other supernatural entities and prevent them from influencing the living. In terms of
identity, this time the identity of the living, ghosts and spirits, perhaps also include
vivid dreams of the dead, all reflect the individual experience of a bereaved person
who is still, psychologically speaking, caught up with the identity of the deceased
person. Physical death has also been widely employed as an idiom to describe the
leaving of an old status and the entry into a new one. In the case of death befalling on
an Oraon family, the lineage members have some obligations.
Gonds cremate or bury their dead. Children, unmarried persons, and individuals
dying an inauspicious death (for instance, in an epidemic) are buried without much
ceremony. Gonds believe humans have a life force and a spirit. On death, the life
force is reincarnated into another earthly existence, but the spirit remains in the other
world. Gonds perform death rituals to help the spirit move into the other world and to
ease its acceptance by other clan spirits. This rite, known as karun , must be done to
fulfill an obligation to the deceased. Memorial pillars honor the dead. Gonds believe
ancestral spirits watch over the living, punish offenders, and guard Gond
communities.
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Among the Majhwâr, Mânjhi, Mâjhia—a small mixed tribe who have apparently
originated from the Gonds, Mundas and Kawars. When a man is at the point of death
they place a little cooked rice and curds in his mouth so that he may not go hungry to
the other world, in view of the fact that he has probably eaten very little during his
illness. Some cotton and rice are also placed near the head of the corpse in the grave
so that he may have food and clothing in the next world. Mourning is observed for
five days, and at the end of this period the mourners should have their hair cut, but if
they cannot get it done on this day, the rite may be performed on the same day in the
following year.
Among the Kol tribe of India,the funeral rites takes place in the following way:
i.

ii.
iii.
iv.

v.
vi.
vii.

viii.
ix.
x.

xi.
xii.
xiii.

xiv.

Immediately after death, the corpse is placed on the ground “so that the soul
should more easily find its way to the home of the dead,” which is under the
earth.
The corpse is washed and painted yellow to chase away evil spirits who
would stop the soul on its journey.
For the same purpose the assembled relatives and neighbours utter pitiable
cries.
The corpse is placed on a scaffold with the feet facing forward so that the
soul should not find the way back to the hut and for the same reason the
procession travels by detours.
The cortege must not include either children or girls; the women cry;the men
are silent.
Each man carries a piece of dry wood to throw on the pyre.
Rice and the tools of the deceased’s sex are placed there , and in the mouth of
the corpse there are rice cakes and silver coins for the journey, since the soul
retains a shadow of the body.
The women leave, and the pyre is lighted; the litter is also burned to prevent
the deceased’s return.
The men gather the calcified bones, place them in a pot, and bring the pot
back to the deceased’s house where it is hung from a post.
Grains of rice are strewn along the route, and food is placed in front of the
door so that the deceased, should he return in spite of all precautions, will
have something to eat without harming anyone.
All the deceased’s utensils are carried far away, because they have become
impure and because the deceased may be hidden in them.
The house is purified by a consecrated meal.
After a certain time, the ceremony of “betrothal,” or “union of the deceased
with the population of the lower world,” is the woman who carries the pot,
leaps with joy.
A marriage retinue with music, etc., goes to the village from which the
deceased and his ancestors have originated.
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xv.
xvi.

The pot containing the bones of the deceased is deposited in a small ditch,
above which a stone is erected.
On their return, the participants must bathe.

Among the Lushai tribe of North-East India, funeral rites takes place as follows:
The deceased is dressed in his best clothes and tied in a sitting position on a scaffold
of bamboo, while next to him are placed the tools and weapons of his sex. A pig, a
goat, and a dog are killed, and all the relatives, friends and neighbours divide the
meat; the deceased is also given food and drink. At nightfall, he is placed in a grave
dug right next to the house. His nearest relative says goodbye and asks him to
prepare everything for those who will come and join him. The soul, accompanied by
those of the pig, the goat, and the dog, without whom it would not find its way to the
land of mi-thi-khua, where life is hard and painful. But if the deceased has killed men
or animals on the hunt, or if he has given feasts to the whole village, he goes to a
pleasant country on the other side of the river, where he feasts continuously. Since
women can neither fight nor hunt nor give feasts, they cannot go to this beautiful
country unless their husbands take them there. After a certain time, the soul leaves
one or the other of these regions and returns to earth in the formof a hornet. After
another lapse of time, it is transformed into water and evaporates in the form of dew,
and, if dewdrops fall on a man, that man will beget a child who will be a
reincarnation of the deceased.
Rites of separation are the most prominent in funeral rites as the deceased is
separated physically from the other members of the society.
In this section you read about of rites of marriage and funeral.
Check Your Progress II
Note: Use the space provided for your answer.
1) What do you mean by betrothal?
....................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................
2) Why is funeral rites call rites of separation?
....................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................
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2.6 LET US SUM UP
Rites of passage have three phases - separation, transition, and reincorporation. In the
first phase, people withdraw from their current status and prepare to move from one
place or status to another. ‘The first phase (of separation) comprises symbolic
behaviour signifying the detachment of the individual or group...from an earlier fixed
point in the social structure’. There is often a detachment or ‘cutting away’ from the
former self in this phase, which is signified in symbolic actions and rituals. For
example, the cutting of the hair for a person who has just joined the army. He or she
is ‘cutting away’ the former self - the civilian.
The transition (liminal) phase, the second is the period between states, during which
one has left one place or state but hasn’t yet entered or joined the next. ‘The
attributes of liminality or of liminal personae (“threshhold people”) are necessarily
anbiguous’.
‘In the third phase (reaggregation or reincorporation) the passage is consummated
[by] the ritual subject’. Having completed the rite and assumed their ‘new’ identity,
one re-enters society with one’s new status. Re-incorporation is characterized by
elaborate rituals and ceremonies, like debutant balls and college graduation, and by
new ties, thus ‘in rites of incorporation there is widespread use of the “sacred bond”,
the “sacred cord”, the knot, and of analogous forms such as the belt, the ring, the
bracelet and the crown’.

2.7 FURTHER READINGS AND REFERENCES





Das, S.T., (1986), “Tribal life OF North-Eastern India”, Gian Publishing
House, Delhi.
Gennep, Arnold Van, (1960), “Rites of Passage”, The University of Chicago
Press, Chicago.
Rao, K.Mohan, (1990),“The Kolams, a primitive tribe in transition”,
Booklinks Corporation, Hyderabad.
Sandhwar, Abanindra Narayan,(1990), “The Korwa Tribe”, Amar Prakashan,
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UNIT 3 : TRIBAL DIALECT/LANGUAGE
Structure
3.0 Objectives
3.1 Introduction
3.2 Distribution of tribal language families in India
3.3 Multilingualism and tribal languages
3.4 The contemporary situation of tribal languages
3.5 Lets us sum up
3.6 Glossary
3.7 Further Readings and References

3.0 OBJECTIVES
After reading this unit you will be able to:
 Describe the tribal Language Families in India
 Understand the Multilingualism and tribal languages
 Know the contemporary situation of tribal languages in India

3.1 INTRODUCTION
India is marked for its remarkable linguistic diversity hosting the important language
families of the world. The People’s Linguistic Survey of India has estimated a total
of 780 languages diversely scattered in different geographical regions from the arid
Thar region in Rajasthan to the sub-Himalayan mountainous region to the oceanic
zone in the Andaman and Nicobar islands. The Indian subcontinent has been home to
innumerable human groups coming in waves of migration spread over thousands of
years; and the enormous linguistic diversity attest to this fact. At least in Europe the
idea of nation was founded on the principle of common language like English,
French and German. The same cannot be said of India because despite the increasing
widespread use of Hindi—which has been enlisted as ‘official language’ along with
English for administrative and parliamentary transactions, the Indian constitution
does not recognise any specificpan-Indian national language; rather, a total of 22
languages has been enshrined in the Eight Schedule of Indian constitution as official
languages, and the inclusion of more languages is anticipated. The notion of
language and regionalism is of significance in the Indian social reality; for instance,
Indian languages like Bengali, Kannada, Malayalam, Marathi and Telegu are
associated with regional states like West Bengal, Karnataka, Kerala, Maharashtra and
Andhra Pradesh. However, in most North Eastern states the languages are diverse
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and therefore a single language accounting for the entire state is not found, and also
the imposition of a single language on diverse ethnic groups would have far-reaching
implications. In the state of Manipur alone, roughly 30 above tribal languages are
spoken aside English, Hindi and Manipuri—the lingua franca of the Meitei people in
the Imphal valley; Nagaland accounts for about 18 major tribal languages besides
their numerous branches and sub-branches; and Arunachal Pradesh accounts for
more than 50 tribal languages. These tribal languages also posit as unique identity
marker in the sense that Adi, Angami, Apatani, Ao, Lotha and Sumi, etc., are ethnolinguistic category denoting both the ethnic group as well as language.
The total distinct languages spoken in the world today is estimated around 7000;
here, the African continent and the Indian subcontinent alone accounts for more than
1000 native languages each. However, the tremendous linguistic diversity is found
among the indigenous populations in the island of New Guinea, where more than
1000 languages are crammed into a region little bigger than twice the size of
Rajasthan. This attest to the fact that linguistic diversity is more pronounced among
the tribal populations which is marked by great heterogeneity as compared to the
more homogenous groups in Europe, where all of Europe west of Russia has less
than 100 native languages. In the midst of tremendous linguistic diversity in India,
the tribal languages both in diversity and distribution have enriched the Indian
linguistic situation.

3.2 DISTRIBUTION OF TRIBAL LANGUAGE FAMILIES IN
INDIA
The tribal languages are classified into four main language families: Austric,
Dravidian, Indo-Aryan and Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan). It is important to mention
that although tribes are classified on the basis of linguistic categories, the definition
of Indian tribes based on language families is not found, since one of the important
characterisations of tribes is speaking common language, not speaking a particular
language family. In this context, the tribal groups belonging to Indo-Aryan-language
family account for a little over 1 per cent, a little above 3 per cent belongs to the
Dravidian-language family, while over 80 per cent of the Tibeto-Burman-language
speaking groups have been identified as tribes, and the entire Austric-languagespeaking communities have been identified as tribes. With respect to geographical
distribution of tribal language families, the Dravidian speakers are mostly distributed
in South India and Central India; the Austric-speaking tribal groups are mostly
distributed in Middle India, the Andaman Islands, and sparsely in North East India;
the Tibeto-Burman-speaking communities are located in North East India; and the
Indo-Aryan-speaking groups are sparsely distributed in certain pockets of Middle
India and North-West India.
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1. Austric- According to the Lingustic Survey of India (LSI), the tribal languages
falling within Austric family are Munda languages and Mon Khmer, which constitute
branches of the Austro-Asiatic division (the other division being the Austro-Nesian
languages) of the great Austric family. The Munda Branch comprises of 14 tribal
languages spoken largely in Santhal Parganas and Chotanagpur region of Jharkhand,
Kondhmahal and Mayurbhanj in Orissa, Betul in Maharashtra, and to some extent in
pockets of Madhya Pradesh, West Bengal, and Terai region of Himalayas. George
Grierson in his important contribution identified eight autonomous Munda languages
further branching into different dialects. He used the common term Kherwari to
name different dialects spoken especially toward the northeastern region of Central
Indian Plateau and the adjoining areas, the important ones being Bhumij, Ho, Korwa,
Mundari and Santhali. The important Munda languages identified are Asuri, Birhor,
Gadaba, Juang, Kharia, Koda, Kurku, Savara and Turi.
The distribution of Mon-Khmer branch is geographically distant, and is represented
by two languages: Khasi in Meghalaya and Nicobarese in Andaman and Nicobar
Islands.

2. Dravidian- By comparison, the distribution of Dravidian language family is less
diverse with the other language families. However, this language is spoken by a large
chunk of population in the Indian mainland. Generally this language is broadly
classified into Central Dravidian group and Southern Dravidian group. The earliest
classification of LSI based on Caldwell’s study identified two sub-divisions: Dravida
language and Andhra language. The Dravida language includes Gondi, Kanarese,
Kodagu, Kota, Kui, Kurukh, Tamil, Toda, Tulu, Malto and Malayalam; while the
Andhra language include Brahui, Kolami and Telegu. The Dravidian languages are
distributed mainly in Deccan Plateau and the adjoining coastal plains. This language
family also demarcates the state boundaries of Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Tamil
Nadu and Kerala in terms of the language spoken.
The tribal populations speaking languages falling under Dravidian family inhabit
primarily the southern part of India and middle India. With respect to tribals
belonging to Dravidian language family, Gondi speakers comprise the largest group
scattered diversely across Madhya Pradesh to Andhra Pradesh. In Central India,
some important Dravidian languages are Kui spoken by the Kondh of Orissa, Kurukh
spoken by the Oraon and Malto spoken by tribes of Rajmahal hills. Among the tribes
of South India, the languages of the Badaga, Chenchu, Irula, Kadar and Toda, etc.,
are included in the Dravidian language family.

3. Tibeto-Burman- The Tibeto-Burman speakers in India are mostly confined
along the Himalayan belt contiguous with the international boundaries. The TibetoBurmese language are said to have entered India from the mountainous region in the
north and spread all along the Himalayas. The tribal groups speaking The Tibeto28

Burman languages belong to the Mongoloid stock mostly inhabiting the North East
region of India. The Tibeto-Burman family languages are considered to be a branch
of the larger Sino-Tibetan family, which covers a large area extending from Jammu
and Kashmir in the west to Assam, Indo-China and parts of eastern China.
Generally Sino-Tibetan/Tibeto-Chinese family is further divided into two groups: Tai
and Tibeto-Burman. The Tai group includes the diminishing Ahom language of
Assam, Khampti and Phakial, etc. The Tibeto-Burman group is further divided into
Tibeto-Himalayan branch, North Assam or Arunachal branch, and Assam-Burmese
branch. The Tibeto-Himalayan branch has two sections: Bhotia and Himalayan. The
Bhotia section include Ladakhi, Lahauli, Sherpa and Sikkim Bhutia; while the
Himalayan section importantly include Lepcha, Toto and Rong, etc.
The Arunachal branch includes Adi, Apatani, Mishing and Miri, etc. While the
Assam-Burmese branch further include sections like Bodo, Naga, Kachin and KukiChin. The Bodo section includes Dimasa, Garo, Kachari, Tripuri, etc.; the Naga
section includes Ao, Angami, Rengma, Sumi and Lotha, etc.; the Kachin section can
be represented by Singpho; while the Kuki-Chin section includes Lushai, Thado,
Ralte, Sokte and Manipuri, etc.

4. Indo-Aryan- The Indo-Aryan speakers comprise the largest group in India with
an estimated two third of Indian population speaking one or other form of IndoAryan language. However, the tribal speakers of Indo-Aryan language are
comparatively smaller, and mostly are interspersed with the dominant Indo-Aryan
groups, or overlap with the major language. In distribution, the Indo-Aryan
languages are widely spread from Kashmir to Konkan coast, and from Gujarat to
Assam. Some of the tribal communities belonging to Indo-European language family
are Bhils of Rajasthan, Warli of Maharashtra, and Hajong of Meghalaya. Studies
suggest that the earlier Dravidian speakers adopted the Indo-Aryan speech from the
arriving dominant Indo-Aryan speakers, or were pushed southwards or were
converted to Indo-European language family. This is indicative among the southern
Indo-European speakers like the Banjaras and Pardhis who are nomadic tribes with a
well-recorded history of migration from Rajasthan few centuries ago.

3.3 MULTILINGUALISM AND TRIBAL LANGUAGES
The definition of tribes as speaking a specific dialect is debatable and problematic in
the Indian context. The Kond and Paraja of South Odisha speak Oriya along with Kui
and Parji, the Santhals of Santhal Parganas speak Bengali and Hindi along with
Santhali, the Chencus and Koyas speak Telegu along with their indigenous language,
while the Naga tribes usually speak Nagamese and the language of their
neighbouring tribes aside their mother tongue, and the similar feature is found among
other Indian tribes. Studies also reveal that there exist a communication language,
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which is a language of tribes or dominant communities, but a regional language. For
instance, in South Odisha most of the tribes know three languages: language specific
to the group, the dominant language of their neighbours (Oriya), and ‘Desiabhasa’
that is the regional language, which is translated as folk language and is different
from all.
Not every endangered tribal language is due to isolation like among the Andaman
islanders or decline in population like the Toto and foraging tribes. Conversely, the
immense linguistic diversity and multilingual condition has led to sharp decline in
language like Kurukh with millions of populations. Multilingualism is an important
feature among the tribal groups influencing not only the nature of tribal languages
but also the socio-cultural transactions. For instance, an average Oraon may speak
Hindi, Nagpuri, Sadri, and even the indigenous language of neighbouring tribes
besides Kurukh. Studies have shown that the cluster of languages spoken aside the
mother tongue tend to show regional differences even among the same tribal groups.
Thus an Oraon and Santhal tea garden tribes in Assam would speak Assamese and
other regional languages other than Kurukh and Santhali, which would differ
substantially from the Oraons and Santhals of Chotanagpur and Santhal Parganas.
This is of significance in the multilingual context since the speakers use different
linguistic codes switching from one to other during the course of conversation. Thus
the adaptation, resilience and diminishing of tribal languages are determined by
geographical location and cultural contact.
Hodson had suggested that during social contact between different language groups,
the social status of the group is important in determining which group learns the
language of the other group. Following this some scholars have mentioned prestige,
pride and solidarity of a particular language group in remaining monolingual. Be that
as it may, economic transactions play a vital role in the multilingual process where in
many cases outsiders have learnt the local tribal languages for economic viability.
However, in general tribal languages are attributed a lower status in comparison to
other dominant language. Verrier Elwin in his study among the Bondo Highlanders
observed that the Bonda use Mundari for daily conversation but use Oriya for two
distinct purposes: the market transactions, when it involves weight and measures;
and some magical and religious recitations are done in Oriya. The Bonda believe that
Oriya is superior language and superior entities should be addressed in superior
language. This linguistic process cannot be detached from social life where the
notion of class and status influences the contour of tribal languages.

3.4

THE CONTEMPORARY
LANGUAGES

SITUATION

OF

TRIBAL

The study of tribal languages among the students of anthropology and linguistics has
generated renewed interest on tribal communities. One of the concerns has been on
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the decline of tribal languages, which the Linguistic Survey of India has listed as
endangered languages. The People’s Linguistic Survey of India has estimated that
about 220 languages have disappeared in the last half century. It is important to note
that endangered languages listed by the UNESCO even on cursory glance reveals the
diminishing languages of indigenous populations. In India, many tribal languages
have vanished from the face of the earth especially among the Andaman tribes, and
more are expected to become extinct soon. This phenomenon is observed even in the
Indian mainland among the Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups (PTGs), like the
Asur, Birhor, Chenchu, Maram, Toto and also among Northeastern tribes like Chiru,
Khoibu, Koireng and Maram. While the speakers of certain tribal languages have
increased over the years, these tribes are also subjected to tremendous social change
that retaining the original language has been a formidable task. Thus in India, both
relative isolation and burgeoning cultural contact have led to steep decline in survival
and continuity of tribal languages.

3.5 FURTHER READINGS AND REFERENCES
1. Cu Caktivçl: Tribal Languages of India. 1976.
2. Languages shifts among the schedules tribes, Ishtiag, M (1999) in India. A
get globle Ishtiaq. Motilal Bannerida ss Publications, Chennai.
3. Jannah, Sunil: The tribals of India. Oxford University Press. 2003
4. Rabindra Nath Pati (2002). Tribal and indigenous people of India–problems
and prospects. APH Publishing, New Delhi.
5. W KB (1996). Problems of Tribal Development in Gujarat in RS Manna
(eds.) Tribles of India ongoing Challanges. MD Publications, New Delhi.
6. Vidyarthi, L.P, Rai, Binay Kumar: (1976). The Tribal Culture of India.
Concep Publishing House: New Delhi.

3.6 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
1) List the different tribal languages prevalent in India.
2) Describe briefly the distinction between Dravidian and Asiatic tribal language
in your own words.
3) Describe in brief the distinction between Indo-Aryan and Tibeto-Burman
Tribal Language.
4) Explain the contemporary situation of tribal language?
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UNIT 4 : TRIBAL ART AND AESTHETICS
Structure
4.0

Learning Objective

4.1

Introduction

4.2

Art and Artefacts of Tribal Cultures

4.3

Importance of art culture

4.4

Tribal Arts

4.5

4.4.1 Folklore:- Oral Literature
4.4.2 Folk Music and Dance
4.4.3 Folk-art Handicraft and Acrobatics
Tribal Music and Dance

4.6

Forms of folk culture in India

4.7

Creating Cultural Identity

4.8

Folk Drama

4.9

Community Songs and Dances

4.10

Puppetry

4.11

Oral Communication

4.12

Influence on Modernism

4.13

Lets us sum up

4.14

Key words

4.15

Further Readings and References

4.16

Check your progress

4.0 LEARNING OBJECTIVES







Identifying unknown Art and Craft of the tribal‟s contains in itself their
unwritten record of cultural life.
Recognition and analysis of graphic and symbolic description noticed or
found through tribal folk arts
Analysis of associated tribal youth with distinct aesthetic life of the tribal’s
Determining the props of different tribal‟s art
Eliciting the ethnicity and cultural identity from the Art and Craft of the
Tribal‟s
Assisting in building up a picture of life style of tribal
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4.1 INTRODUCTION
India is marked by its rich traditional heritage of Tribal/Folk Arts and Culture. Since
the days of remote past, the diversified art & cultural forms generated by the tribal
and rural people of India have continued to evince their creative magnificence. Apart
from their outstanding brilliance from the perspective of aesthetics , the tribal/folk art
and culture forms have played an instrumental role in reinforcing national integrity,
crystallizing social solidarity, fortifying communal harmony, intensifying valuesystem and promoting the elements of humanism among the people of the country.
However with the passage of time and advent of globalization, we have witnessed
the emergence of a synthetic homogeneous macro-culture. Under the influence of
such a voracious all-pervasive macro-culture the diversified heterogeneous tribal/folk
culture of our country are suffering from attrition and erosion. Thus the stupendous
socio-cultural exclusivity of the multifarious communities at the different nooks and
corners of our country are getting endangered. The history of India‟s Adivasis dates
back to the pre-Aryan era. For ages they reigned over the Subcontinent‟s hilly
terrains. But over the centuries those with access to the written word (apart from
other things) gained prominence over those whose traditions were rooted in the oral
culture. During the colonial period, Adivasis were given the new designation of
tribal, and in post independent India, they are known as the scheduled tribes. The
essence of the tribe was interpreted as “a stage of evolution”, as opposed to a type of
society. When education centres were opened, the syllabi focused on the sociocultural roots of select communities, which deprived non-Adivasi children of
knowledge of Adivasi culture and denied Adivasi children the pride of their heritage.

4.2

ART AND ARTIFACTS OF TRIBAL CULTURES

Tribal art is often ceremonial or religious in nature. Typically originating in rural
areas, tribal art refers to the subject and craftsmanship of artefacts from tribal
cultures. The constitution of India identifies the indigenous peoples as “tribes”.
According to the 2001 Census, India has a tribal population of 8.2% of its total
population. Tribes as a social formation maybe identified in two- ways: firstly as a
stage in the history of evolution of human civilization; secondly, as a society
organized on the basis of kinship ties which enables them to be a multifunctional
grouping. In India, tribals are defined in reference to the cultural practices of certain
groups in relation to the mainstream Hindu cultural practices. Tribal and folk arts
overlap. All that is tribal art is Folk art-but Folk art can be non–tribal also. Both
tribal and folk art are deeply connected to the community. They emerge from the
daily life of a community and are shaped by the environment in which the
community lives. For example, dances of Santhal and Nagas despite both being
Tribal dance are as different from each other as chalk and cheese! This is because the
lives of these two tribes have manifested in different terrains and they have
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extremely different lifestyles, rituals, customs, religions that are reflected in their
arts. The term „Folk‟ includes all those persons living within a given area, who are
conscious of a common cultural heritage and have some constant traits, e.g.,
occupation, language and religion.
Tribal art or Folk art is motivated by utilitarian and ritualistic features and sometimes
by recreational impulses. Some practitioners maybe better skilled than others, but
tribal or folk art are essentially about a group or community rather than the
individual artist. Mainly dominated and shaped by religious motifs, the relation
between this art and religion is a universal feature. It is an integral part of living. In
tribal societies, there is no real distinction between Art and Life or between Fine Art
and Applied Art.

4.3 IMPORTANCE OF ART CULTURE
India has a rich cultural folk tradition. Folklore arts, beliefs, rites and rituals, myths,
and rural handicrafts are factors that enrich our folk-tradition. They became wellknown as knowledge transmitted by oral tradition. Folklore has an important role in
handing down social norms and religious knowledge and wisdom and in keeping the
social structure stable. Folklore arts, beliefs, rites and rituals, myths, rural handicrafts
etc. are factors that enrich our folk-tradition. They have become well known as
knowledge transmitted by oral tradition rather than written branches of knowledge.
Folklore has an important role in handing down social norms, moral laws, religious
knowledge and wisdom, and in keeping the social structure stable. It is in the form of
inherited culture that we see folklore elements in every culture.
Religion has a very important role in the formation of identity of each society. It is
the shell of cultural formation. The individuals in a society are born into them. It is
through these customs and practices that social solidarity remains. Pre-existing
cultural rules determine our ideas and behaviour through socialization. Societies are
made up of structures of cultural rules, established beliefs and practices to which
their members are expected to conform. Each social structure has unique customs
and practices as well as systems of beliefs. Folk arts and beliefs play an important
role in the timely reforms and establishing of these customs and practices.

4.4 TRIBAL ARTS
Dr. Majumdar and other anthropologists opine that tribal life artistic life is reflected
mainly in three forms of their art:
 Oral literature
 Magic and Dance
 Art and Dancing
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The above classification has excluded the folk artisan, craft, acrobatics, etc. The
artistic life of the tribal‟s includes in itself the following forms:
4.4.1 Folklore:- Oral Literature - It includes myths, tales, legends, riddle,
proverbs, song verse aspect, etc
4.4.2 Folk Music and Dance - These includes folk-songs (musical aspect), folksong music, folk dance etc.
4.4.3 Folk-art Handicraft and Acrobatics - These include folk-art, drawing,
painting , carving, wood craft, metal craft, garment-making with decoration,
wooden or cotton produce, etc.
Folklore is the oral literature of the simpler societies and is perpetuated by oral
traditions. There is usually no technique of teaching, certainly no formal technique,
connected with the making and singing of songs: they are learnt by the ear, and
transmitted in this fashion from generation to generation, Nor is there a conscious
awareness of forms or construction on the part of the folk-singer or folk-teller; there
is no aesthetics or analytic theory in his mind.
The tribal people sit at a place in the village for chatting, dancing, singing and even
taking serious matters of the village. In many of the tribes, there is an institution of
youth dormitory, a place where all the unmarried youth of the village assemble at
night after a day’s toil. Before going to bed they tell stories, solve puzzles and give
dramatic performance; they also sing and dance; this regular assembly of boys and
girls, which is embodied in the tribal institutions of youth.
Folklore is a broad category compromising all the myths, legends, folktales, riddles,
proverbs and superstitions of a cultural group. In general, folklore is transmitted
across generation orally through the process of enculturation. Among the earliest
anthropologists, it was Herskovits who systemised folklore studies in anthropology.
He suggested five themes occurring in the myths and folktales of all the societies:
 Catastrophe,
 Slaying of monsters,
 Incest,
 Sibling rivalry and
 Castration

4.5 TRIBAL MUSIC AND DANCE
Folk –songs, music and dance of the tribal’s are a composite while which is one of
the dominant characteristics of their culture. In folk songs, verse and music go
together and the musical aspect is much more reflected in practice. The folk-poetry is
merely a vehicle for the folk-tune. The tribal people go on singing a small poem of
four to eight lines for hours together with the help of folk-music.
35

The simple catchy folk-tunes conveying the feelings and sentiments of their
ancestors, their lives and thought, their activities and achievements, their morals and
discipline are of great value.
The songs are of several kinds. There are life-cycle songs sung at different occasions
like birth, marriage and death:
 Moral songs,
 Teaching morals
 Thoughtful songs
 Teaching the philosophy of human life
 Simple songs

4.6 FORMS OF FOLK CULTURE IN INDIA
The modern communication media in India coexist with traditional media such as
music, particularly the folk and tribal music, dance, drama and puppetry. The folk/
tribal art, music and dance vary from region to region. The folk theatres are seen in
its regional variants in almost every linguistic region of the country.
The puppetry theatre in many forms- string puppets, rod puppets, glove puppets,
leather puppets – are found in different parts of the country. The traditional media
viz., folk/tribal art and culture have played a very important role in solving several
emotional problems and channelizing the destructive forces into constructive ones. In
India, too, music, dance and drama have always played an important role in
combating destructive elements and in harmonizing emotional outburst relating to
caste, creed, religion and language issues. Several folk forms of entertainment,
prevalent in different parts of India, were powerful media of public instruction and a
unifying force for emotional integrity. They brought the poor and rich together.
Thousands of people, suffering from domestic and psychological problems, used to
witness them as a relief to their perplexed life. Such healthy entertainment did
dissuade the human beings from destructive activities.

4.7 CREATING CULTURAL IDENTITY
Apart from creating cultural identity, fork-art forms have other great social missions.
The most important is the collective conscience they produce. The integrity of
individuals and equipping them to meet social challenges are a part of this. If the
influence exerted by this collective representation is lost, that loss leads an individual
to the loss of his self. This is the most important among the complex crises faced by
modern society.
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Dealing with different seasons like the springs, the rain, etc; occasional songs,
associated with the festivals and religious songs sung at the time of offerings to
deities. Again there are working songs which help in synchronizing the working, e.g.,
Thumar of the Oraons and Munda which are sung at the time of planting paddy and
many craft songs dealing with the actual technique of the craft. For instance matmaking, ploughing, basket-making, etc., are described in simple folk-songs. Such
songs are of very great value in teaching the younger generation various crafts in the
simplest method.
There are songs of historical importance, which through their simple tunes can
enlighten the tender minds with the tough subject of history, in the earliest manner.
Folk –songs may be classified on the basis of the number of singer. According to this
term of reference the tribal folk-songs fall under three heads: group, couple and
single. Dance is associated with other aspects of culture as closely as music.
Religion and ethnic culture take an important role in the formation of the social
structure. Our society consists of structural units based on structural pluralism. Folk
arts and folk songs play an important role in their survival. They stand in relation to
the power system in every society. Power system is related to caste, gender and
economic status.

4.8 FOLK DRAMA
The drama, being a product of the masses and having undergone an unconscious
process of evolution through the creative genius of the people, represented different
trends of the society in their true color. It was, at first, in its community form and
was performed by the villagers themselves. Such enthusiasm was witnessed among
the people that they would collectively construct and decorate the stage, spend their
own money for costumes and ornaments for the play. The artists gave their voluntary
services as a part of their national duty. The organization of a drama in a village was
a great event accompanied with festivals, community singing, dancing and
ceremonial feasts. The guest artists from the other villages used to receive the honour
at their hands. A network of such folk dramas was spread all over India. The regions
full of artistic activities were less infected by behavior problems and litigation cases.
A folk drama is liked by people not because of its production value, but because of
its communicability and the relationship between the audience and the performer.
The informal way of presentation, the simplicity and freedom from all boredom of
technicalities are the very life of a folk drama. The audience should have the feeling
of oneness with the performer and should be in tune with his emotions and
aspirations. If these factors are lost the whole drama is lost. The traditional folk
drama, in India, has its deep roots in the society, only because it strictly adheres to
the tradition.
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There are several other semi-drama type of traditional media of communication such
as the Bahurupia art, the mask procession, the Nahan etc. The Bahurupia, for
example, is one of the most ancient forms of entertainment prevalent in almost all
parts of India. They are most witty people, well versed in the art of costuming,
mimicry and imitation. They stay at one place for days together and perform jhankis
and mono dramas of several types before their patrons.

4.9 COMMUNITY SONGS AND DANCES
India had a band of religious teachers and gurus, leading people to the path of pious
living and high thinking. Their teachings were made palatable through artistic
renderings, such as community singing, dancing and devotional songs. These artistic
activities and ways of living were a very healthy substitute for destructive and
immoral ways of living. Community singing, such as kirtans, bhajans and hari kaths
were great potential factors in bringing people nearer, irrespective of their class,
creed and color. The numerous folk entertainments such as “Bahurupi Kala”, “Snake
charming”, “Terahtal”, “Dummy horse dancing”, “Nat acrobatics”, etc. were so
popular that no Indian home, in both rural and urban areas, was left without a
performance of these at least once a year. All Indian ceremonies, marriages and
festivals, were full of dances and songs. All religious and community centers were
associated with some sort artistic expression as a means of spiritual development and
understanding of complex human nature. These art forms were practiced in
relationship with life and for the achievement of Artha, Dharma, Kama, Mokshah –
that is for the growth of a complete human being. They helped us to love each other
and live and let others live peacefully and harmoniously.

4.10 PUPPETRY
Puppetry is perhaps the most outstanding traditional medium which requires
patronage and trial. The Indian traditional puppet art, as envisaged in the puppets was
principally meant to highlight the achievements of our ancestors and all those
distinguished personalities who had contributed to the growth of the human society.
The puppets were carved in most fantastic and interesting figures. Their limitations
and deficiencies in the sizes, action, movements and autonomy have a science of
their own and are governed by principles based on experience and study on the part
of the Indian traditional puppeteer. The heavy stress on stylization and symbolization
in Indian puppetry is to make the emotional appeal of the puppet powerful and
lasting. That is why a puppet character, while in action, has more impact on the
audience than a human character. Another factor that contributes to the effectiveness
of the puppet is its independent personality unlike a human actor.
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4.11 ORAL COMMUNICATION
India has a rich tradition of oral communication. It has many forms such as sermon,
speech, verse, song, folk music, drama etc. Information is dissemination through hari
kathas, qawalis, public meetings and group discussions. The daily group prayer
meetings in towns and villages, travelers’ tales, fairs and festivals, religious
concourses held periodically at major pilgrimage centers such as Kumbh Mela at
Allahabad have been popular media of oral communication.

4.12 INFLUENCE ON MODERNISM
However with the passage of time and advent of globalization, witnessed the
emergence of a synthetic homogeneous macro-culture. Under the influence of such a
voracious all-pervasive macro-culture the diversified heterogeneous tribal/folk
culture of our country are suffering from attrition and erosion. Thus the stupendous
socio-cultural exclusivity of the multifarious communities at the different nooks and
corners of our country are getting endangered. Tribal art, like folk art, has also
progressed considerably due to the constant developmental efforts of the Indian
government and other organizations. Tribal art generally reflects the creative energy
found in rural areas that acts as an undercurrent to the craftsmanship of the tribal
people. Tribal art ranges through a wide range of art forms, such as wall paintings,
tribal dances, tribal music, and so on.

4.13 LETS US SUM UP
India had always been known as the land that portrayed cultural and traditional
vibrancy through its conventional arts and crafts. The 35 states and union territories
sprawled across the country have their own distinct cultural and traditional identities,
and are displayed through various forms of art prevalent there. Every region in India
has its own style and pattern of art, which is known as folk art. Other than folk art,
there is yet another form of traditional art practiced by several tribes or rural
population, which is classified as tribal art. The folk and tribal arts of India are very
ethnic and simple, and yet colourful and vibrant enough to speak volumes about the
country's rich heritage.
Folk art in India apparently has a great potential in the international market because
of its traditional aesthetic sensibility and authenticity. The rural folk paintings of
India bear distinctive colorful designs, which are treated with religious and mystical
motifs. Some of the most famous folk paintings of India are the Madhubani paintings
of Bihar, Patachitra paintings from the state of Odisha, the Nirmal paintings of
Andhra Pradesh, and other such folk art forms. Folk art is however not restricted
only to paintings, but also stretches to other art forms such as pottery, home
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decorations, ornaments, cloths-making, and so on. In fact, the potteries of some of
the regions of India are quite popular among foreign tourists because of their ethnic
and traditional beauty.

4.14 KEY WORDS
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4.16 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
1) Discuss in brief the Tribal Art in India?
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
2) Explain importance of Art culture in Tribal?
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
3) Elaborate tribal music, song and dance?
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
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