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ABSTRACT

Unrecorded oral folk literature has various genres of which some are
Keywords: dominated by women, who have used these as Voices to express

Orature, Women, Voices,

Gender, Preservation anguish,discomfort, protest or any kind of feelings. Through such utterences

pictures of patriarchal society, position of women, rivalry in family, gender
discrimation etc several issues can be seen reflected. Hence preservation of
such Oratures are extremely important as integral part of Folk literature and
gender studies. The article delves to discuss the same.
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1.

Folk culture & literature was not created overnight. It has a long tradition which was initiated
many many moons even before alphabets were developed. Myths are the best examples,
which are narratives of ancient people who used to explain all natural occurrences in the form
of stories, which are now considered as science before emergence of real science. Ever since
human civilisation started communication through signs and /or words, folk literature of
some form was created. So in reality the horizon of Folk literature is widely expanded outside
any recorded material, as traditionally most forms of unrecorded oral folk literature were
created and spread in a much larger section of any race.

Let us first look into the features of Orature:

e Oral utterances with no written versions

e Prevalent mostly among rural less educated socially marginal people

¢ Ever flowing as orally these pass on from one generation to another

e Hence no specific author can be identified. Orature is always a group creation
reflecting collective intellect.

¢ Dependent on the memory of the bard, hence always variable as a particular narrator
may change or twist a version while narrating to the next generation
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e Hence oratures do not have any fixed narrative, rather many versions are available
thus making it difficult to decide which is the very first unaltered version.

2.

Among different genres of Folk literature women centric genres are Folktales, Riddles,
Ballads, Maxim & Proverb, Songs, Rhymes & Lullaby and Vows. But before any further
discussion, three important questions need to pondered upon :

1. How should women centric oratures be read?
2. Why women centric oratures were created?
3. What is the medium of women centric Orature?

These Oratures can be read in two ways:

¢ Orature for women - may be or may not be created by women
e Orature by women - created by women

Orature created by women makes it extremely important to answer the 2nd question.
Connection of women with orature was mostly confined within a few genres namely child
pacifying rhymes, marriage songs, keeping vows for the welfare of the family or performing
rituals with mantras. But there is much more significance to this connection.

It is important to remember, oratures are prevalent mostly among socially marginal people
and in this marginal life, women can be termed as marginal of marginals. Because of this social
position, in the name of heritage and tradition women were taught to adhere to embargos
since childhood both by family and society. They were conditioned to believe that = %% cor
7% ot (buk fatey toh mukh fotena /even if the heart breaks the tongue will remain tied). In
any family, women of any identity, that of mother, daughter, wife, bride sister have to fight
through several obstructions many of which are not visible. Hence it is not difficult to
understand that women in rural households of yesteryears undoubtedly had oceans of
anguish, pain, trauma and humiliation bottled within their hearts which they couldn’t express
in public, and even to the male members of the family.

But this %7 @7 ( Nirab Vasyo) or silent annotation sometimes wanted to break the social
dictum and purgate out the inner feelings. So in the &77¥2e7(Andarmahal)-- inner house, when
women exchanged/ shared feelings on these, what emerged was essentially ¥zc7s #27 (

meyeder katha)- the dialogue of women. The oratures created by them, thus became the tool for
their purgation or even catharsis of emotions which definitely serves a therapeutic purpose as
well. While discussing about Oratures, therefore one must keep in mind that these are just not
forms of literature, but VOICES of women through the ages by which they wanted to be heard
and understood, which was a small expectation indeed.
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This VOICE is expressed in a specific lingo called (3% ©r3 meyeli bhasa) or the women's
language which has certain specific annotations like :

1. Adhering to taboo or social reservations / ¥#s/Samskar): Using substitutes like & (Uni)
or 8 (O),while referring elders like brother in law and/or father in law and husband

respectively,instead of calling or mentioning by name.
2. Using alternative words:

a. At night calling snake as &®y Lata) instead of % (Saap)
b.Calling tiger as 7% ¢¥375 (Barosheyal)
c. Referring broken conchshell,a sign of marriage as #// st@ 737 ( Sankha beRe jawa)

d. Referring exhausted stock of rice in kitchen as %7 /8@ ( Chal baRonto)

3..Using special words & exuberant expression like %% 2@37 ( Masik howa/ having periods) or
gze (Olo/ addressing a woman)
4..Swearing & curses (/777 c7szy /)
o T IR A8 ( Amar matha khao/Swear on my head)
o RT3, ( Abagir beti) &g (Alappeye), e (Minshe), 3eest ( Khalbhora), Sseiesi
BhorDyakRa), 9¢% (EnRe), Rbce (Bitley).....addreesing in slangs.

Such languages find expression in women centric oratures.
4.

This article will focus on 3 subgenres of women - centric orarures namely Riddles, Maxims &
Proverbs and Rhymes.

1.Riddles or #*r ( Dhnadha) are considered to be wisdom of many, wit of one. These are

basically brain - games played mostly by women in the interior household to create an
atmosphere of group entertainment.

Subtypes of riddles are:

o @313 I 44 ( Jamai thokano Dhnadha/ riddle to fool the groom - By fooling the groom
beforehand is probably a way to set scores even in advance for the situation the
daughter of the house as bride will have to face in her inlaw house where she has to
prove her competence in several occassions. If the groom can be fooled in the ar(
Basor/ night gathering after marriage), then the female family members of the bride
as if will feel a kind of respite about the impending judgement for the girl of the family.

eg. PRI (AT 17/ CRINET WA T/ [edg daeer e §@ ¥y weq (Kalsaap doley baap/ Chhobol malle
porey/bisher bodole buke ghrito modhu jhore /If the deadly snake bites,it will pour honey and
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butter instead of venom.) Answer : Hair plait or A9 (Binuni)

¢ Riddles with sexual overtures - used as a shield to hide the actual meaning and also is
used as a form of adult entertainment which is not possible for women to enjoy
anywhere else.

Eg. 72 co1 73 #7953 [7g [72 (1 178 703 G105 173, 173 CO1 72 33 ©% [72/ COIAIT S SR 91 COTAIF 79 1R (

I give it to any man, ami give it in public, I give it anytime [ want, but you are mine,l am
yours, why will I give you?) Answer : Veil or ¢art

Clearly riddles reflect intelligence of women and also their resolve to get advance justice for
another woman and also entertainment inside the periphery of the house.

5.

2. Maxim or &5+ & proverbs or 2 is also another important genre :

=17 75+ ( Khanar Bochon) - 3% 33 31cxs <1y <=7 reng 7 ¢ ( Weather prediction)

Or 7 sl 515 cor7y @6 (38 17 7= ( Human nature)

Such maxims about weather & agriculture, about human nature were uttered by #v/ Khana

a woman of high intellect who got married to Baraha, son of Mihir, a wellknown Pundit. A
legend remains alive till date that father in law Mihir was not comfortable with the rising
popularity of the bride of the house and had severed Khana's tongue to stop her from making
accurate prophecies anymore.

Proverbs or 77 overtly portray discrimination of women in 2 forms :

a. Situation of women in male dominated society
egs:
o 7 7y A1 ey e #i- Non acknowledgement of household work/ unpaid labour
o 7T I SH ET?/W? TR @9 1% — A woman has to die to be praised
o IR AR Kl T/ A 20 5T FIM- women allure and misguide men
b. Power struggle in women- controlled &#s72e7which is actually a form of patriarchy

proving patriarchy is gender neutral.
egs:

o O P A AGT GBS IO/ NPT HF (7 IS F5ice — Brother’s wife gets reminded of the

good news that crocodile has taken away her sister in law while bathing in the river
o e GLFF A GFIF BT NP P J [N R (V5 NGC® (I A — Mother asks daughter whether her mother in law

has passed away, then daughter can become the mistress of the house. Daughter is not sure as she doubts the feet of the

body may be moving
o FTT ¥ T I I CeF Ao Apeey P G Ko - Daughter in law says mother in law died in the

morning. After having lunch if she remembers it, she will cry in the evening

3. Rhymes or z&7 have quite a few types:
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a. General @7 20!

b. Child pacifying / czeegcenr zer
c. Game rhymes / x5 287

d. Lullaby or g¥=ei a7/ 2!

of which b,c,d are women-centric.

b. CRCETS AT BT (chhele bhulano chhora) are very much women centric as child rearing happens to

be predominantly a woman's responsibility in all societies. So to put a child to sleep, to stop
him/her crying,or for pacifying women have to adhere to many tricks, methods which find
best expression in rhymes. One inevitable condition for rhyme is rhythm which usually
attracts a child. But a careful analysis of rhymes will show much more than child pacifying.

The name czeageancar itself shows the gender bias, as if only the male child needs to be pacified.

Hence in rhymes one can find positive portrayal of c¥/=7:

o 397 5 Mz 93¢@ ( Khoka will go to catch fish)
o (YR IIT [ P0G A AT (¢ Aoce @ey gean (qwre 137 ez ( Khoka will go to marry, the

male cat will accompany him)

The portrayal of 3/ khuki), the girl child is different :

o (I (AT I F6T IR oy T ST @l Hew e oF / Rock my child rock/ let me comb
your hair because your groom will come soon to.take you away

o (T PR (P (T (T AT AN /013 (O Y 77 $ce ©f@ YR #7 / Someone has scoldes and
beaten up the little girl which has made her angry and she did not eat

o 5i7 Brdeg 3 by FAV O (/20O Fsey c9eT Jiseg A 7/ Moon is shining, flowers are
blooming, who is there near the Kadam tree? Elephant and horse are dancing because
Sonamoni is getting married

This utter difference of portrayal of male and female child is due to the social & familial
attitude that male child is the heir of the family, pride of the family. A girl child is sent off by
marriage as per social custom and the benefits go to the inlaws.

c. Buta horrific portrayal can be seen in a %775 2%7(Game Rhyme)-

GeTIe (G FZ o BT AT WBCE/ qeT Gl et 51367/ (P e 51367/ A3 ey 5155y [NeF 18 [NCF 918 et

/ (What news has come from the King? King has asked for a girl. Which girl does he want? He
wants this girl ( a girl is selected in the game). Please take away the girl).

This rhyme portrays a society where Raja is the representative of the wealthy and powerful
upper class which unabashedly tortures the commoners, snatching women for pleasure being
a part of that. (Zamindar/ king could send paiks/ sentries to abduct any girl from the house
of any subject). Folktale depicted a cruel demon /3™ whose demand was one woman per

day for not attacking the village. One is reminded about the poem titled 1946-47(558v-84) by
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Jibanananda Das where a similar picture has been shown,only the demon has been replaced
by men of power. In the apparently innocent games- rhyme played by children, a terrible
picture of social injustice towards women have been portrayed.

d.Lullabyes or 7@/ %7 contains both rhyme & music to put the child to sleep. Normally the

tune gets more importance in a lullaby since it is more effective to bring sleep. But just like
other rhymes the narratives often contain much serious utterences by women in the disguise
of child- minding. Hence in lullabies often such themes can be noticed which depict society,
history, even personal pathos of the woman.

Egs of society and history:

o (XR G AN GO I G () TR 41 (YT et (77 ey ~In 1742 Maharashtrian

dacoits better known as Borgi created economic crisis by their plunders thereby
disrupting common lives. Remnant of that history can be traced in this song.
o JAF AT (T GIF GG GCA] ST PO (AT (OIF FO (7T FCAY IGAG 29 K FACC AFT PG, A AT

rerey 719 e §oi9 airer (sharing with the baby about the pangs of being in a subjugation.

subjugated country / boycott of foreign goods, brain drain, financial independence /
mother also performing as a freedom fighter from inside)
o T (BT PG (Fw, [PV 20T OFF G (FCHT 1T PG (K (7ieq 17 (Reifeusy a6 —the historical

incident of boycotting foreign goods is referred to here)

Personal pathos/ social situation also find expression in rhymes :

o (X (3P P JF CPA (R PICTF NI/ AT P 7iG % e (7 92 9e7 @ / Khokon has gone

away in a boat, mother begs him return home. We get reminded of old parents of NRIs
or a popular song titled 77 (old age home) sung by Nachiketa which shows the

painful separation of mother from son when he grows up.

7.

This brings us to another important question: what is the need for documenting Oral literature
of women?

a. Bronislow Malinowski,the revered Anthropologist in his book Magic Science &
Religion described his experience in the Trobriand Island, Papua New Guinea where
he was living with a tribe. The bard of the tribe died with the hidden knowledge of the
entire tribe which is preserved only in his memory. Malinowski felt that with the death
of an old bard, a rich treasure of history would be lost forever. Similarly if women
centric oratures are not preserved in written form, the tradition of female literature,
voices of women who are not educated,neither privileged to express like men, will be
lost forever taking with them an important treasure of the legacy of indigenous culture
of Bengal, which is portrayed in women-centric orature.

b. Roots - Alex Halley - Black American author / family ritual - with birth of every new
child in family, story of the first man of the family Kunta Kinte narrated by the oldest
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woman of the family. Kunta was abducted by white men from Jufre Village in Africa
as slave to USA about 300yrs back. Resisted, fled but finally settled with another black
woman and started the family Alex Halley belongs to. Kunta's wife had started the
practice of narrating the past history so that the family never forgets the roots.

Adult Alex found a file named Toby ( Kunta's slave name) in US Archives, which
corroborated the story of Kunta Kinte that he grew up listening. Intrigued to know the
origins Alex visits Jufre village in Africa with an interpreter who introduced him to the
village chief, and told him the story Alex heard at home in USA thousands of miles away.
Chief called the entire village and the tribal women started a ritual song and dance
surrounding Alex, where they gave their babies to Alex to hold and then them took back.
The interpreter explained that the entire tribe, while singing the same story of abducted
young Kunta many years ago and giving their children to Alex, were also performing the
‘ritual of touch' which signified that these children who belong to Kunta's tribe and Alex
who belongs to Kunta's family --- are now unified and Alex is now accepted as one of
them.

This completed a full circle as in USA women of Kunta's family had kept the legend of Kunta
alive for 300 years through their oral story telling, and thousands of miles away in Africa,
women of Kunta's tribe also did the same for centuries. Two countries, two languages,
two cultures and multiple generations thus became unified in Roots, which is not just a
book but the authentic documentation of the history of black men in USA.

It is needless to say this book could only be written because women of both countries
preserved the history through their orature. Documents in US archives are only the
official substantiation of that.

Therefore it is obvious why it is absolutely necessary to document and preserve Women
Centric Oratures, because these not only show true picture of the situation of women in
the society but also portray the immensely important role women play in preserving
unrecorded history. Thus women become bearer of intangible library,of the heritage that
is an integral part of Bengali literature.

References:

Malinowski Bronislaw, Magic Science & Religion, 1925
Gupta Khsetra : Bangla Sahityer Sankhipto Itihaas, 1952
Bhattacharya Asutosh, Banglar Loksahitya,Volumes 2,5,6, 1957
Haley Alex, Roots - The Saga of an American Family, 1976
Sengupta Pallab, Loksanskritor Simana of Swarup, 4t edn, 2017

Gr W=

47


https://sayam.asutoshcollege.in/

