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TEACHING ENGLISH LANGUAGE USING POPULAR FOLK 

TALES IN BANGLADESH 

AHMED SAYEEF  

Abstract  
Language teaching through literature has already been an accepted approach. And in the world of 

literature, folk literature is a type which is popular among   the people across the globe. The 

reason behind the popularity is that it is easy to understand a folktale of its simple style, language 

and theme. However, literature itself naturally has the capacity to draw attention of the readers 

and audience. And in the case of folk literature or folk tale this is truer. In the attempt of teaching 

English language through literature, learners are automatically drawn into the stream of learning 

almost involuntarily. Linguists like Collie, Slater and Maley have the usability of literature in 

language teaching. And we also understand that the affective filter does not bar the learners in 

their language learning process when an interesting piece of literary work is utilized in language 

teaching. In the language learning classroom, popular folk tales could be a very effective 

teaching material. Folk tales contain simple language and generally has a universal theme and it 

offers an amusing and deductive lesson to the readers and audience. Therefore using folktales is 

a wonderful method of language teaching. It is possible to teach all the four skills of LSRW 

through the use of folktales. 
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1 Why Bangladesh? 
In the context of Bangladesh, teaching English using popular folk tales is a practical venture. 

Bangladesh is a country that is abundant with folk tales. People love folk tales due to the fact that 

they are simple, easy going and more imaginative. And the total number of people who hail from 

the rural areas is greater than the educated city dwellers. We also know that a folk tale is 

something that is produced by the common folk of any country. And as we investigate into the 

age old tradition and culture of Bangladesh, it is evident that the huge treasure of folk literature is 

created and safeguarded by the people mainly of rural Bangladesh. The simple and easy going 

people of Bangladesh are more imaginative than many people of the world which is another 

cause of their love for folk tales. Hence, popular folk tales of Bangladesh in translation or any 

other folk tales that are available in English language could be utilized in teaching English for 

the mass people or people in general in the context of Bangladesh. 

 

Bangla folktales present the simple image of Bengali rural life. Stories like ‗Son-in-Law's Visit‘ 

and ‗Fair Share‘ project with humor the lighter side of tensions in the family. We see the 

optimism of a poor Brahmin in the story of the ‗Magic Pot of Rice‘ and the story of ‗Who Will 

Die First‘ talks about the common people's extraordinary hope for a more just world. (Sajen)  

 

Bangla folktales reveal the commonality of human experiences around the world. That‘s why we 

find the story of a two-ton wrestler, in a slight different form, in the folktales of Russia. Gypsies 

in the Czech Republic tell the same stories of Three Travelers and Mirror. The stories of Aesop 

and Panchatantra have much in common in their content. For ages, travellers from distant lands 

visited this region and Bangali travellers roamed around the world as well. A traveller who 

happened to hear a story during his journey probably would later relate it to his own people, 

embellishing it to his own little details to suit the change of place and context. Thus the Bangla 

folktales, which have become a part of the world literature, represent the richness of the Bengali 

mind. (Sajen) 

 

2 What is a folk tale? 
According to the Merriam Webster Dictionary, ―a folktale is anonymous, timeless, and placeless 

tale circulated orally among a people. That means naturally and usually, a folk tale has no author, 

it has no certain time frame and again it is not confined to any particular place. A folktale is 

transmitted and circulated orally by people.‖ (―Folktale‖ )  

 

In Banglapedia, the definition of folk tale goes as follows, ―Folk tales are composed orally by 

illiterate people belonging to rural communities and passed on from one generation to the next 

by means of telling and retelling. Because of their oral nature, folk tales often tend to have 

different versions. This is to say that the birth of folk tale is oral and its birth is given by the 

people of rural area who are illiterate. Folktale lives through generations by the process of telling 

and retelling and because of its oral nature, the same folktale exists in different versions.‖ (―Folk 

Tales‖)  

 

Thus we can say, folktales are orally transmitted through generations. The author is unknown or 

anonymous. It is generally confined within a community, region or country. At a later stage, it is 

written and compiled by some other people and in other cases a folktale remains in its oral form. 

Folk tales are generally the type of tales that fall in the category of fables and fairy tales. They 

are universal in terms of their message, themes, and structures and hence have acceptance by 

people across the world. Usually folk tales carry some moral message or deductive lesson. It is 
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also commonly seen that folk tales have a simple structure and style and use common simple 

style, structure, words, phrases and expressions. They are intended for common people but 

welcomed by all classes of people. Folk literature includes all the myths, legends, epics, fables, 

and folktales passed down by word of mouth through the generations. The authors of traditional 

folk literature are usually unknown or unidentifiable. 

 

As Taylor puts it, folktales are generally a part of folklore. Simply put, a folktale is a traditional 

story that has been passed on by word of mouth before writing systems were developed. They 

include fables (i.e., tales with animals as the main characters and an explicit moral lesson), fairy 

tales (i.e., tales with some magical elements), myths (i.e., tales which are considered sacred), 

among many other subtypes (qtd. in Lwin, ―Using Folktales‖, p.75). 

 

Again Maybin and Pearce said, like other forms of literature, folktales call for the audience to 

have a certain degree of suspension of disbelief about their fictitious characters and events. 

Folktales also have the characteristics of literary creativity. Defined at the level of language, 

literary creativity involves manipulation of sounds, words, phrases or overall linguistic form of 

the text (qtd. in Lwin, ―Using Folktales‖, p.75). 

 

Folktales typically include distinctive linguistic features such as novel words, onomatopoeic 

sounds, and repeated or paralleled phonological or grammatical patterns that create interesting 

rhythms (Lwin, ―Using Folktales‖, p.75). Taylor notes that with the development of writing 

systems and other forms of technology, oral tales from various cultures have been transformed 

into written forms (e.g., the series in Folk Tales of the World brought out by Sterling 

Publishing). Some have become part of the canon of children‘s literature (e.g., Carpenter & 

Prichard, 1984). When folktales were written down and used as a way to introduce children to 

literature, words suitable for the child audience were often chosen (qtd. in Lwin, ―Using 

Folktales‖, p. 75).  

 

3 Why literature? 
Why we are to use literature in language teaching? Using literature in language teaching can be 

worthy and rewarding because literature is something about life and one of the main objectives 

of literature is giving pleasure even though when it is about the real life and not merely a work of 

imagination. While people read a piece of literature they can easily get into it and are passively 

drawn into its stream. It has been found that when a teacher introduces a story or an anecdote in a 

language class, students are instantly attracted to it and start to react as they enjoy it. They 

become motivated and energized and language learning turns into fun. Learning any language 

means learning the four major skills: listening, speaking, reading and writing. Teaching a new 

language using literature of the target language and the literature of L1 in translation could be 

feasible and practical. 

 

According to linguists Joanne Collie and Stephen Slater, we may choose literature for language 

teaching for the following reasons: valuable authentic material, since literature is not created 

with a view to teaching language and thereby we get the essence and examples of real life 

situation and setting. Particularly, when learners have survival level of proficiency and they need 

to learn more. They now can comprehend the language meant for the native speakers and 

become familiar with the different linguistic forms, functions and meanings. Culturally rich text: 

knowing a culture means knowing the relevant language. Literature is the true portrait of a 

culture and a nation. So, the literary text helps the learners of a language tremendously to learn 

the target language. Richness of language: the text of literature is rich with its lexical items, 

syntactic patterns and functions of discourse. It is also rich with other literary devices like 
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metaphor which inevitably enrich a reader. Personal involvement: a reader becomes personally 

involved when s/he starts reading a work of literature and begin to immerse themselves in the 

text. A person forgets the mechanical and artificial way of language learning and hence it is 

beneficial and conducive to language learning (Collie and Slater 3). 

 

Again, we should also consider what linguist Alan Maley listed as reasons for using literature as 

a potential resource in the language classroom. The reasons are: 

a) Universality: literature deals with common issues of the universe such as love, separation, 

death, revenge, etc. So, they appeal to the people of all places and culture of the world. 

b) Non-triviality: Generally, language learning materials are trivialized but an author of 

literature does not trivialize or talk down in his/her work and we get an authentic and 

genuine text.  

c) Personal relevance: as people can relate the issues found in literature either to their own 

experiences or they can think about these things, there is a kind of personal relevance. 

d) Variety: a whole range of subject matter and language of different professions are found in 

literature which is conducive to language learning. 

e) Interest: the material of a piece of literature is interesting because they are primarily created 

to amuse or give pleasure to the readers. 

f) Economy and suggestive power: being economical and precise, the work of literature has a 

suggestive capacity. It may provoke a lot of debate and discussion for the language learners. 

g) Ambiguity: as literature is ambiguous, it produces huge diverse interpretations which enrich 

the language learning experience (Maley 12). 

 

However, literature should be carefully chosen and designed according to the level of the 

learners. Popular folktales of the target language, in this case this is English and Bangla folktales 

in translation could be a major choice besides other popular folktales of other languages that are 

translated in English. 

 

4 Why folk tales (folk literature)? 
Folk tales are more popular, attractive and accessible to a wide range of people. They are 

universal in theme, in wisdom and appeal to people from all walks of life. So they have a 

universal appeal. Folk tales offer moral teaching, e.g., Aesop‘s Fables. They contain a lot of fun 

sometimes; here, we can consider the tale of the little bird, Tuntuni. ‗Tuntuni‘ a Bangla folk tale 

that tells about a little bird, Tuntuni which took the gold coin of a king and eventually could 

avoid capital punishment due to its witty action whereas the king had to lose his nose. And in 

this connection, it may well be remembered what the world famous Bengali poet Rabindranath 

Tagore said about learning process; he had said that no real learning can be done without 

enjoyment, and this is true in any learning situation and time, be it language or any other 

discipline. Folk tales can work to build the confidence of learners as it is easy to comprehend, 

students learn words, structures and usage rapidly and they have the feel that they are achieving 

something. Students also feel good by exchanging their views among themselves. And when folk 

tales of the target language are used, it helps to learn the culture of the target language as learners 

enjoy the folk literature of the target language. And by learning the culture of the target language 

learners simultaneously learn the language. 

 

It is seen that the affective filter does not bar reaching information about the target language to 

reach the language learning area of the brain while any piece of literature is used in language 

teaching and particularly when folk literature is utilized the obstruction will be felt less. The 

affective variables, such as motivation, fear, nervousness, anxiety and self-confidence do not 

obstruct the flow of information to the language learning area of the brain. To clarify, when 
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motivation or self confidence is low due to anxiety, fear or boredom, the affective filter bars the 

information from reaching the language learning area of brain (Krashen 30). As we use folk tales 

in language teaching, learners become interested and motivated, and their self-confidence rises as 

they comprehend the input and learn some moral message. 

 

The eminent linguist Taylor has expressed, ―Indeed, oral tales do appeal to children due to their 

relatively simple forms of language and a storyline with proper beginning, middle and end. 

However, despite the outwardly simple appearance, folktales address themes and issues that are 

profound for all humanity. They convey psychologically significant themes of honesty, kindness, 

generosity, jealousy, arrogance, greed, and so forth. The themes and issues raised in oral tales 

can be significant for all ages and all humanity, making them suitable for language learners of all 

age groups.‖ (qtd. in Lwin, ―Using Folktales‖, p.75) 

 

As Sajen talked about folk tale or story in his write up, he said, ―Everyone loves stories, be it 

children or adults. It is this love which has kept alive, for generations, folktales that have been 

handed down by oral traditions. Though this cultural phenomenon has partly been lost in 

oblivion under the pressure of modernity, it can be a venerable source of our national culture. 

This is because the tales share the everyday ‗efforts made by our people in the sphere of thought 

to describe, justify and praise the action through which we have created ourselves and keep 

ourselves in existence‘ [Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. Penguin Classics 2001, pp. 

188].‖ (Sajen) 

 

5 Methodological implications of this study 
There are certain merits of using folktales in English language teaching. The first sensible benefit 

that learners get when a Bengali folktale in English version is utilized in classroom is that 

learners feel connected to the story as the story was originated in a learner‘s own region or 

country and the story reflects a familiar culture and lifestyle. It also may be the case that the 

some learners know the story beforehand and are now going through the English version. 

 

Second, the learners feel empathetic and sympathetic towards the characters of folktales, because 

there are usually some loveable characters found in a folktale, for instance, the character of  

Dalim Kumar in the tale of ‗Dalim Kumar‘ who saved her mother from a witch. 

 

Third, the simple storyline and moral teaching attract the learners and make them feel 

encouraged to know the story in full. For example, the tale of ‗Clever Fox and Crocodile‘ offers 

a lesson on cheating as a bad act and the good practices of fair share. 

 

Fourth, a mythical character like ‗Rakhushi Rani‘ (demonic queen) who played dual roles and 

eventually ate up her own son too besides her stepson and cultural elements of a foreign folktale, 

e.g., the ‗palace‘ where Cinderella was kept in captivity, fascinates the learners and thereby 

enhances the learning. 

 

Now, as the language of a folktale is considered, it is seen, its language is learner friendly. 

Because, Bangla folktale like folktales of other countries contain: 

a) Simple sentence structures (syntactic structure), e.g., simple past or present tense. 

b) It uses simple sentence type, sometimes combined but rarely any complex sentence type. 

c) Simple and repeated expressions are used frequently, for instance, ‗The little boy is going 

and going, far and far away to find the rare Lotus‘, and ‗Once upon a time there was a 

good king,‘ etc. 
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d) Onomatopoeic words and expressions like ‗buzz‘ or ‗boom‘ is used in folktales that help 

learners learn quickly the words from their association with the sounds. 

e) Simple sentence connectors like ‗and‘, ‗but‘ or ‗so‘ etc. are used to express connection, 

transition and logical sequencing of thoughts. 

 

Finally, one significant good outcome of learning English using Bangla folktales, by and large 

folktales in general, is that the learners may acquire subconsciously some good values such as 

love, humility, patience, friendliness and learn to judge what is good or bad and what one should 

do or not do. 

 

6 How to use folk tale in language class 
As Chatman puts it, generally, this has been seen that the folk tales of different cultures and 

places have almost the same content (plot, characters and storyline) which is called the ‗what‘; in 

different cultures and nations we have the ‗how‘ or the way of presentation of the discourse, that 

is the actual language that is used, e.g. words, syntactic patterns etc. (qtd. in Lwin, ―Using 

Folktales‖, p.76). For instance, there are variations of the famous tale of Cinderella found in 

different languages or countries such as the French, European, native American and Japanese 

versions of Cinderella. In our country though we do not have any version of Cinderella but we 

have a very similar plot in South Asia that is the tale of the beautiful princess with exceptionally 

long hair and who was in the captivity of an ugly dangerous witch. The princess was ultimately 

freed by a handsome prince. And, again all the folk tales have the similar structure that goes like 

the character-action-punishment/reward cycle process (Lwin, ―Revisiting‖, p. 4). And, there are 

good and bad/evil characters that are in conflict or in the roles of the protagonist and antagonist. 

We see this is true in our Bangladeshi folk tales as well. According to Bean, the characteristic of 

universality or similarity of the fundamental event sequence in folktales from various cultures 

makes these tales ―one of the most accessible vehicles for language learning‖ (Bean 58). 

 

Now when a target language is to be learnt through folk tales—in this case, English—the words, 

phrases, expressions, grammar and grammatical patterns that are used in a folk tale are to be 

considered and utilized. It is found that in the case of a folk tale of any language, the words, 

phrases, expressions, grammar and grammatical patterns that are used, are suitable for a foreign 

language learner. In English language classes, tales from any culture translated into English can 

be useful for beginners to learn simple grammatical features, such as simple past and present 

tenses, coordinating connectors like ―and‖ and ―but‖. Being the closest to the oral tradition, the 

language of folktales will be less complex than the language of academic writing. For example, 

folktales rarely include phrases like ―notwithstanding the fact that‖ (Taylor 13). Another 

important aspect that a folktale offers is introducing the culture of a given place, region or 

country from where the folktale originated. So, when a folktale of the target language, and in this 

case the language is English, is utilized, it helps learning the language properly by understanding 

and knowing the culture. As Taylor said, when folktales of the target language are used, the 

cultural elements of folktales also help to bridge common ground between cultures and at the 

same time bring out differences between them (qtd. in Lwin, ―Using Folktales‖, p. 82). 

 

For using Bangla folktales in an English learning classroom, we have good number of tales  in 

their English version available, to name a few, ‗Neelkamal and Lalkamal‘, ‗Kanchanmala and 

Kankanmala‘, ‗Monimala‘ and ‗Dalim kumar‘ are some popular Bangla folk tales that are 

available. 

 

A piece of folk tale can be used as a sample material for the English language teaching class 

room. For instance, the Bengali folktale ‗Happy Man without Any Cloth‘ translated into English 
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can be used in an ELT class. For listening skills: the story when the instructor reads it aloud, it 

can be used as a listening text for the learners. Again, with advanced level students, the story 

could be recorded with a standard pronunciation and accent and the students could listen and 

practice listening to Standard English. For speaking: the simple repeated expressions and 

simplified grammar structures are conducive to the development of speaking skills of the 

learners. Use of simple words and onomatopoeic expressions is another incentive for the learners 

of English found in folk tales. As students answer queries about the tale in target language, they 

practice speaking. Again, when students are asked to give their feedback or opinion about the 

tale in the target language, they practice speaking. If role play can be introduced in the class or 

students are asked to exchange their views among themselves in the target language, they will be 

encouraged in using the target language and in this way students can be involved in speaking. 

 

For reading: when learners go through a folk tale in printed form, they get practice in reading. 

Students become involuntarily motivated and interested to know what the tale has to tell them. 

And if half of a folktale is given or told to the students, they might be encouraged to find out and 

guess the further narrative of the story, and thereby the learners will have the reading drill. In 

addition, the simple style, theme, syntactic structure and diction encourage the learners to read 

the tale and have their reading practice. 

 

For writing: in practice of writing, students can utilize the simple words and syntactic structures 

that they learn from the folk tale and asked to give their feedback about a specific tale in writing 

or if they are asked to write about some character, information, moral message or teaching that 

they have learned from the story of the folktale. Thus learners feel motivated and they can 

participate in writing skills in a voluntary manner. 

 

In addition to general writing skills, creative writing could be introduced wherein learners will 

develop their creative writing skills. When the learners are asked to imagine or improvise a 

similar plot of a given tale or they are told to create or imagine some characters for a certain plot 

and then to construct some dialogues for the created characters of their tale, learners will be 

engaged in practising creative writing. By practicing creative writing while learning English 

using folktales, learners will draw on their powers of imagination, expand their horizons of 

thinking and thereby achieve the skills of creative writing.  

  

In fact, teaching/learning English language using folk tales could be an effective new method in 

the context of Bangladesh. The practice of teaching/learning English using folk literature as such 

is an established approach worldwide. In Bangladesh, however, teaching English using literature 

had been practiced for quite a long time in the school and college levels until the communicative 

language learning approach was introduced. That is to say, now in Bangladesh, a kind of 

situational syllabus is in practice. And, therefore, this relatively new trend of teaching English 

using folktales is yet to be introduced. 

 

Other than the four major skills of the target language, two more skills that are nowadays being 

considered, pronunciation and memorization skills could be achieved through the use of 

folktales. Pronunciation can be practised within the speaking module. Students are to be asked to 

pronounce some selected words of the story in chorus by which they will be able to avoid 

hesitation and fear of mistake and then each student can be tested later individually. Again, the 

memorization skill practice could be done by asking the learners to remember the actions of a 

character/characters or remembering the storyline or sequence of incidents. 
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In my opinion, and from my observation, the context of this study should be Bangladesh where 

teaching English through literature has not been attempted at a substantial rate or if any, the 

process of teaching was faulty. The teaching objectives and goals were not clearly outlined and 

stated. Syllabus was lacking methodological instructions. Literature was used merely to give the 

students some moral messages and a kind of appreciation of literature was taught. Eventually, 

students used to memorize the answers to questions that might be set for the examinations. 

Consequently, though language learning was the target, the outcome was poor even after 10 to 

12 years of studying English as a subject at school and college. At present in the name of 

communicative English, a type of syllabus has been introduced that is without any work of 

literature and which again has turned out to be futile. 
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GLOTTAL STOP IN TELUGU CLEFT PALATE SPEECH:  

AN ACOUSTIC ANALYSIS
1 

KOTHALANKA INDIRA 

Abstract 
This paper presents acoustic characteristics of glottal stop [] in Telugu cleft palate speech. 

Individuals born with a cleft lip and/or palate (CLP) cannot achieve adequate velopharyngeal 

closure (i.e. the soft palate does not extend enough to close the nasal cavity), which is necessary 

for the articulation of many speech sounds. As a result, they are not able to maintain the 

necessary intra-oral pressure for the articulation of obstruents, and develop certain other 

articulations in an attempt to compensate for their inability to produce the target phonemes. Such 

articulations will remain even after surgical correction of the palate as they become part of a 

speaker‘s phonetic repertoire. Glottal articulations such as glottal stop, glottal fricative and 

glottal reinforcement are such alternative/compensatory articulations. Of these, glottal stop is the 

most frequently occurring compensatory articulation in Telugu cleft palate speech. The data 

consisted of 28 single words, 14 short sentences and connected speech obtained from 17 (eight 

females and nine males  in the age group of 9 -16 years) native Telugu speakers with a repaired 

cleft lip and palate. The acoustic characteristics were studied on wideband spectrograms using 

PRAAT. The results showed that [] substitution for target obstruents occurs more frequently in 

word-medial position. Further, [] substitution occurs for not only plosives but also affricates 

and fricatives. The acoustic analysis of [] showed that it has various forms and its acoustic 

manifestation differs from speaker to speaker depending on their voice quality and the context in 

which it occurs. 

 

Key words: cleft palate, compensatory articulation, glottal stop, acoustic analysis, PRAAT 
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1 Introduction 
Cleft lip and/or palate is a congenital structural deformity in which there is an opening in the 

upper lip and/or the palate.  For individuals born with a cleft lip and/or palate (hereafter CLP), 

there is no separation between the nasal cavity and the oral cavity, due to which they cannot 

build up enough air pressure in the mouth for speech. Therefore, it is common for them to have 

speech problems. Common cleft type  speech errors include  abnormal articulation 

(compensatory or obligatory) and abnormal resonance (hyper, hypo and mixed nasality). These 

are generally resolved after palate repair. However, in some individuals, articulation problems 

do persist even after the palate repair. Such individuals develop variant articulations in an 

attempt to compensate for the inability to produce the target phonemes. Inadequate intra-oral 

pressure is compensated by moving the location/articulation of oral sounds posterior in the 

vocal tract where there is a greater amount of air pressure. Glottal stop is one such 

compensatory articulation frequently observed in cleft palate speech. The aim of this paper is to 

present an analysis of glottal stop in Telugu cleft palate (hereafter TCP) speech and describe its 

acoustic characteristics based on spectrograms. Telugu is a Dravidian language. It is the official 

language of Andhra Pradesh and Telangana. 
 

2 Methodology 
 

2.1 Subjects and test material 
The subjects taken for the study were  17 Telugu speaking individuals, eight girls and nine 

boys in the age group of 9 and 16, with a repaired cleft lip and palate. The subjects were 

grouped into three on the basis of the type of cleft: UCLP (unilateral cleft lip and palate), 

BCLP (bilateral cleft lip and palate), or CPO (cleft palate only). Subjects 1 to 8 belonged to 

UCLP group, 9 to 15 to BCLP group, and 16  to 17 to CPO group. 
 

A specifically devised test material (based on the recommendations of Henningsson et al. 

2008) which consists of 28 single words and 14 short sentences was used. In addition to this, 

natural speech was elicited through conversation/picture description task. 14 obstruents (8 

plosives, 2 affricates, and 4 fricatives) were considered as the target consonants as they are the 

most vulnerable speech sounds. The target obstruents are listed in Table 1. 
 

Table 1. Target obstruents. 

 Bilabial Dental Alveolar Alveo-

palatal 

Retroflex Velar Glottal 

Plosives                                        

Affricates                

Fricatives     ʂ   

 

For each target consonant, two words were listed, with the target consonant occurring in the 

word-initial (WI) and word-medial (WM) positions. Nasal consonants or consonant clusters 

were not included. 

 

2.2 Analysis of the data 
The data was analysed by employing a combination of perceptual and acoustic analysis. The 

speech was transcribed phonetically using IPA (2015), ExtIPA, and VoQS symbols (2008). 

Based on the transcription, the divergent patterns were identified and their acoustic 

characteristics were studied on wideband spectrograms using PRAAT (version 5.5.04). The 
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frequency range was set between 0 to 5,000 Hz. The duration of window length was set as 

0.005 seconds to obtain wideband spectrograms. 
 

3 Glottal stop in Telugu cleft palate speech 
A glottal stop [] is a sound made by the adduction (pressing together) of the vocal cords for 

a brief period which completely blocks the flow of air from lungs. When the air pressure 

blocked below the glottis is released by the sudden separation of the vocal cords, a plosive like 

sound is made. It is the most frequently occurring compensatory articulation in Telugu cleft 

palate speech with 15 out of 17 subjects exhibiting it. This indicates that the subjects of all 

cleft-types, i.e. UCLP, BCLP, and CPO adopt [ ] to compensate their inability to articulate the 

target obstruents. [] substitution for target obstruents occurs in word initial (hereafter WI) 

and word medial (hereafter WM) intervocalic positions. However, it occurs more frequently in 

WM position. [] is a non-native sound used by Telugu cleft palate speakers as a substitution 

for target plosives, affricates, and fricatives. The analysis of [] in TCP speech is presented 

below in two contexts: [] substitution in WI position and [] substitution in WM position 

(intervocalic position). 
 

3.1 [] Substitution in WI position 

[] in WI position occurs in the speech of three subjects: S1, S9, and S17, as a substitution 

for the target voiceless plosives //, //, and //. A few examples are given below: 

   

E.g.:  [̃̃]  for  //  „tiger‟ 

  [̃:̃:] for /:/  „TV‟ 

  [:]  for /:/  „curry‟ 

 
 
 

With reference to the acoustic characteristics, [] in WI position lacks the burst generally 

associated with the release of oral plosives. The closure stage of [] (i.e., the adduction of the 

vocal cords for a brief period) is manifested as a blank space in the spectrogram (see Fig. 1). 

Another remarkable feature identified is the manifestation of the following vowel. The waveform 

of the following vowel reaches its full intensity immediately after [] (shown in circles in the 

waveform in Figure 1). This is due to the abrupt vibration of the vocal cords with increased 

intensity after the sudden release of []. 
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                                 ̃:                                         ̃: 

 

Figure 1. Spectrograms of [ ̃:] from the word [ ̃: ̃:] (/::/ „TV‟) of S1 and S17 illustrating [] in WI 

position. 

 

Further, it was also observed that vowels adjacent to glottal stop do not exhibit any marked 

formant transitions. 
 

3.2 [] Substitution in WM (intervocalic) position 

In WM position, not only plosives //, //, //, //, and //, but also affricates // and //, and 

fricatives /s/, //, and /ʂ/ were substituted with []. It was observed that [] substitution mainly 

affects the voiceless targets, and among the voiced targets only // and //.  It is a known factor 

that cleft palate speakers find it more difficult to articulate voiceless consonants when compared 

to voiced consonants, as the former requires more energy and greater muscular force than the 

latter.  Further, out of all these affected targets, the most affected is the voiceless velar plosive 

//.  All the fifteen subjects who exhibited [] as a compensatory articulation in their speech, 

substituted velar // with a [].  Therefore, it is concluded that // is the most vulnerable 

obstruent for [] substitution in TCP speech.  A few examples are given below: 

 

E.g.:   [̃ ̃:]  for  // „mattress‟ 

  [:̃:]  for /:/ „monkey‟ 

  [ ̃:]  for // „one‟ 
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The acoustic analysis of [] in WM position showed that [] in TCP speech has three variant 

forms.  
  

a) [] with closure duration and low-intensity voicing. 

b) [] with closure duration, low-intensity voicing, and presence of creaky 

phonation in the adjacent vowels. 

c)  [ ] with complete creaky phonation. 

 

Each of these is described below with relevant spectrograms. 
 

a) [] with closure duration and low-intensity voicing 

This is the most common form of [] observed in TCP speech. In most of the cases, the 

spectrograms of [] in intervocalic position displayed closure duration which is filled with 

low-intensity voicing.  These features are illustrated through the following spectrograms of 

:(/:/ „leaf‟) (of S5 and S9) in which target // is substituted by []. 

 

 
          :                   :                                         
 

Figure 2. Spectrograms of the word: (:(/:/ „leaf‟) of S5 and S9 illustrating closure duration 

and low-intensity voicing of [] in intervocalic position. 

 
 

Auditorily, when [] occurs in the intervocalic position, it is perceived as a pause in a word. 

This is acoustically displayed as a ‗gap‘ between vowels in both the waveform and the 

spectrogram, which is due to the adduction of vocal cords for [].  However, spectrograms 

also reveal a very low-intensity vibration in the glottal segment of the waveform which is 

matched by the corresponding vertical striations in the spectrogram. Thus, though [] is a 

voiceless sound, there is evidence indicating a little voicing in the intervocalic position. May 

be these speakers are unable to retain the necessary tension in the vocal cords and/or the 

glottis is not completely closed. This signals a need for further investigation of the vocal cord 

movements during the articulation of intervocalic [] in cleft palate speech. 
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b) [ ] with closure duration, low-intensity voicing, and presence of creaky phonation in 

the adjacent vowels 

This form of glottal stop with the presence of creaky phonation in the adjacent vowels was 

observed in the speech of S1, S4, S7, S10, S12, and S15. This is illustrated in the 

following spectrogram of the word: (: (/:/ „leaf‟) of S10 (compare this with Figure 

2). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

  
 
 

     :             
Figure 3. Spectrogram: (/:/ „leaf‟) of S10 illustrating [] substitution in 

intervocalic position with creaky phonation in the adjacent vowels. 

 
 

In creaky phonation (a non-modal phonation, also known as ‗vocal fry‘), the posterior 

portions of the vocal cords, i.e., the arytenoid cartilages, are drawn together making the 

vocal cords thicker allowing the anterior portions to vibrate (Ladefoged, 1971: 14-15). 

Acoustically, it is characterized by irregularly spaced glottal pulses and reduced acoustic 

intensity (Gordon, 2001), which are evident in the above figure. Apart from closure 

duration and voicing, the presence of creaky phonation is visible in the adjacent vowels in 

the form of irregular glottal pulses (shown with boxes in the figure). In the waveform, they 

appear as irregularly spaced glottal pulses with reduced intensity, and in the spectrogram, 

they are seen as dark vertical striations which are irregular and lower pitched.
2   

 

 

c) [] with complete creaky phonation 

In certain cases, [] appears as a form of complete creaky phonation.  Perceptually, it is heard 

as a normal glottal stop (a ‗gap‘ between the vowels); however, it is acoustically manifested 

as irregularly spaced glottal pulses (shown with arrows in Figures 4 and 5) indicating a lack 

of complete closure of vocal cords.  This is especially observed in connected speech (at the 

                                                           
2
 In the preceding vowel, we see a transition from modal phonation to creaky phonation, and in the 

following vowel, from creaky phonation to modal phonation.
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sentence level): in S2, in the word [̃̃] (// ‗to the temple‟), in S12, S14, and 

S15 in the word:] (/:/ „person‟s name‟), and in S9 and S15, in the word 

[̃] (// „taste‟).  The spectrograms of [̃] (// „taste‟) of S15 and :̃] 

from the word: ̃] (/:/ ‗person‟s name‟) of  S14 are given below. 

.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
          ̃ 

Figure 4. Spectrogram of [ ̃] from the word [ ̃] (// „taste‟) of S15 illustrating creaky form of []. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

     :                                                     ̃ 

Figure 5. Spectrogram of : ̃] from the word :] (/:/ ‗person‟s name‟) of  S14 illustrating 

creaky form of []. 

 

4 Conclusion 

Glottal stop is the most frequently occurring compensatory articulation in Telugu cleft 

palate speech with 15 out of 17 subjects exhibiting it. This indicates that the subjects of all 

cleft-types, i.e., UCLP, BCLP, and CPO, adopt [] to compensate their inability to 

articulate target obstruents. However, the targets affected varied from subject to subject.  
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[] substitution for target obstruents occurs more frequently in  WM position. Further, [] 

substitution occurs for not only plosives but also affricates and fricatives. The acoustic 

analysis of [] (in intervocalic position) revealed that it has various forms, and its acoustic 

manifestation differs from speaker to speaker depending on their voice quality and the 

context in which it occurs. 
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QUESTION FORMATION IN PNAR AND KHASI: THE ROLE 

OF CLITICS 

ANISH KOSHY 

Abstract 
This paper is a study of the role of clitics in the process of question formation as well as in 

the formation of question words in two closely-related Mon-Khmer languages spoken in 

India, viz., Pnar and Khasi. The paper distinguishes the major types of questions in both the 

languages, viz., the content seeking questions and the polar questions. Within the content 

seeking questions, the differences and similarities in the formation of different question 

words are highlighted with special reference to the role of pronominal clitics. The question 

particles in these languages are analysed as bound forms and are classified as clitics. The 

process of question formation in these languages also interacts in interesting ways with the 

general morpho-syntax of the language which also involves the placement of agreement 

clitics. These languages are significant typologically and areally in the Indian context. With 

an SVO Basic Word Order, these two languages provide typological insights significant in 

the context of the Indian subcontinent, a linguistic area dominated by languages with an SOV 

word order. The attestation of a VSO order in the formation of polar questions, especially in 

Pnar, and its correlation with the SVO order follows the generally accepted typological 

position on VSO-SVO languages from Greenberg‘s studies on Universals. 

 

Keywords: Khasi, Pnar, Mon-Khmer, typology, questions, interrogatives, VSO, SVO, 

clitics 
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1 Introduction 
Interrogatives or questions are considered one of the three fundamental types of sentences 

found in almost every language, the other two being declaratives and imperatives (Levinson, 

1983: 40). The terms interrogative and question are often used inter-changeably in common 

usage. However, interrogatives across languages are known to be used for functions and 

purposes beyond the act of questioning (Schegloff, 1984:31; Raymond 2003: 939). This 

paper only deals with interrogative forms that are used in the act of questioning in the two 

languages under study. The two broad types of questions that are investigated, include the 

content-seeking questions (wh-questions) and the polar questions (yes-no questions). 

Typologically, languages differ in terms of the number of question words they have and also, 

as to how many of these question words are uniquely formed. Some also show phonological 

similarities across question words, with the English question words beginning with wh-being 

the most famous instance of this. 

 

This is a descriptive analytic study of the process of question formation in two closely related 

Mon-Khmer languages, especially looking at the morpho-syntactic interaction of clitics with 

the process of question formation, based on the Basic Linguistic Theory followed in 

typological studies (Dixon 2012). This paper also provides important insights into the 

typological patterns of question formation in the two languages, in terms of the number of 

uniquely available or unavailable wh-forms, the interaction of locational, directional and case 

markers with wh-forms, and the impact of movement of constituents on the surface structure 

as well as on the alliterative agreement pattern. 

 

2 Introduction to the languages 
Pnar and Khasi are Mon-Khmer languages spoken in north eastern India, in the state of 

Meghalaya. Pnar is spoken in the Jaintia Hills District in Meghalaya. It is often called Jaintia 

in historical sources, the name of the community that speaks the language. Khasi is 

predominantly spoken in the Khasi Hills districts, which includes among other places, the 

state capital Shillong, and Sohra (Cherrapunjee). None of the Khasian languages are listed in 

Schedule VIII of the Constitution of India. According to the Census of India 2011 report, 

Khasi is spoken by 10,37,964 and Pnar by 3,19,324 people. In the sociolinguistic milieu of 

the region, most Pnar speakers know Khasi, as it is a language formally taught in schools and 

university departments. Most Khasi speakers know only rudimentary Pnar or no Pnar at all. It 

is also important to note that Khasi is a very generic term in the context of Meghalaya, where 

every variety of speech is often considered a dialect of Standard Khasi, or the rather 

standardized Khasi. The term Khasi, as used in this study, therefore, refers only to this 

Standardized form of the language and not to its other varieties. 

 

3 Methodology 
The data represented in this study have been mostly collected by the researcher after a field 

study. The data has been collected from the regions where these languages are spoken 

predominantly. The Pnar data was collected from Jowai and Shillong, while the Khasi data 

was collected from Sohra and Shillong. Most language consultants in this study are bilinguals 

and trilinguals, with English and Khasi as common languages. The data was collected by 

eliciting translations, and from narrations that were recorded and later transcribed and 

annotated. 
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4 Pnar and Khasi: a typological background 
In the context of South Asia, Pnar and Khasi are important languages, as they are among the 

very few languages with an SVO Basic Word Order, in a linguistic landscape which is 

predominantly SOV. A very brief introduction to the two languages relevant to the paper are 

presented below. 

 

Gender is morphological in Pnar and Khasi with all nominals carrying a gender marking. The 

third person pronominals are used as gender/number marking PROCLITICS on nominals as well 

as on other grammatical expressions, which are in agreement with these nominals (in an 

alliterative agreement pattern). Pronominal proclitics appear on nominals, nominal modifiers 

(adjectives and relative clauses), demonstratives, reciprocal pronouns, derived interrogative 

pronouns, derived indefinite pronouns, universal quantifiers and the numeral ‗one‘. In the 

third person, there is a four-way distinction of masculine, feminine and epicene in the 

singular and that of a gender-neutral plural. The epicene singular is used with either genders 

to mark honorificity, diminutiveness and intimacy. This PROCLITIC is restricted to a small set 

of nominals, and its use is governed more by pragmatics than by syntactic/morphological 

factors. 

 

Unlike Pnar, Khasi does not have a distinct set of PROCLITIC and ENCLITIC forms for each 

pronominal/nominal. The PROCLITIC in the verbal complex in Khasi marks the beginning of 

the verbal complex, parallel to the ENCLITIC closing the verb complex in Pnar. The following 

are the different pronominal proclitics and enclitics in Pnar and Khasi: 

 

Proclitics (Pnar and Khasi) Enclitics (Only in Pnar) 

3MSG 3FSG 3ESG 3PL 3MSG 3FSG 3ESG 3PL 

u= ka= i= ki= =u =kɔ =i =ki 
 

A prototypical assertive sentence in Pnar with some modifiers has the following structure: 

 

1.  u=kʰɨnnaʔ u=wa-ɟrɔŋ aʔ=u ja=u=sapeɲ u=wa=da-iʔ 
 3MSG=child 3MSG=RP-tall cut=3MSG ACC=3MSG=mango 3MSG=RP-PRF-ripe 

Gloss: ‗The tall boy cut the ripe mango.‘ 

 

The following is a prototypical assertive sentence in Khasiwith some modifiers: 

 

2.  ka=meri ka=daŋ-bam  ja=u=sɔʔ-piɛŋ u=ba=la-iʔ 
 3FSG=Mary 3FSG=PROG-

eat 

ACC/DAT=3MSG=fruit-

mango 

3MSG=RP=PRF-

ripe 

Gloss: ‗Mary is eating a ripe mango.‘ 

 

5 Question formation in Pnar and Khasi 
The two types of interrogative sentences used for question formation, namely wh-questions, 

and polar questions involve different syntactic configurations of the pronominal clitics, and 

hence they are discussed separately. They also involve many other bound particles, which 

qualify to be clitics. 
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5.1 The wh-question forms in Pnar and Khasi 

 
 Derived Underived 

‗who‘ {i/u/ka/ki}=ji - 
‗whom‘ ja=i=ji 

chaphaŋ=i=ji 
- 

‗what‘ {i/u/ka/ki}=ji kamwan 
kamman 

iju 
‗which‘ {i/u/ka/ki}=ji 

{i/u/ka/ki}=wan 
- 

‗whose‘ {i/u/ka/ki}=jɔŋ - 
‗where‘ {ha/cha/na}=i=wan - 
‗why‘ - ileʔ 
‗how‘ - katwan 

kamwan 
‗when‘ - (mɨn)nu(ʔ) 

katnu 
 

 Derived Underived 

‗who‘ ma=no 
{i/u/ka/ki}=ei 

- 

‗whom‘ ja=no 
ʃaphaŋ=ɟɔŋ=nu 

- 

‗what‘ {i/u/ka/ki}=ei aju 
‗which‘ {i/u/ka/ki}=no 

{ha/na/ja}=ka=nu 
- 

‗whose‘ ɟɔŋ=nu - 
‗where‘ ʃa=no 

haŋ=no 
na=ei 

- 

‗why‘ - balei 
‗how‘ - kumno 
‗when‘ - mɨnno 

lano 
 

Table 1: Pnar wh-forms Table 2: Khasi wh-forms 

 

The tables above demonstrate that most wh-question forms in Pnar and Khasi are derived 

forms. In Pnar, the derivation mostly involves one of the pronominal clitics {= i/u/ka/ki} 

with a question particle =ji or =wan; in Khasi one of the pronominal clitics appears with the 

question particles=no~nu or =ei. Case markers/prepositions also interact with the question 

particles whenever appropriate in a very predictable and transparent manner: the GENITIVE 

markers =jɔŋ (Pnar) and ɟɔŋ= (Khasi) appear in the derivation of the possessive question 

word ‗whose‘; the ABLATIVE, ALLATIVE and LOCATIONAL markers na=, cha=/ʃa=, ha=, 

respectively, appear in wh-forms for ‗where‘ along with a question particle; the accusative 

marker ja= appears in the derived form for ‗whom‘; the quasi-nominative marker ma= 

appears in the form for ‗who‘ in Khasi; prepositions like chaphaŋ/ʃaphaŋ ‗about‘ can host 

question forms that replace their nominal objects. 

 

Many of the derived wh-forms in Pnar and Khasi have similar morpho-phonological shapes. 

For example, in Pnar, the question form for ‗who‘, ‗what‘ and ‗which‘ is [PROCLITIC=ji], and 

in Khasi, the question form for ‗who‘ and ‗what‘ is [PROCLITIC=ei]. Their morpho-syntactic 

configurations help in their disambiguation, as will be discussed in the paper. In both Pnar 

and Khasi, the preferred syntactic position of the interrogative pronouns is sentence-initial, 

which is achieved as a result of wh-movement. Word-order is relatively free in these 

languages, and the wh-questions are also permitted to be in-situ. 

 

5.2 Wh-questions in Pnar and Khasi: the morpho-syntax 
In the sections that follow, we discuss the different derived wh-forms in Pnar and Khasi and 

the role of clitics with respect to them. 

 

5.2.1 Questioning actors (who) 

When the question forms involve the pronominal clitics, the general pattern in Pnar and 

Khasi with gender clitics is to copy the gender clitic from the subject noun (in Pnar questions 

when the head noun is unknown, the epicene i= is used as a default). The wh-form is 

followed by the RP wa/ba with the verb carrying no agreement markers. 
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3.  Pnar 

i=ji 
 
wa=pɨn-jap 

 
ja=u=ɟɔn 

    

 3ESG=Q RP=CAUS-die ACC=3MSG=John     

Gloss: Who killed John?  

 

4.  Khasi 

ma=no  
 
ba=pɨn-jap  

 
ja=u=ɟɔn 

 PT=Q RP=CAUS-die ACC/DAT=3MSG=John 

Gloss: Who killed John? (lit: Who is the one who killed John?) 

 

With copular sentences, we do not find the RP following the wh-form. The RP, as can be seen 

in the sentences above, is hosted by the verbal complex. In sentences with copular verbs, with 

the verbs dropped, the RP finds no host and hence is not used. 

 

5.  Pnar       
 u=ji o u=lɔk u=ɟɔn wa=bʰa   

 3MSG=Q 3MSG 3MSG=friend 3MSG=John RP=good   

Gloss: Who is John‘s best friend? 

 

In Khasi, the wh-form in copular sentences has a different question particle, =ei, along with a 

pronominal PROCLITIC. 

 

6.  u=ei u=ne       
 3MSG=Q 3MSG=PROX      

Gloss: Who is he? 

 

5.2.2 Questioning patients/objects (whom) 

In both the languages, the wh-form for patients/objects is similar in shape to the one for 

agents with the addition of the ACC/DAT marker. The question word appears in the sentence 

initial position, followed by the subject nominal, if present. The verbal complex carries the 

subject enclitic agreement marker. 

 

7.  Pnar       
 ja=i=ji ja-cʰem=mi ha=juŋmane mɨntu    

 ACC/DAT=3ESG=Q RECP
i
-meet=2MSG LOC=church today    

Gloss: Whom did you meet in the church today? 

 

8.  Khasi       
 ja=no  pʰi=la-ja-kɨnduʔ ha=ijɛŋ-mane  mɨnta=ka=sŋ

i 
   

 ACC/DAT=

Q 

2PL=PRF-RECP-

meet 

LOC=home-

worship 

Today    

Gloss: Whom did you meet in the church today? 

 

Prepositional objects answering questions like about whom replace the ACC/DAT marker with 

the preposition. 
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9.  Pnar 
cʰapʰaŋ=i=ji 

 
ka=meri 

 
ja-klam=kɔ 

    

 about=3ESG=Q 3FSG=Mary RECP-talk=2FSG     

Gloss: Who is Mary talking about? (Lit. About whom is Mary talking?) 

 

10.  Khasi 

ʃapʰaŋ 
 
ɟɔŋ=nu  

 
pʰi=ja-krɛn 

    

 About GEN=Q 2PL=RECP-speak     

Gloss: Whom are you talking about? 

 

5.2.3 Questioning non-human entities and events (what) 
The interrogative pronouns for ‗what‘ are realized by both derived and underived forms in 

Pnar and Khasi. In structures with the pronominal subjects dropped, the derived interrogative 

form is followed by the finite verbal complex which carries the enclitic/proclitic subject 

agreement marker. Nominal subjects follow the wh-forms, preceding the verbal complex. It is 

to be noted that the derived wh-forms for ‗who‘ and ‗what‘ are morpho-phonologically 

similar, both in Pnar and in Khasi. However, the form for ‗who‘ is always followed by the RP, 

while ‗what‘ rarely comes with the RP. In Khasi, the derived interrogative form is limited to 

copular constructions (this is similar to the distribution of the =ei form for ‗who‘ in Khasi).  

 

11.  Pnar 
i=ji 

 
jo=pʰi 

     

 3ESG=Q see=2PL      

Gloss: What did you see? 

 

12.  Khasi 

ka=ei 
 
ka=kɨrtɛŋ 

 
ɟɔŋ=u 

    

 3FSG=Q 3FSG=name GEN=3MSG     

Gloss: What is his name? 

 

5.2.4 Selection from a set (which) 
In both Pnar and Khasi, the derived forms for ‗which‘ contain pronominal clitics. The 

PROCLITIC is determined by its agreement with the gender/number of the member/members 

being sought from a pre-determined set, whose gender/number is already known. The 

questioned entity is followed by the RP hosted by the verb. The verbs carry the subject 

agreement enclitic/proclitic. 

 

13.  Pnar       
 ka=ji ka=kɔt wa=je=mi cʰa=o    

 3FSG=Q 3FSG=book RP=lend=2MSG DAT=3MSG    

Gloss: Which book have you lent him? 

 

In copular constructions, with no copular verbs to host them, we do not find the RP following 

the wh-form. 

 

14.  Pnar 
u=wan 

 
u=paju=pʰi 

     

 3MSG=Q 3MSG=sibling=2SG.GEN
ii
      

Gloss: Which one is your brother? 
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15.  Khasi 

ka=no  
 
pitar 

     

 3FSG=Q Peter      

Gloss: Which ones, Peter? 

 

It is also possible for the wh-forms to be preceded by prepositional/case markers like the 

accusative, ablative, etc., if the context so requires (for example in expressions like to which, 

from which, etc.). 

 

16.  Pnar       
 na=i=wan(neiwan) i=bɨnta ka=kɔtbaʔ dau=pure=ɔ    

 ABL=3ESG=Q 3ESG=portion /part 3FSG=Bible FUT=read=1SG    

Gloss: Which portion of the Bible should I read from? 

 

17.  Khasi     
 na=ka=nu  ka=bɨnta ɟɔŋ=ka=baibl ba ŋa=n=pule 

 ABL=3FSG=Q 3FSG=part/portion GEN=3FSG=Bible RP 1SG=FUT=read 

Gloss: Which portion of the Bible should I read? (lit. Which is the portion of the Bible 

that I should read from?) 

 

5.2.5 Locative questions (where) 
In Pnar, the derived wh-forms used for asking questions on locations (‗where‘), use 

pronominal clitics and question particles with a LOCATIONAL, ABLATIVE or ALLATIVE marker. 

This is a typologically well-attested pattern in many languages where deictic or motion 

elements get combined with interrogative words or particles (Cysouw 2004). These can be 

seen in English forms like whereto, wherefrom, witherto, etc., which are no more used as 

interrogative words in the language. Khasi also attests a similar pattern, except that the 

pronominal clitics are no more recognizable. In both the languages, speakers treat these wh-

forms as non-compositional. They have become lexicalized (for example, in Khasi, it is no 

more possible to analyze what the particle in the middle of a form like ha=ŋ=no is) or are in 

the process of becoming one (for example, the proclitic used in Pnar with these forms is 

invariably i=). 
 

18.  Pnar 
hɛiwan(ha=i=wan) 

 
saʔ=pʰi 

     

 LOC=3ESG=Q stay=2PL      

 Where do you stay? 

 

19.  Khasi    
 haŋno ka=don  ka=tu ka= ɟiŋdro 

 where 3FSG=be 3FSG= DIST 3FSG= painting 

 Where is that famous painting? 

 

5.2.6 Possessive questions (whose) 

Typologically, possessive questions (‗whose‘) are derived in most languages by the addition 

of the possessive case marker to the question form for PERSON (who) (Cysouw 2004). In these 

two languages under study as well, the possessive questions make use of the possessive 

marker as part of the question word, along with a gender proclitic or a question particle. The 
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gender proclitic agrees with the head nominal (the possessed nominal) in Pnar. While the 

possessive wh-form moves to sentence-initial position in Pnar, it does not in Khasi. It remains 

in-situ after the possessed nominal. As expected in SVO languages, the GENITIVE in 

declarative sentences in both these languages, always comes following the possessed 

nominal. 

 

20.  Pnar 
ka=jɔŋ 

 
ka=tai 

 
ka=kari 

    

 3FSG=GEN 3FSG=DIST 3FSG=car     

Gloss: Whose car is that? 

 

21.  Khasi 
ka=ɟiŋdro 

 
ɟɔŋ=nu  

 
ka=ni 

    

 3FSG=painting GEN=Q 3FSG=PROX     

Gloss: Whose painting is this? 

 

5.3 Polar questions in Pnar and Khasi 
All polar questions in Pnar have a VSO structure, with the verbs moving to the sentence-

initial position. Pronominal subjects are dropped and appear as enclitics on the verb. 

 

22.  kwa=hi=mi u=kʰana i=ji=re=i=ji 
 want-EMPH=2MSG INF=tell 3ESG=Q=DRP=3ESG=Q 
Gloss
: 

Do you want to tell us anything? 

 

23.  tɔʔ=hi o u=laŋdɔʔ    
 be=Q 3MSG 3MSG=priest    

Gloss: Is he a priest? 

 

Pnar polar questions also display VOS structures, when the object is incorporated into the 

verbal complex. In polar questions, it is also possible to replace the agreement enclitic on the 

verb with the subject nominal itself. This could suggest that the subject agreement enclitics 

otherwise found on the verbs, are actually traces of the subject nominal that is generated post-

verbally and moves to a sentence-initial position. 

 

24.  dau=tʰeəd-sapeɲ=ka=meri       
 FUT=buy-mango=3FSG=mary       

Gloss: Will Mary buy mangoes? 

 

In polar questions with modal verbs, some modals take the agreement enclitic, while others 

require the main verb to take the enclitic. Pronominal subjects are dropped. In Pnar, modal 

verbs are followed by lexical verbs marked with a non-finite marker. Incorporated objects 

result in VOS structures. 

 

25.  je=me u=e u=kʰulɔm ja=ŋa    
 MOD:ABIL=2MSG INF=give 3MSG=pen DAT=1SG    

Gloss: Can you give me a pen? 

 

26.  hoi=hi u=diʔ-duma=ɔ hɛini    
 MOD:PERM=Q INF=drink-cigarette=1SG here    
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Gloss: Can I smoke here? 

 

The formation of polar questions is a very distinguishing syntactic feature between Pnar and 

Khasi. Khasi employs a question word hatɔʔ in the sentence-initial position for all types of 

polar questions. The question word is followed by the assertive sentence without any 

interaction with pronominal proclitics. The rising intonation conveys that it is a question. 

 

27.  ɟɔn, hatɔʔ ŋi=n=leit da=ka=kali ɟɔŋ=u  
 John Q 1PL=FUT=go INS=3FSG=car GEN=3MSG  

Gloss: Are we going by your car John? 

 

28.  hatɔ
ʔ 

u=ne u=ɟu u=brijəu u=ba ŋa=la-ja-
kɨndɔʔ 

menʃim-
snem 

 Q 3MSG= 

PROX 

3MSG= 

Same 

3MSG= 

person 

3MSG= 

RP 

1SG= 

PRF- 

RECP-meet 

last-year 

Gloss: ‗Is this the same person whom I met last year?‘ 

 

6 Conclusion 
Pnar and Khasi are two important languages within the Mon-Khmer branch of Austroasiatic. 

While a lot of studies have been undertaken on Khasi (cf: Rabel 1961; Nagaraja 1985), there 

is very little research available on Pnar. This comparative study of the interaction of clitics 

with the process of question formation, as well as the role of clitics in the formation of 

question words in these two languages, tries to cover some of this gap. There are many 

questions that still remain unanswered. Why do questions with lexical verbs need a 

relativized clause to follow them? Why do questions with copular verbs not need these 

relativized clauses? These issues need further investigations. 
 

The study has also been able to demonstrate significant differences between the two varieties 

of Mon-Khmer speech, spoken in close proximity. The important morpho-syntactic 

differences highlighted in the study are important in the larger study of the Khasian branch of 

languages, as well as contributes to the typological understanding of questions and question 

formation. The role of clitics as highlighted in the paper, is hoped to also serve in developing 

the morpho-syntactic understanding of clitics in the literature, which are mostly based on 

European languages. It is also hoped that the study will enable a more holistic understanding 

of the two languages within the context of the Mon-Khmer subfamily. 

 

List of abbreviations used 

- AFFIX BOUNDARY INF INFINITIVE 

= CLITIC BOUNDARY INS INSTRUMENTAL 

1 FIRST PERSON LOC LOCATIVE 

2 SECOND PERSON M MASCULINE 

3 THIRD PERSON MOD:ABIL ABILITY MODAL 

ABL ABLATIVE MOD:PERM PERMISSION MODAL 
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ACC ACCUSATIVE PL PLURAL 

CAUS CAUSATIVE PRF PERFECTIVE 

DAT DATIVE PROG PROGRESSIVE 

DIST DISTAL PROX PROXIMATE 

DRP DISCONTINUOUS REDUPLICATION PARTICLE P PARTICLE 

E EPICENE Q QUESTION 

EMPH EMPHATIC RECP RECIPROCAL 

F FEMININE RP RELATIVIZING PARTICLE 

FUT FUTURE SG SINGULAR 

GEN GENITIVE   
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ADIVASI SUBJECTIVITY AND IDENTITY IN BIKRAM 

HEMBROM AND SHANA BAURIR KAWTHOKAWTA  

ARJAB ROY 

Abstract 
This paper records a few aspects of adivasi experience based on its interfaces with colonial 

and postcolonial Indian society (immediately after 1947) by critically interrogating two un-

translated Bengali short stories, Samaresh Basu‘s Shana Baurir Kawthokawta (1958)
1
 and 

Bikram Hembrom (1965)
2
 by Dr. Balaichand Mukhopadhyay (pseudonym: Banaphool). The 

disparate experiences of two adivasi characters – Bikram Hembrom and Shana Bauri, 

belonging to separate (Santhal and Bauri respectively) tribal communities–are seen as 

constituting two strands of adivasi identity. Bikram Hembrom is an embodiment of the 

aspirational adivasi, a recipient of colonial state‘s developmental, welfare and missionary 

policies. His conditions represent the consequences of the Nehruvian state‘s efforts to 

assimilate-integrate indigenous people into the larger Indian society. Contrary to this, Shana 

Bauri, perceptive towards adversities and exploitations, undergoes a subjective 

transformation from a voiceless to a resolute self, determined to fight against oppression. 

Based on these experiences, two different identities among indigenous subjects seem to 

emerge – Bikram Hembrom constituting a passive subjectivity; and Shana Bauri constituting 

a challenge to the hierarchical social organization of the nation.   

 

Key words: Adivasi identity, Bengali Literature, Adivasi, Santhal, Bauri, Subjectivity, 

Bhadralok 
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1 Textual overlaps 
Written by Bhadraloks

3
, Bikram Hembrom and Shana Baurir Kawthokawta reflect changing 

conditions from colonial to postcolonial India and their impact on indigenous peoples
4
. Both 

stories overlap in time and space, narrating the immediate post-independence experiences of 

the indigenous communities of Santhal Pargana in Birbhum district of West Bengal, 

bordering the province of erstwhile Bihar, now Jharkhand. Both stories narrate events of a 

time when India was simultaneously in the throes of countless possibilities, challenges, and 

paradoxes. The texts reveal complex relationships not only between the indigenous groups 

and other communities that constitute the nation, but also within the specific indigenous 

groups.  

 

2 Delineating an „aberration‟ in Bikram Hembrom 
Bikram Hembrom narrates first-person episodic accounts about the protagonist whom the 

author meets a few times during the latter‘s stay as a doctor in Santhal Pargana. Banaphool 

begins, ―It has been ages. I was then a doctor at a dispensary in Santhal Pargana‖
5
 

(Banaphool 395). He finds Bikram to be exceptional, ―… Strange man! I have never met 

anyone like him‖ (400). He is Santhal in jati
6
 and Christian by religion, an educated man who 

retires as Honorary Magistrate of Santhal Pargana. Bikram‘s physical appearance, sartorial 

choices, clarity of thought and competence over Bengali surprises and impresses Banaphool 

when they first meet at an event organized by the Forest Department. He describes Bikram 

thus: 

 
His clothes and appearance attracted attention. With a huge pig-stick hat that adorned the head, he wore 

full-sleeves shirt, heavy boots and khaki trousers. He had handsome features with calm-composed 

manifestation ... He had a heavy round clean shaven face. His eyes were sharp. He seemed to be in 

forties. Later I heard he was close to seventy (396). 

 

From their successive meetings and encounters the writer discovers Bikram‘s unflinching 

memory, commitment towards inculcating punctuality in people, knowledge of Nature, 

dedication towards protection of forest lands and his ideological critique of certain agents of 

State for misusing forest resources. These traits leave a lasting impression on Banaphool, 

who not only etches them in the text, but also understands Bikram, articulates his emotions 

and even his silence, in an economic, matter-of-fact and objective manner. After Bikram tells 

Banaphool how his late wife had arranged the hat that he always wears except while sleeping 

as a gift, the latter observes that, ―Bikram was lost in other thoughts‖ (398). Without 

revealing Bikram‘s emotions Banaphool leaves ―to attend his patient‖ (398). The language 

reverberates with understated human emotions.  

 

Perhaps Banaphool‘s appreciation of Bikram stems from perceiving him to be different from 

other Santhals. Their relation is due to cohesive socio-cultural factors wherein Bikram 

conforms to popular appreciative, paternalistic and patronizing ideas of the Bhadralok. 

Banaphool notices Bikram Hembrom due to the latter‘s imbibed values that erase cultural 

distinctions. It translates into the writer‘s assessment of Bikram as exceptional, despite being 

a Santhal and thus, arguably is a clear aberration. In fact, Banaphool is surprised to hear him 

                                                           
3
Bhadralok (Bhadra = Genteel; Lok = People) refers to a category of educated, cultured and genteel Bengali 

men. For more see Parimal Ghosh. What Happened to the Bhadralok (2016). 
4
 Questions of legitimacy of non-adivasi writers writing on adivasi lives and their inclusion within the category 

of Adivasi literature are beyond the scope of the paper. 
5
 Passages from Bengali have been translated by the author. 

6
Jati specifically here refers to adivasi identity. The term has wide and complex associations with caste, 

ethnicity and religion. 
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speak sanitized Bengali, ―I was surprised to see and hear Bikram Hembrom speak with such 

clarity‖ (396). Clearly, he did not expect this – it is only after this surprise ushers in a 

rejection of the cultural expectations, that the two bond. Bikram‘s individuality is further 

intensified by Banaphool‘s method of addressing other Santhals – ―Santhal patients‖ (396), 

―every Santhal patient‖ (396), ―Santhal young girl‖ (399), ―a Santhal‖ (400) and ―that 

Santhal‖ (401). His overuse of the word ‗Santhal‘ indicates an identity marker to which 

others conform except Bikram.      

 

His religious affiliation enabling an upward mobility that attaches him to the colonial state, 

Bikram appears to be an Anglicized adivasi. He respects the Western idea of time that is 

linked with economic productivity. Therefore, he mends people‘s clocks and watches. 

According to him, ―Presently, I happen to control only clocks and watches; their absence 

erodes punctuality that spoils entire life‖ (400). Moreover, the habits of preserving gifts as 

memorial indices, obsessing over health by avoiding eating food cooked outside, and 

drinking only boiled water indicate Bikram‘s integration with British societal-health codes. 

Through this wide array of practices, Bikram socio-culturally engages with the colonial and 

the emerging nation-state.  

 

Bikram occupies a liminal
7
 space in terms of the hierarchical organization of communities 

within newly independent India. He gains acceptance from within and outside his community 

through negotiations and is reluctant to part with privileges granted to him. Though Bikram 

enjoys ―unadulterated respect and adoration‖ (397) from other Santhal members, and appears 

hesitant at receiving such privileged treatment, he fails to explicitly dissociate himself from 

them. Once, at the hospital, Banaphool requests him to sit and observes, ―…he began to 

hesitate. He behaved as if he did not want me to extend special treatment by requesting him 

to sit on a chair. He would prefer standing with others. Finally he sat, yielding to my 

persuasion,‖ (397). According to the hospital‘s compounder, Bikram‘s influence had reduced 

over time. He informs Banaphool:  

 
During those times he had significant authority and power. Due to his characteristic dedication 

everyone respected him a lot, even top British officials. Everybody trusted his verdicts and judgments. 

During the British era he was the sole arbiter of justice in this area. After independence, his authority 

has receded. (397)  

 

Consequently, Bikram is not keen on ruffling feathers and hence occupies a politically 

inactive position. He does not advocate conflict with the state. Despite knowing about the 

misuse of forest resources by government officials, he remains silent and helpless. At the 

Forest Department‘s event, Bikram declares: 

 
We love this forest . . . When we had right over this forest, we took utmost care and protected it from 

every danger . . . But now we have no right over the forest. Now the country is independent and you 

look after it. No one listens to us regarding the forest. Legally you are the protector of the forest. Had 

you truly been the protector, if you would have genuinely taken care of the goddess-forest then it 

would not have made us sad. But now we feel very sad at your consumptive nature towards the forest. 

Everybody is exploiting the forest by looting it for vested commercial interests. We stand at a distance 

and watch helplessly since no one even listens to us even if we speak. You should learn how to love the 

forest, only then can you feel my pain. (396) 
 

He fails to mobilize and unite the Santhal community against such misuse thereby keeping 

away from public forms of protests against these issues. During his personal conversations 

                                                           
7
 Bikram is experientially located at the threshold of Santhal and other caste groups residing in Santhal Pargana.  
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with Banaphool, he opines, ―No one has any soft corner towards the forest, everybody is a 

thief‖ (399). But, neither the protagonist nor the writer feels enraged about these violations, 

―Both of us sat quietly‖ (399). They emote through ‗silence‘ and ‗quietness‘ instead of trying 

to alter such practices. Bikram constitutes the moderate adivasi subjectivity in post-

independence India who expresses public and personal dissatisfaction with the state‘s 

approach towards the forest. However, he fails to build or advocate a concrete course of 

action to challenge that.                                           

 

2.1 The social reality of Santhal Pargana in Shana Baurir Kawthokawta 
Shana Baurir Kawthokawta narrates in third person the story of a few hours‘ journey 

undertaken by Shana Bauri, Sundor Ray, Jiban Banerjee and Haran Ganguly from a village 

around the same Santhal Pargana to the highway leading to Jamshedpur. Shana, a member of 

the Bauri community, drives a buffalo cart for a living and sometimes supplements his 

income by doing temporary, casual jobs. The rest are professionals in the modern service 

sector that originated in colonial India and contributes towards nation-building after 

independence. The three characters seek Shana‘s assistance to carry their luggage from the 

village to the bus stop from where they will board buses to Jamshedpur. The narrative records 

the conversations among them during the journey and their impact. These conversations are 

not mere casual exchanges but mark the historical, social and everyday relationship of Shana, 

his family and community with the decadent Bengali feudal landlords with whom Ray, 

Banerjee and Ganguly share close cultural ties. Shana and his family‘s relation with the 

Bengali community is that of subordinate-superior (Shana addresses them formally while 

they address him informally) resulting in mutual benefits and occasional tensions.  

 

The exchanges between Shana and others before the journey indicate the undercurrent of 

social tension due to abolition of begar (bonded labour) and Zamindari (feudal landlordism) 

rights. These legal-administrative steps reduce the landlords‘ erstwhile power in society. 

However, Shana regards these changes as either superficial or ineffective since they fail to 

guarantee his meals. Yet Shana teases Sundor, Jiban and Haran, ―So begar has been 

abolished after all . . . why, has the zamindari been abolished?‖ (Basu 140) and ―Oh young 

lord, why, zamindari is abolished?‖ (140). His digs draw furious responses from them who, 

being aware of the changing social landscape, want to avoid the topic. 

 

Shana slowly reveals, ―I have become stubborn and my soul is engulfed in flames‖ (142). 

The admission enmeshes every possible human emotion. The story unfolds with shifts 

between past and present within the narrative. Shana‘s wife Sukhi cannot stay with him after 

three consecutive incidents of sexual exploitation by local powerful Bengali men. Once, 

Sukhi trades her body in return for ―two baskets of rice‖ (143). Shana‘s mother mediates the 

transaction which earns her the pejorative of ―a pimp‖ (142). After knowing about it, Shana 

―started burning in anger‖ (144), helplessly assaults his wife and tries to beat his mother who 

manages to escape. Within a month of the incident Sukhi leaves home. Though Shana 

convinces her to return, she again undergoes a discomforting experience. Kedar Mukherjee, 

Narayan Mukherjee‘s grandson, one of the influential members of the village comes to 

Shana‘s house when Sukhi is alone. Shana‘s mother accidentally witnesses it and blames 

Sukhi for inviting him during everyone‘s absence. Consequently, Sukhi leaves home again. 

Shana blends satire and irony while narrating the entire episode:  
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He has eighty bighas
8
 of land, so why would not he feel thirsty on a full-blown afternoon? Kedar 

Mukherjee is conscientious as he asks for water at Bauri household. Standing at the door he calls out, 

―Hey woman! Where are you? Give me little bit of water to drink.‖ He has rice at home, therefore 

enters Shana Bauri‘s house. He has rice; hence the wife‘s mother-in-law arrives home right at that 

moment. She threatens the wife, ―Your mother-in-law is not at home and on this afternoon you have 

got a Babu
9
 into the house and now shedding crocodile tears!‖ We don‘t know such immoralities, why? 

He has rice; for consumption, to sell and so the entire household is swept away by Kador‘s waves. 

(145) 

 

Shana assaults his mother in a fit of rage while Sukhi goes to her parent‘s house only to 

return again. However, Samaresh Basu does not mention her leaving for the third time – 

probably she leaves after another similar incident. During Sukhi‘s absence, Shana realizes 

that the grave social depravations would never let him experience a normal conjugal life. He 

understands that, at the pretext of token material benefits like Kedar giving Shana‘s mother 

money to drink and enjoy during festivities (146), they will face ceaseless exploitation. 

Hence, when Roy, Banerjee and Ganguly try to persuade him to fetch Sukhi back, he refuses. 

But after they leave for Jamshedpur, he decides to bring her back and annihilate Kedar. He 

mutters to himself ―… still will bring the wife back, why? But then Kedar would die at Shana 

Bauri‘s hands, you all don‘t understand‖ (148). Sukhi and other Bauri women stare 

perennially at the cultural risk of being exploited by local powerful Bengali men. Shana tells 

Sundor Ray, ―Your sons and grandsons lurk around in Bauri locality, salivating on seeing 

women just like kids do on seeing ripe fruits in others‘ yards‖ (143).  

 

Shana‘s anger and violence upon his mother and wife display the tribal cultural archetype of 

impulsive existence and absorption of patriarchal chauvinism of caste society within the 

liberal tribal society
10

. Shana realizes the unevenness that constitutes his community‘s 

existence against the Bengali hegemonic community. Basu writes, ―Three Bauri members 

were lynched to death in the last one fifty years to maintain the social respectability of the 

Babus‖ (147). Basu weaves accounts of individual and collective exploitation into the text in 

the form of Shana‘s questions and demands for ethical explanations. Shana‘s most striking 

question comes almost at the end of the journey when he suddenly and vehemently asks the 

three, ―There were so many sacrifices before Mother Goddess, then why couldn‘t you 

sacrifice Kedar the goat?‖ (146). The question encompasses a violent but layered structure of 

thought that consists of first, bestializing Kedar Mukherjee; and second, seeking his blood as 

a sacrificial rite steeped in punitive moral retribution for his actions. It completes Shana‘s 

transformation leading to the resolution of annihilating Kedar Mukherjee.  

 

Shana Bauri‘s evolution occurs through his kawthokawta, a Bengali oral episodic narrative of 

popular myths. He narrates certain episodes to the Bengali characters and himself, to confront 

and negotiate with the temporal-social realities. They appear ironical and paradoxical in the 

context of the optimism surrounding India‘s recent independence
11

. Shana‘s advocacy of a 

reversal in the traditional violence perpetrated on Bauris gravitates towards a modern 

sensibility wherein the subjugated adivasi individual faced with the stark conditions of 

                                                           
8
 An Indian unit of measuring land where 1 acre = 1.6 bighas. 

9
 The culturally specific term refers to a respectable individual but sometimes can be used in a pejorative sense 

also.  
10

 For more on the socio-cultural changes in adivasi life, see VirginiusXaxa. State, Society, and Tribes: Issues in 

Post-Colonial India (2008). 
11

 For more on counter narrative to the positive and optimist thoughts surrounding the moment of India‘s 

independence in 1947, see Aamir R. Mufti. ―A Greater Story-writer than God: Genre, Gender and Minority in 

Late Colonial India‖. Subaltern Studies Volume 11 (2001). 1-36. I am indebted to Dr. M. Parthasarathi for 

drawing my attention to this article. 
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existence, determines to draw resistance and initiate a social transformation through acts of 

annihilation.  

 

3 Two strands of Adivasi subjectivity and identity  
Bikram Hembrom and Shana Baurir Kawthokawta capture the radically different adivasi 

experiences in India from colonial times to the years immediately succeeding 1947 which 

contribute towards the formation of separate strands of adivasi subjectivity. 

 

The appearances of Bikram Hembrom and Shana Bauri are starkly contrasting. Contrary to 

Bikram, Shana has ―Pitch dark complexion and a well sculpted body, thick lips and curly 

hair. His eyes were red, similar to those of a cuckoo. Clad in a thin loin cloth and a separate 

old cloth around his shoulders ...‖ (140). Shana‘s ‗faceless‘ image recurs throughout – ―one 

couldn‘t see his face‖ (141), ―the face couldn‘t be seen‖ (142). Shana ―... did not require 

light. He saw clearly in the dark‖ (143). The burden of the luggage reduces Shana to a bodily 

existence where ―it was only his face that remained invisible‖ (145). Shana is carrying a 

metaphorical weight – a socio-cultural burden that bears and breeds persistent exploitation. 

The ‗facelessness‘ could be argued to constitute a ‗lack‘ of an agency for him. However, this 

historically produced ‗lack‘ through the cycle of continuous exploitation and perennial 

darkness, actually constitutes his agency – the subjective human identity. Contrastingly, ideas 

of Western enlightenment, Christian missionary religiosity and education provide the 

necessary impetus to Bikram‘s agency formation. Thus, two separate strands of subjectivities 

evolve from the radically disparate experiences of the two protagonists. 

 

4 Conclusion: Beyond the Adivasi 
The different subjectivities of Bikram Hembrom and Shana Bauri reflect the complex 

dissimilar experiences of adivasi communities in India. Beyond the question of adivasi 

experience, subjectivity and identity, it is interesting to look at the ways in which the writers 

perceive the adivasi social group. Banaphool‘s etching of Bikram Hembrom as a fluent 

Bengali speaker with an urban diction indicate the narrator‘s perception of Bikram as similar 

to him and the writer‘s desire to see the Santhals integrated with the society and nation at 

large. However, Samaresh Basu‘s characterization of Shana Bauri recognizes the deep 

inequalities, deprivations and exploitations to which Bauris are subjected. Shana‘s literary 

representation highlights the gulf between the powerful-dominant social groups on the one 

hand and the powerless-subjugated communities on the other. The socio-cultural differences 

and unequal power equation between Shana and upper caste Bengali community heavily limit 

him and his kin from access to the social, political and state institutions through which the 

nation regularly functions. Shana Baurir Kawthokawta concludes with a desire for a reversal 

of this unequal history.    

 

The strand of adivasi subjectivity encapsulated in Shana Baurir Kawthokawta in a nascent 

form is further explored in certain literary works of Mahasweta Devi and Samaresh Basu 

himself during the seventies and eighties. While the adivasi experience and subjectivities in 

India have undergone significant changes with time and historical developments, the ideas of 

assimilation-integration and difference-autonomy explored in Bikram Hembrom and Shana 

Baurir Kawthokawta are still relevant. Moreover, Bikram Hembrom and Shana Bauri 

constitute the two fundamental strands of adivasi subjectivity and identity. Other 

contemporary subjective positions and identities emerge from the interaction of these strands 

with specific historical and temporal conditions.        
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INDIAN CHICK LIT AS POSTFEMINIST TEXTS 

ZUHA MOIDEEN 

Abstract 
Much of the critical literature term chick lit as postfeminist texts since an instrumentalisation 

of feminist theory takes place in these novels. This paper considers whether Indian chick lit 

directly or indirectly promote postfeminist beliefs and could be termed as such. The paper 

considers the problematics of the nomenclature ‗Indian chick lit‘, followed by a discussion of 

its postcolonial identity and how consumerism, a staple of chick lit, is dealt with in the genre. 

It claims that humour, argued as a subversive tool, is revealed as a concealing mechanism 

which serves to obscure the fact that the genre produces and reinforces appropriate 

femininities. Within the dynamics of pleasure and escape promised by the genre of Indian 

chick lit, feminist concerns are glossed over and importance is placed on the resolution of the 

plot over the socio-cultural concerns raised.  

 

Key words: Indian chick lit; postfeminism; feminism 
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1 Introduction 
Tabish Khair (2008: 60) identifies chick lit as a part of pulp fiction, which he defines as 

―cheaply published fiction aimed at the mass market.‖ Pulp fiction is ―not necessarily bad 

literature, but‖ does not ―set out to be consciously literary‖ (Khair, 2008: 61). It tends to be 

primarily concerned with the activity of narration –a sort of ―what-happened-nextism‖ 

(Khair, 2008: 61). Chick lit could also be classified as a comedy of manners with the function 

of an etiquette book. It lays down certain traits desirable in young women who are the 

primary readers of this genre. The term ‗chick-lit‘ was coined by Chris Mazza and Jeffrey 

Deshell to refer ironically to the various fiction compiled in their anthology, ‗Chick-Lit: 

Postfeminist Fiction‘ (1995). Mazza and Deshell pointed out patterns of instrumentalisation 

of feminist theory in these fiction. Mazza (2006: 18) explains that the term ‗chick-lit‘ was 

created not to ―embrace an old, frivolous or coquettish image of women but to take 

responsibility for our part in the damaging lingering stereotype‖. The term was meant to point 

out the stereotype that classified women‘s concerns and their writings as second class. 

However, Mazza also admits that commercial chick lit today has ―stripped themselves‖ 

(2006: 28) of this irony.  

 

The genre of chick lit largely features single women in their twenties and thirties navigating 

their generation‘s challenges of balancing demanding careers while in search of satisfying 

personal relationships. The tone of this fiction is usually light and humourous. The genre 

includes mainly formulaic stories about women living in urban centers with challenging 

careers often in publishing, marketing, television or journalism.  

 

Many of the studies referred to in this paper, identify chick lit as ‗postfeminist‘ fiction (e.g. 

Mazza, 2006; McRobbie, 2009; Stockton, 2012). Postfeminism is a sort of conversion of 

feminism into a much more individualistic discourse, which is deployed in media and popular 

culture as a kind of substitute for feminism. It involves an internalization of basic liberal 

feminist goals while simultaneously depoliticizing them. The personal thus becomes no 

longer political, but ―inherently personal‖ (Ghosh, 2013: 12). A concern to understand the 

dynamics of power and constraint gives way to celebratory connections between women who 

seemingly creates their own autonomous pleasures and rituals of enjoyable femininity.  Chick 

lit, thus, draws from the language of ‗empowerment‘, ‗free choice‘ and ‗sexual liberation‘, 

yet aims to succeed in an aggressively consumerist culture.  

 

It is important to note here that this paper deals with the genre of Indian chick lit and 

examines its possibilities as postfeminist fiction. Moreover, Harzewski‘s (2011: 23) warning 

of whether postfeminism as a descriptive term ―can be used responsibly outside the context of 

white Anglo-American metropolitan feminism‖ is also taken into consideration.  

 

2 Problematizing the terminology: Addressing the charge of „fluff‟ 
There is an obvious derogatory connotation in calling a genre meant for a female audience 

and mostly written by women writers, ‗chick‘ lit.  The assumption is that this genre is 

characterized by ‗girl stuff‘ and, as George Eliot (1856) suggested, ―Silly Novels by Lady 

Novelists‖ is portrayed as a category in itself. Nobody wants to be caught reading chick lit as 

it is considered vain and shallow. Kehily and Nayak (2008: 333) deal with the romantic text 

as ―an interactive activity providing collaborative acts of interpretation‖ and identity 

formation. This means that popular tropes of chick lit are juxtaposed with reader‘s own 
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experiences as well as discussed between the readers to form collective interpretations. 

However, this view does not acknowledge the perception of chick lit as a lighthearted read 

that are a waste of time for serious readers. Such a perception would imply that the books are 

read as guilty pleasures and not as an interactive activity.    

 

Also, the classification ‗Indian‘ thrusts the literature into the box of sub-genre, an ethnic 

version of chick lit. This classification of subgenre implies an imitation, a change of 

appearance from ―pink cover art of stilettos, martini glasses and lipsticks‖ to ―bindis, saris 

and bangles‖ (Kumar, 2006), but essentially referring to similar problems and desires of their 

Western counterparts. Thus, the term elicits a perception of Indian chick lit as a ―gossipy café 

of Indian writing in English at home‖ (Kumar, 2006) underscoring its difference from the 

more ‗literary‘ Indian writing in English which finds its home in the West. This further 

solidifies the conception of Indian chick lit as a domestic product consumed primarily within 

India; its narratives mainly of India and primarily for Indians. Since Indian chick lit implies 

entertainment and mere imitation, it is distanced from its potential relationship to Third 

World or postcolonial literature.  

 

Yet, according to Ronald Klein (2009), being part of the wave of ―masala chick lit‖ is a 

question of labelling and marketing. He explains that Penguin India and Harper Collins have 

employed authors to write for this market, utilizing certain narrative strategies and modes of 

illustrations of covers to promote various fiction as chick lit. A book is named chick lit due to 

three reasons – it‘s association to books of other authors or it‘s association to a known chick 

lit author, similarity in cover designs and colour scheme to other chick lit novels, and finally 

as a result of branding by blogs that spread the word of publication of the novels. 

 

Much of the audience for chick lit is motivated by ―the notion of fantasy and escape‖ (Maher, 

2007: 198). Chick lit, much like popular fiction, is valued for its fast paced narration rather 

than literary credibility. Indeed, it is seen as a ―purely commercial phenomenon‖ (Ponzanesi, 

2014: 156), designed to attract target audience with readymade plotlines, rather than as 

fulfilling any aesthetic expectation. In fact Harzewski traces a lineage for chick lit
1
 so that it 

becomes ―respectable enough to pass critical muster‖ (as cited in Stockton, 2012: 471). 

However, she admits that what came to endear this genre to the critic of mass fiction is its 

―humour, identification, delight and fun‖ (as 

cited in Stockton, 2012: 471). In this regard, 

this paper is useful in describing what women 

read for pleasure and why.   

 

3 Postcolonial concerns of Indian 

chick lit 

It is quite evident that the marketing strategy of 

these fiction aims for the brand of exotic 

otherness. For instance, Amulya Malladi‘s ‗The 

Mango Season‘ (2003) has a cover illustration 

with bright colours and Indian print patterns 

(See Figure 1.). It shows a mango presented in a 

woman‘s hands over a bright pallu. The 

identification that the book is Indian and exotic 

is immediate. However, both Indian and 

Western cultures are hardly depicted as static. 

While their parents have fashioned their own 
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idealized fantasies of homeland, the protagonists of Indian chick lit such as Maya Mehra, 

from Sonia Singh‘s Goddess for Hire (2004), find themselves alienated from these ideals. 

This represents two ways of perceiving the postcolonial identity in a diaspora. While the 

parents set up ―little Indias where they settle and practice traditional Indian conventions,‖ 

their children who have ―no instinctive bond with their heritage‖ (Ghosh, 2013: 195) do not 

show a tendency towards ethnic absolutism. As Maya Mehra discovers that she is the 

incarnation of the goddess Kali, her materialist American identity transforms through the 

imagined space of the supernatural to incorporate her latent ethnic background.  

 

Additionally, Khair identifies a kinship between language of Indian pulp fiction and the 

language concocted by Rushdie to accommodate various versions of Indian realities. A 

combination of gossip and reportage, middle class voyeurism, English sentences and Hindi 

words provide the imaginative and linguistic base for Indian chick lit. This could be 

attributed to the growth in numbers (and in confidence) of a certain kind of Indian urban 

middle class whose ―nostalgia for self‖ (Khair, 2008: 68) is reflected in these commercial 

fiction. Here is what Anuja Chauhan‘s Zoya reveals: 

 
I still bear the scars of One Who Has Done Cricket-Based Advertising. And I know it can 

completely backfire on you. You spend like half your annual advertising budget on a cricket 

campaign and then they go in there and play abysmally and the public says it's because they do 

too many ads and they start hating your product. […] Even after our best performance in recent 

times, when our team managed to make it to the finals (and then lost miserably, but why go 

there?), this chain SMS did the rounds saying: On this shameful day, we hereby promise to 

boycott every product the team endorses, Jai Hind. It doesn't help that the channel guys seem to 

get a sadistic pleasure out of running a player's ad right after he gets out for a duck. One moment 

he's out, and the next he's in the ad break, receiving phone calls from his mother telling him, 

‗Beta, karlo duniya mutthi mein….‘ That's why I say, give me movie stars any time. I mean, a lot 

of people say Shah Rukh can't act but at least he's never given a performance so bad that it incited 

people to climb up ladders and put gobar on his hoardings. (2016: 26). 

 

The writing style is informal and confessional to establish an intimacy with the readers, who 

are mostly educated middle class women. The humour incorporated serves to make the 

readers recognize themselves in Zoya. Chick lit novels are thus ultimate ―romances of the 

self‖ (as cited in Stockton, 2012: 472); a self fashioned by the condition of postcoloniality 

and the dynamics of postfeminism. 

 

4 Consumerism: the real deal? 
As Angela McRobbie explains, postfeminist chick lit is in a ―double entanglement‖ (as cited 

in McRobbie, 2009: 6) as far as feminism is concerned. Neo-conservative values in relation 

to gender, sexuality and family life coexist with liberalization in the matter of choice in 

domestic and sexual relations. A woman may defy even supernatural powers for love, as 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni‘s Tilo does in ‗The Mistress of Spices‘ (1997), but the emotion 

must be limited to heterosexual monogamous love. Even in Divakaruni‘s ‗The Palace of 

Illusions‘ (2008) in which Draupadi marries the five Pandavas, it is made clear that she had 

no say in that arrangement. Moreover, Draupadi falls in love with only one man – Karna. 

Likewise, none of the Indian chick lit heroines question the gender essentialism – they are 

emphatically women who are attracted to men, a fact highlighted by the cover illustrations of 

these books which often display women surrounded by evidently feminine articles. Thus, in 

place of feminist politics, ―appropriate femininities‖ (as cited in Kehily & Nayak, 2008: 332) 

are suggested as models of ideal behavior. ―Young women are offered a notional form of 

equality, concretized in education and employment, and through participation in consumer 

culture and civil society, in place of what a reinvented feminist politics might have to offer‖ 
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(McRobbie, 2009: 13). In short, a link between liberal feminism and femininity is created 

through individualism, and the tensions between the two form the basis for the plot of chick 

lit. For instance, Lina Ray, the protagonist of Anjali Banerjee‘s ‗Imaginary Men‘ (2005), who 

claims to be ―allergic to India‖ and declares herself as ―an independent American woman‖ (as 

cited in Ghosh, 2013: 191), eventually falls in love with Raja, whom she had previously 

described as traditional.  

 

Mlynowski and Jacobs describe chick lit as ―honest‖ (as cited in Maher, 2007: 195), 

reflecting women‘s lives today. In truth, they appear so due to their self-monitoring tendency 

through confessions. Indian chick lit packages the ―appropriate femininities‖ (as cited in 

Kehily & Nayak, 2008: 332), spun into the stories through the confessional and intimate 

writing style, to be sold as readymade commercial fiction through which consumers negotiate 

their identities.   

 

Perhaps then, the motive of these fictions seems, in the first place, their marketability to 

which these ―appropriate femininities‖ are tailor-made. As Minal Sharma in Swati Kaushal‘s 

‗Piece of Cake‘ (2004) proclaims – what women actually desire (or read for pleasure) is ―no 

postcolonial hangover, no quixotic desire to reform the world, just a healthy, wholesome, 

twenty-first century pursuit of wealth and prosperity‖ (as cited in Ghosh, 2013: 181). If 

consumerism, is the ultimate aim of authors who write chick lit and the readers who consume 

it, then there seems no real reason to challenge the principles upon which capitalism is based.   

 

A hint to the fact that Indian chick lit is not concerned with the relations of power and 

powerlessness within which women find themselves inscribed is given by Maher when she 

remarks that the genre avoid ―serious treatment of cultural, political and social concerns‖ (as 

cited in Maher, 2007: 195). For example, Chauhan‘s ‗Battle for Bittora‘ (2014) mention the 

issues of scarcity of water and honour killing, but only to the extent of the protagonist‘s point 

of view and to aid the development of the plot. Similarly, consumer goods appear essential to 

chick-lit heroine‘s ―self-conception and self-presentation, and writers commonly give as 

much attention to the obtaining and assembling of outfits as to the maintenance of faces and 

bodies‖ (as cited in Barber, 2006: 27). Hence, Singh‘s Maya Mehra proudly drives a yellow 

Hummer and downs Starbucks‘ coffees. On the other hand, these instances of worship of 

consumer goods also seem like a parody referring to Euro-American chick lit‘s obsession 

with capitalism. Every time Maya puts on ―a pair of jeans she reminds us that they are her 

favourite ‗Seven‘ brand jeans; she fights crime not simply in high-heeled designer shoes, but 

specifically in Sergio Rossi slingbacks‖ (Butler & Desai, 2008: 21). 

 

5 The concealing effect of humour: A case study of „the zoya factor‟ 
Anuja Chauhan‘s ‗The Zoya Factor‘ pits ad executive, Zoya Singh Solanki, the ‗lucky charm‘ 

of Indian cricket team with the skeptical Indian skipper, Nikhil Khoda. The novel is hilarious; 

which is typical of chick lit, according to Mlynowski and Jacobs who deem chick lit as 

―funny fiction, […] finding humour in a variety of situations‖ (as cited in Maher, 2007: 195). 

But what function does this humour serve? McRobbie (2009: 19) implies that humour 

remains a part of a ―self-monitoring mechanism‖ through which women assess their 

identities. When Nikhil starts lecturing Zoya about discipline and hard work, she often 

reflects snidely that there was ―no need for him to start talking like a Nike poster‖ (Chauhan, 

2016: 47). Her sarcasm serves to underline the fact that she does not appreciate him acting 

superior to her. This wit progresses through the use of hyperbole, creating drama and tension 

within the plotline. Monita, Zoya‘s friend, remarks of the upcoming India-Pakistan match as 

thus: 
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It's India–Pakistan today!‘ Mon said dreamily as she threw an orange dupatta over her white 

kameez and green salwar. ‗Drama, Tragedy, Emotion…twin siblings with bleeding umbilical 

cords, seeking closure, in love and death.… Ahhhh….‘ She placed a blue bindi on her forehead 

and added, ‗It's like Deewar, only better, because there's no Nirupa Roy‘ (Chauhan, 2016: 329). 

 

The exaggeration also highlights the importance of the match to the Indian imagination. 

Thus, comedy and hyperbole goes hand in hand to stress the formation of specific realities 

and identities in Indian chick lit. 

 

However, this humour, while empowering the self that is produced through this novel, 

particularly ―preserves the status quo (and) prevents rage from being funneled into political 

involvement.‖ (as cited in Maher, 2007: 197). ‗The Zoya Factor‘ hints of issues of race and 

superstition, while at the same time employing these as comical interludes, which does not 

affect the character of the heroine or that of the reader. In a talk show, in the book, one of the 

speakers judge the concept of ‗the spirit of cricket‘ as pompous and British. He points out 

that the game is played at its best in India, Pakistan and West Indies, thus considering the 

notion a British attempt to retain control of the game. However, the seriousness of the 

argument is spoiled by the next comical comment, ―I vote we call in a capable ghost buster 

and finish it off for good!‖ (Chauhan, 2016: 349) Likewise, humour conceals the fact that the 

text produces a popular femininity, amidst all the accusations of sexism and prejudice. Zoya‘s 

perfect ending has a Bollywood-like quality to it. As Monita says mockingly, first Zoya 

would make Nikhil paranthas, then he would open a bottle of wine while she pours Zing!
3
 

into the World Cup. They would fall back on pillows and Just Do It (Chauhan, 2016: 137). 

 

Indian chick lit are postfeminist texts as these utilize humour not as a tool of subversion, but 

to conceal and gloss over the seriousness of the social commentary made. Instances of bias 

and racism are laughed away as comical interludes. This helps to shift the attention away 

from these instances to accomplish the happy ending. Humour, thus, dilutes the social 

criticism and conceals the fact that what is produced is not a feminist sensibility, but 

appropriate femininities. Humour makes it acceptable and even admirable for women to 

revert to a seemingly simpler and more natural feminine nature. As Maher argues, ―I hesitate 

to believe that just because something is enjoyable, it points to a powerful, new, relentlessly 

apolitical brand of (post)feminism‖ (2007: 200). 

 

In addition to the important observation on the function of humour in this genre, the paper 

initiates viewing the genre as not only texts but as texts in action, read collaboratively. The 

focus, then, would be on the readers and what they read or interpret from these books in their 

quest for understanding their sense of self. Furthermore, the fact that these novels are read as 

guilty pleasures would imply such a negotiation of self is done in private and not through 

collaborative acts of interpretation among readers. 

 

References 
Barber, J. (2006) Indian Chick Lit: Form and Consumerism. Unpublished Postgraduate Thesis, University of 

North Carolina, Wilmington.  

Butler, P. and Desai, J. (2008) Manolos, Marriage, and Mantras: Chick-Lit Criticism and Transnational 

Feminism. Meridians: Feminism, Race, Transnationalism 8(2): 1–31.  

Chauhan, A. (2016) The Zoya Factor. New Delhi: Westland Ltd. 

Ghosh, S. (2013) From Chantilly Lace to Chanel: Commodity Worship in Chick Lit. Doctoral Dissertation. 

Michigan State University, USA. 

Harzewski S. (2011) Chick Lit and Postfeminism. London: University of Virginia Press. 



 

43 

 

International Journal of Literature, Linguistics and Language Teaching Volume 1 Issue 1 

January 2019 

Kehily, M J. and Nayak, A. (2008) Global Femininities: Consumption, Culture and the Significance of Place. 

Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 29(3): 325-342. 

Khair, T. (2008) Indian Pulp Fiction in English: A Preliminary Overview from Dutt to De. The Journal of 

Commonwealth Literature 43(3): 59–74.  

Klein, R. (2009) Masala Chick Lit. Muse India. http://www.muse india.com 

/viewarticle.asp?myr=2009&issid=24&id=1439 (accessed 4 May 2017). 

Kumar, S. (October 7, 2006) The Rise of Ladki-Lit. The Indian Express. 

http://archive.indianexpress.com/news/the-rise-of-ladkilit/14234/ (accessed 30 November 2018).  

Maher, J. (2007) The Post-Feminist Mystique. Review of Chick Lit: The New Woman's Fiction by Suzanna 

Feriss and Mallory Young; Athena's Daughters: Television's New Women Warriors by Frances Early 

and Kathleen Kennedy; Action Chicks: New Images of Women in Popular Culture by Sherre Innes. 

College Literature 34(3): 193–201. 

Mazza, C. (2006) Who's Laughing Now? A Short History of Chick Lit and the Perversion of a Genre. In 

Suzanne Ferriss and Mallory Young (eds.) Chick Lit The New Woman‟s Fiction (17-28). New York: 

Routledge. 

McRobbie, A. (2009) The Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Culture and Social Change. London: Sage 

Publications Ltd. 

Ponzanesi, S. (2014) Postcolonial Chick Lit: Postfeminism or Consumerism? The Postcolonial Cultural 

Industry: Icons, Markets, Mythologies (156-227). Netherlands: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Stockton, K B. (2012) Review: Toeholds and Sticking Points. NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction 45(3): 470–474.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://archive.indianexpress.com/news/the-rise-of-ladkilit/14234/


 

44 

 

International Journal of Literature, Linguistics and Language Teaching Volume 1 Issue 1 

January 2019 

„THE EARTH‟ AND „THE WORLD‟ IN BIRA KISHORE 

PARHI‟S AUTOBIOGRAPHY „DIRT DUST BROKEN RICE’: A 

HEIDEGGERIAN PERSPECTIVE 

CHANDAN KUMAR PANDA 

Abstract 
This paper explores how commonplace objects and matter undergo alchemy with the touch of 

art in Bira Kishore Parhi‘s Odia autobiography Dirt Dust Broken Rice (Mali Dhuli Malukha). 

When these objects, commonplace as they are, are changed into works of art, they come to 

occupy a dimension which is uncommon in the commonplace. Instead of remaining isolated 

contingent objects, they become situated and evolved in the history of an experience. This 

experience shows itself in the object not as a thing but as a phenomenon. Such is the 

revelatory power of art as articulated by Heidegger in his essay ―The Origin of the Work of 

Art‖, which takes Van Gogh‘s painting ―A Pair of Peasant shoes‖ as its ostensible object. In 

this paper I have made an attempt to study certain objects such as the chalk (Khadi) of his 

grandfather, the fabric worn by the freedom fighters (Khadara), the tatters of a dead child, the 

half-burnt wood on the cremation ground in Bira Kishore Parhi‘s narrative which evolve 

from the commonplace to the significant through the transfiguring chemistry of his art.  

 

Key words:  Heidegger, althea, art, nature, objects, truth, death, memory, semiotics 
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1 Introduction 
As Heidegger states in his essay ―The Origin of the Work of Art‖, ―The artwork lets us know 

what the shoes, in truth, are.‖ (15) The truth of an object is revealed through art. There is 

another horizon of meanings beyond the utility of an object.  Here truth is not a mimetic 

reproduction or a representational correspondence between fact and statement. Truth in art is 

what breaks down the materiality of the object into its reality, it is an uncovering, a release 

into the light of a different significance, an affirmation of essence in its appearance. The 

essence-contra-existence paradigm breaks down because in existence alone the essence is 

manifested. In art that dualism collapses. The self-closing or the self-sheltering nature of the 

earth finds its manifestation through the appearance of the world. The cause is disclosed 

through the effect. The immanent becomes manifest. An artwork reveals the truth that the 

earth hides. When the nature of nature is concealment, it is the nature of art to reveal. Art 

compensates its lack, which is its usability aspect, by making itself a site where meaning is 

harvested.   

 

It is pertinent here to highlight the need for taking Heidegger‘s concepts developed in ―The 

Origin of the Work of Art‖. Heidegger‘s concepts of self-revealing and self-concealing nature 

of the world and the earth respectively and aletheia in art suit best to the nature of research 

that I undertake here. In Parhi‘s autobiography I found the narration of certain objects which 

do not demand much attention in the daily flow of life. Beyond the narrative boundaries they 

are just objects with quotidian importance. But in his narrative, I observed, these objects 

occupy a very strong dimension.  They hit a reader hard by means of what they really signify 

beyond their mere thingly character. In his narrative these ordinary objects evoke meanings 

and truth which are ordinarily overlooked. They get charged and disturb the reader with their 

evocative and semiotic power. Like Heidegger found in Van Gogh‘s painting ―A Pair of 

Peasant Shoes‖ the world of the peasants, Parhi found in Khadi, Khadada, Burnt wood and 

fabrics of a dead child the world of his grant father, the world of the freedom fighters 

suppressing the personal priorities for the freedom of the nation and the world of the dead and 

the meaning of life and death. When I was looking for a framework to give critical clothing to 

my research, I found Heidegger‘s essay ―The Origin of the Work of Art‖ befitting enough to 

pursue this critical endeavour. Art discloses the being of a thing. Heidegger found in art the 

ability of disclosure. It discloses the essence. Therefore, art achieves its aletheia. I found the 

same unconcealment of being in Parhi‘s narrative.  In his narrative the commonplace 

insignificant objects and events occupy affective power. In history (the world or the world of 

art) meaning is deduced or derived but in nature (the earth) things are as they are. Nature does 

not show but history does. Art bears the power of unconcealment. It is precisely the function 

of the world in Heideggerian scheme of things. The earth on the contrary with its 

quintessential silence consumes everything to the state of elements. Art therefore rescues by 

revealing. The being of an object is revealed through art.  

 

2 Heidegger‟s poetics in “The Origin of the Work of Art” 
Heidegger‘s treatises on art are primarily ―The Origin of the Work of Art‖ (1935), ―The Will 

to Power as Art‖ (1936-37) and his meditations on Holderlin, Rilke, George and Tralk (1936-

59). In this essay the focus is directed exclusively on ―The Origin of the Work of Art‖.  In 

Heidegger, works are ‗as naturally present as things‘. (2) Essence is not elsewhere. It is 

located. It is embedded in existence. A thing‘s being is permeated in the thing. He gives the 

examples of Beethoven‘s quartets in the publisher‘s showroom which are like potatoes in a 

cellar and Holderlin‘s hymns in the soldier‘s knapsack along with cleaning equipment. 

Therefore, every work is not deprived of its thingly character. It is an object. It is an object 
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that suggests. To be more precise, it is a transformed object. That transformation is the 

alchemy of art. Therefore, the thingliness is not absent from the aesthetic experience that the 

artwork promises. Architecture is impossible without stone so is wood carving without wood, 

painting without colour, music without sound. But there is something else that determines the 

artwork. Though thingliness is the foundation of any artwork, there is something surplus 

which transcends the objecthood of the object and sanctions meaning. That something else, 

Heidegger defines, is artwork‘s ‗artistic nature‘. Therefore, the mere thing receives new 

meaning. It evolves from the predictable to the semiotic. It becomes an allegory to imply 

something other than it actually is. In Heidegger‘s words it becomes ‗a symbol‘. It surpasses 

its object-centric specificities. Moreover, artwork as a thing is a ‗formed matter‘ bearing the 

characteristics of colour, sound and hardness which Heidegger calls ‗the materiality of 

things‘. Heidegger states, ―Matter is the substructure and the field for artistic formation.‖ (8-

9) It is the field where art happens as it is in Van Gogh‘s ―A Pair of Peasant shoes‖. K Harris 

writes in his book Art Matters: A Critical Commentary on Heidegger‟s “The Origin of the 

Work of Art” while discussing the distinction between the earth and the world, ―What 

Heidegger means by ―earth‖, I suggested, has something to do with what one might call the 

material of the art object, although ―material‖ must be thought so broadly here that it includes 

the rock that bears it, the sky above, the pre-given landscape setting. In presenting the earth, 

the artist reveals whatever material he is working with in its materiality.‖ (115-116) 

 

Van Gogh‘s painting ―A Pair of Peasant shoes‖ does not reveal the equipmental being of the 

ordinary peasant shoes. It does not express its utility value. It does not speak about its 

function. The value of a piece of equipment depends on its function and usability. But this 

painting of Van Gogh says something else. It is beyond the utilitarian aspect of the 

equipment: ―From out of the dark opening of the well-worn insides of the shoes the toil of the 

worker‘s tread stares forth. In the crudely solid heaviness of the shoes accumulates the 

tenacity of the slow trudge through the far-stretching and ever-uniform furrows of the field 

swept by a raw wind. On the leather lies the dampness and richness of the soil. Under the 

soles slides the loneliness of the fielded-path as evening falls. The shoes vibrate with the 

silent call of the earth, its silent gift of the ripening grain, its unexplained self refusal in the 

wintry field. This equipment is pervaded by the uncomplaining worry as to the certainty of 

bread, wordless joy at having once more withstood want, trembling before the impending 

birth, and shivering at the surrounding menace of death. This equipment belongs to the earth 

and finds protection in the world of the peasant woman.‖ (14) This is what Heidegger sees in 

that painting. His perception becomes poetry. The painting exudes a kind of feeling which the 

object in reality could never have. He sees in the painting a different order of reality which is 

absent in the equipmental manifestation of the shoes. He sees in the empty dark interior the 

toil of the worker‘s tread. The worn-out pair of shoes reveals the bone-crushing day-long 

labour. The painting unravels the atmosphere that is absent in it. The unexpressed is inferred. 

What is not is evoked. What is absent is disclosed. The painting in the absence of an 

atmosphere suggests an atmosphere. This is what is the revelatory energy of art. The given is 

just an indication towards the unsaid. It is a hint to the undisclosed horizon. The truth of thing 

is uncovered by the art. Therefore, art reveals. The touch of art makes the apparently 

commonplace object overflow with meanings. That painting becomes an aporia. It turns out 

to be a text which unleashes meanings. The earth is disclosed. Heidegger finally reaches the 

source from which the object appears and the source with which the object is related to. Here 

Heidegger establishes a distinction between the earth and the world. The pair of shoes 

belongs to the earth. The earth determines its function and existence. It is for the earth. The 

world of the peasant woman protects it and uses it. The concealed reality immanent in the 

object is made manifest in art. Art unveils the self-closing and self-concealing phenomena of 
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the earth. Therefore, art is not always mimetic. It is epiphany. It reveals what an object 

conceals. Art is historical. In history alone truth come to presence. Its historicity is the scope 

where truth makes its presencing. Kockelmans in his Heidegger on Art and Artworks 

explains, ―Art is inherently historical. And as historical it is the artistic production and 

preservation of the truth in the work. … art is essentially origin, and a characteristic way in 

which the truth comes-to-presence, and abides, and thus becomes historical‖ (192-193) 

 

In Heidegger‘s proposition the reality of the shoes is revealed through the artwork, ―The 

artwork lets us know what the shoes, in truth, are.‖(15) Art discloses the being of a thing. 

Moreover, truth happens in Van Gogh‘s painting. It achieves its aletheia. The unconcealment 

happens. The painting does not show the pair of peasant shoes as they are. It unconceals the 

being of that object. It demonstrates something outside the representational accuracy of an 

object. The painting in fact illuminates the essence of the object. In Heidegger‘s opinion 

artwork is an effort towards the revelation of the unknown interiority unrepresented in any 

other forms of representation. The weather beaten shoes which Van Gogh chooses reveal the 

ability of art that opens up the fields of meaning unknown before.  

 

3 „The Earth‟ and „The World‟ 
In Van Gogh the unpleasant, by contrast, is art‘s preserve and the field where truth manifests. 

There is no fixity in art. Art transforms. It makes the common uncommon. Art does not 

necessarily produce likenesses. In art truth unfolds, ―The artwork opens up, in its own way, 

the being of beings. The opening up, i.e., unconcealing, i.e., the truth of beings, happens in 

the work. In the artwork, the truth of beings has set itself to the work Art is setting-itself-to-

work of truth.‖ (19) In art meaning matters not what it represents. What it represents is the 

ground on which meaning manifests. Art is meaning embodied. In art matter is used and in 

the process it is used up. Matter becomes art. Art prevails over the matter but needs matter. It 

is not lost. It is existent in the effect as gold in a golden ring. Art by setting up a world - the 

visible and the apparent - sets forth the earth, the inward and the withdrawing force. Art 

makes the latent manifest. The ‗self-secluding‘ earth comes open owing to art. The earth is 

the ground on which stands the world. And it is only in the world the earth appears. 

Heidegger explains the characteristics of the world and the earth, ―The world is the self-

opening openness of the broad paths of simple and essential decisions in the destiny of a 

historical people. The earth is the unforced coming forth of the continually self-closing, and 

in that way, self-sheltering.‖ (26) The world, as is apparent, pertains to the historical and the 

earth to the natural. The ahistorical expresses itself in the historical. They are, for Heidegger, 

different but not separate. They are not opposites but interdependent.    

 

4 Art and unconcealment  
Art brings forth the truth of a thing out of concealment. Therefore, the telos of art is not 

reproduction but unconcealment.  It is the openness of world that makes the rise of earth 

possible. The perpetually self-enclosing earth rises up through the opening of the earth. This 

rising up of earth happens in the work. What rises up from concealment is called truth. In 

Heidegger‘s assumption this rising up happens in the work. The work is here the work of art. 

Therefore, art does not produce replica. It is that creative space where truth rises up, ―... in the 

work-being of the work the happening of truth, the disclosure of being, is at work.‖ (43) The 

essence of art in Heidegger‘s perception is ‗truth‘s setting-itself-into-work‘. (44) He adds to 

this by stating art is essentially poetry. But here Heidegger‘s poetry is not that of Plato‘s. For 

him art is that poetry which is not ‗aimless imagining of whimsicalities‘. For Heidegger art is 

beyond the negative paradigm of Plato. Timothy Clark while summarizing the importance of 

the earth and the world in Heidegger‘s ―The Origin of the Work of Art‖ comments in his 
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book Martin Heidegger: Routledge Critical Thinkers, ―The work‘s truth is always offset (like 

light and shade) by the depth and resistance of what Heidegger calls its ‗earth‘ quality, as 

opposed to the way it projects a ‗world‘. (59) 

 

5 Parhi‟s Dirt Dust Broken Rice 
Coming to Bira Kishore Parhi‘s autobiography, the chalk (Khadi) to which his grandfather 

was so obstinately attached to now belongs to the writer. It is now in the writer‘s possession. 

It is not just a piece of usable matter. It is memory. His grandfather survives through this 

small object. The absent presences. The very sight of the chalk evokes a range of possible 

images – the grandfather‘s calculations, the details of domestic transactions, family 

expenditure, and the nitty-gritty of production and expenses of the annual harvest of the field. 

In Parhi‘s narrative that commonplace equipment ‗Khadi‘ receives meaning that is beyond 

the equipmental value of the equipment. It exists in the world but reveals the earth. The chalk 

brings to the readers‘ knowledge a range of activities the object is associated with. In his 

narrative the chalk is not a mere object. It evolves into art – from ordinary to suggestive. It 

shows what it really is. As equipment it clings to its specific usability. It functions as it is 

made to. But in Parhi‘s narrative it turns out to be something different revealing the 

unexpected range of its associations. The familiar appears different. The nondescript becomes 

attractive. The literal becomes literary. The insignificant signifies. And the object becomes 

art. That is the power of his narrative.  

 

The tatters of a dead child on the empty river bank are not mere pieces of cloth. In his 

narrative they speak. They reveal the reality of existence. They are not just strange shapeless 

fabrics – the belongings of the dead. The earth consumes them slowly in order to destroy 

their existence. It is art that protects them from the all-consuming mouth of the earth. It is the 

earth that makes the existent non-existent. The earth consumes them and makes them 

disappear. But art on the contrary sanctions them permanence. It revives the vanishing. In the 

world of Parhi‘s narrative they assume different significance. They no longer remain just the 

consumable matter. They receive an aura of meaning. It is art that rescues things from the 

oblivion that the earth silently guarantees. The baby mat, the baby pillow, the saucepan etc 

are not insignificant objects with least value. In the common perception they are mere waste 

without any equipmental value. The apparently inconsequential becomes alive in Parhi‘s 

narrative. Those objects however unsubstantial unconceal the truth of death. The image of 

death is inferred from the discarded litter. The narrative brings forth the truth of those 

dumped objects. The scattered belongings of the dead uncover the self-closing anomaly of 

death. The self-concealing phenomena of death rise up through those abandoned objects. This 

rising happens in Parhi‘s narrative. Therefore, the disclosure of death takes place.  

 

Truth surfaces in the narrative of those deserted objects. Readers do see those forsaken 

junked objects differently. They transmit a different resonance. They become meaningful. Art 

makes this alchemy possible. The meaningless brims with meaning. The historical turns 

artistic. The equipmental being is not necessarily the only being of equipment. There can be 

something else that is not commonly noticed. It is art that intervenes to make the unnoticed 

noticed. Therefore, art is not just mechanical reproduction of reality. It can be a site of 

revelation. It is epiphany. However, art is incontestably mimetic but not clinically so. There is 

something in art that surpasses its mimetic monotony. In Heidegger the earth that is 

concealed, the meaning that is hidden, and truth that is latent are demonstrated in art. 

Therefore, art imitates to unmask. Those tatters of the dead on that lonely riverbank are the 

autographs of death. Objects as they are imply nothing beyond utility and decay. But in art 

they occupy a different dimension. They speak the truth of existence. Those objects in Parhi 
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possibly pronounce the futility of existence, absurdity of the thought of permanence, collapse 

of certainty, crisis of ego, misconception of meaning, bubble of hope, similitude of the 

successive, semblance of perfection and a sense of the end. Those tatters enclose in them 

meanings apparently imperceptible. It is not in those physical objects but in the narrative of 

those objects their beings are unearthed. 

     

Similarly, the half-burnt wood on the cremation ground are not simply insignificant residue 

of a crematorial event. The half-consumed wood and its burnt patches speak how the dead 

reduced to ashes. The fire from the wood made a form formless. The gaze of the half-burnt 

wood is the gaze of death. It reminds of a process as to how a shape becomes shapeless. The 

certainty of death is silently announced from the carbon end of the dead. In Parhi‘s narrative 

those petty objects receive substance. They become transformed objects. They mean beyond 

what they could have in actual meant. They shed their material character in order to suggest 

the immaterial importance of the meaning of death. Truth presences in the narrative of those 

miserable objects. Therefore, the trivial becomes significative. In art the ordinary scraps its 

ordinariness in order to emerge with new directions and indications. Art unveils the 

unaccustomed content of the commonplace. As the reality of a pair of peasant shoes is 

revealed through Van Gogh‘s painting of the same, truth of the unimportant objects such as 

chalk, the tatters of the dead child and the half-burnt wood is disclosed in Parhi‘s 

autobiography.  

 

The fabric worn by the freedom fighters in India Khadara may be unimportant in terms of its 

market value. It may be a piece of mere cotton. But its meaning is beyond utility and market 

price. It is not just a fabric. It is a symbol. It is a symbol of national unity, patriotism, nation 

building and formation of national identity. Whoever wears it sacrifices their personal 

interests and pursuits. Parhi endearingly remembers the days of Pre-Independent India when 

he was a school boy. The national sentiment was so intense that the nationalists inspired the 

mass to wear Khadara as a mark of protest. The very wearing of the same is a form of 

protest. That was the extent of intensity the Khadara could inspire. Khadara epitomises the 

nation‘s self-definition and a threat to the colonial dispensation. It promises liberation not 

without the lurking fear of consequent colonial punitive procedure. The narration of Khadara 

makes the collective memory alive. It reminds of the history that has made our present 

possible. It is not just a piece of ordinary fabric. It once determined the mood and modality of 

history. It reveals the struggle and sacrifice of a people who fought against an apparently 

undefeatable system. It discloses the toil of the nation for its autonomy. Parhi recollects those 

difficult days when he as a schoolboy offered drinking water to the nationalists as they were 

not entertained owing to the fear of invoking colonial antagonism. But in his narrative the 

flavour of his time is evident.  

 

In Parhi the ordinary khdara receives a different incarnation. It is a force, a threat and a 

deadly symbolism potential of dismantling the seemingly irremovable colonial establishment. 

In Parhi‘s narrative the past rises up. The narrative inflames the mind of the readers as it 

renders the truth of the events associated with Khadara. That piece of fabric unravels the 

history of decisive events which made the formation of a nation possible. The common fabric 

becomes uncommon in Parhi as it bears the crucial history of a nation in it. The truth of that 

fabric lies in its endeavour towards the national integration. Readers do see the nation in that 

piece of inelegant fabric. The concealed realities of the cloak become conspicuous in Parhi‘s 

world. An object becomes a sign. The predictable becomes connotative. Apart from its 

connotative competence art preserves too. In Parhi‘s narrative the truth of those objects is 

preserved. Art not only brings to the light the truth of objects in nature but also guarantees 
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their safety against time. Julian Young elaborates on the preserving aspect of art in his book 

Heidegger‟s Philosophy of Art, ―Its (artwork) importance does not, however, lie merely in the 

creation or recreation of a people. It is important, too, because it preserves what it has 

created‖ (57) 

 

6 Conclusion 
The Heideggerian perspective, primarily his distinction of the earth and the world in his 

essay ―The Origin of Work of Art‖, is applied in Bira Kishore Parhi‘s autobiography Dirt 

Dust Broken Rice. The commonplace objects in Parhi‘s narrative receive new aspect and 

importance as in Heidegger‘s perception of Van Gogh‘s painting ―A Pair of Peasant Shoes‖. 

As Van Gogh makes a pair of worn-out peasant shoes an image of extraordinary importance 

or a signifier whose signifying gravity reaches the origin so do Parhi‘s Khadi, Khadara, the 

tatters and the half-burnt wood. Art unveils the immanent possibilities of objects. By doing 

so, art explores the secrets of its ontology. The hidden dimensions of objects are unearthed by 

a historical phenomenon named art.   

 

This paper has tried to indicate how a literary text is a semiotic field where everything is a 

sign. Every signifier has the potentiality to convey meanings unexpected and unobserved in a 

commonplace perception. The narration of ordinary objects or phenomena which are 

commonly overlooked sometimes embodies the being of the text. The paradigm of 

utilitarianism foregrounds utility or use-value to determine the importance or meaning of an 

object. This paper contradicts such a paradigm. Every object however significant or 

insignificant embodies meaning beyond its pre-determined equipmental potentiality. 

Following Heidegger, this paper tries to propose a thesis that history and nature, or the earth 

and the world, or matter and art, form a monistic whole. The earth becomes the world. Matter 

becomes art. It is becoming which is underlined here. It is art that bears the ability of 

revelation. Art does not have a separate existence. It is a mode of matter. 
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