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Abstract:

Northeast India's diverse tapestry of ethnicities and cultures faces significant transformation in contemporary times,
impacting its rich folklore traditions. This research paper investigates these transformations, employing folklore studies as a
lens to understand how the region grapples with emerging issues. By analysing how folklore reflects and responds to
challenges like identity politics, environmental concerns, representations of marginalized groups, and the impact of
globalization, the paper sheds light on the region's cultural resilience and ongoing efforts to preserve its heritage amidst
change. Exploring these dynamics can provide valuable insights into:

The evolving nature of folklore: How traditional narratives are being reinterpreted and redeployed to address contemporary
concerns.

The role of folklore in navigating social and political complexities: Understanding how marginalized voices and contested
identities are articulated through folklore.

The intersection of folklore and environmental consciousness: Examining how traditional knowledge and practices
embedded within folklore inform efforts towards ecological sustainability.

The impact of globalization on cultural preservation: Analysing how folklore serves as a tool to navigate the influx of
outside influences while safeguarding cultural integrity.

By delving into these areas, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of Northeast India's cultural landscape and
its ongoing efforts to adapt and thrive in a rapidly changing world.
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INTRODUCTION tribes and numerous languages, each contributing to a
Nestled in the easternmost corner of India, Northeast rich tapestry of cultural diversity. Encompassing eight
India stands as a vibrant mosaic of over 200 distinct states - Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya,
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Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim, and Tripura - the
region boasts a unique heritage deeply woven with
folklore, the very lifeblood of its communities. These
narratives, songs, dances, rituals, and artistic expressions
act as a repository of traditional knowledge, belief
systems, and artistic expressions, passed down through
generations.

However, the contemporary landscape of Northeast India
is undergoing unprecedented transformations. Shifting
political landscapes, rising ethnic tensions, rapid
urbanization, and the increasing influence of global
forces are reshaping the region. Amidst these changes,
the vitality of folklore takes center stage. This research
paper argues that folklore studies offer a unique and
valuable lens through which to explore the emerging
issues and challenges faced by Northeast India.

Folklore serves three vital roles in contemporary
Northeast India:

1. Repository of Traditional Wisdom: Embedded
within these narratives lies a wealth of accumulated
knowledge, often holding solutions to contemporary
issues related to resource management, social cohesion,
and conflict resolution.

2. Form of Cultural Resistance: Folklore becomes a
powerful tool for marginalized communities to assert
their identities, challenge dominant narratives, and
safeguard their cultural heritage in the face of rapid
change.

3. Tool for Negotiating Complex Realities: By
analyzing the dynamic and evolving nature of folklore,
we gain insights into how communities navigate
complex social, political, and environmental challenges.
Through in-depth analysis of specific folklore examples,
such as the reinterpretation of myths in political
movements or the integration of traditional ecological
knowledge into folktales, we can gain a deeper
understanding of the lived experiences, anxieties, and
aspirations of the diverse communities in Northeast
India. This research paper aims to contribute to a
comprehensive understanding of the region's cultural
landscape and its potential for addressing contemporary
challenges by using the lens of folklore studies.

Literature Review

The existing body of scholarship on Northeast Indian
folklore, while extensive and valuable, primarily focuses
on the past. Scholars such as Bareh (2001) and
Bhattacharjee  (1999) have made  significant
contributions to  documenting, classifying, and
preserving the region’s folklore traditions. However, this
approach tends to isolate folklore from its dynamic,
lived context in contemporary Northeast India.

There is a critical need to bridge the gap between
folklore studies and contemporary social, political, and
environmental concerns in the region. This shift in
perspective is crucial for understanding how folklore
evolves and adapts to address modern challenges. While
some notable exceptions exist, such as Kinth (2006) and
Saikia (2010), who delve into the contemporary
relevance of folklore, the field still demands a wider
exploration of how folklore is actively used to navigate
contemporary issues.
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This research aims to contribute a fresh perspective to the
existing body of knowledge by expanding the scope of
analysis  beyond documentation and  towards
investigating how communities actively utilize folklore
to address contemporary challenges. This includes
exploring how folklore is employed in negotiating
complex social and political landscapes, articulating the
voices and identities of marginalized groups, addressing
environmental concerns and promoting sustainable
practices, and navigating the influx of globalization
while preserving cultural heritage.Negotiating complex
social and political landscapes involves understanding
the power dynamics, historical contexts, and cultural
nuances that shape these landscapes. Folklore, as a form
of cultural expression, can serve as a tool for negotiation
by providing a shared language and framework for
understanding and navigating these complexities.
Articulating the voices and identities of marginalized
groups is another critical aspect of this research. Folklore
often serves as a platform for these groups to express
their experiences, perspectives, and identities in a way
that is authentic and meaningful to them. This can help
to challenge dominant narratives and bring attention to
issues of social justice and equity.

Addressing environmental concerns and promoting
sustainable practices is another area where folklore can
play a significant role. Many folklore traditions have a
deep connection to the natural world and can offer
valuable insights into sustainable living and
environmental stewardship. By drawing on these
traditions, communities can develop innovative solutions
to environmental challenges that are culturally relevant
and sustainable.

Finally, navigating the influx of globalization while
preserving cultural heritage is a complex challenge that
many communities face. Folklore, with its roots in local
culture and history, can provide a sense of continuity and
identity in the face of rapid change. At the same time, it
can adapt and evolve in response to new influences and
pressures, demonstrating the dynamic interplay between
tradition and change.

By bridging the gap between folklore studies and
contemporary realities, this research seeks to unlock a
deeper understanding of the dynamic interplay between
tradition and change in Northeast India. It aims to
highlight the relevance and applicability of folklore in
addressing contemporary challenges and contribute to a
more nuanced and holistic understanding of the region’s
cultural landscape. This approach not only enriches the
field of folklore studies but also has the potential to
inform policy-making, community development, and
cultural preservation efforts in the region.

In conclusion, this research underscores the importance
of viewing folklore not just as a relic of the past, but as a
living, evolving cultural practice that is deeply
intertwined with contemporary realities. It calls for a
shift in perspective that recognizes the active role of
folklore in shaping and responding to social, political,
and environmental challenges in contemporary Northeast
India. By doing so, it contributes to a richer, more
nuanced understanding of the region’s cultural landscape
and opens up new avenues for research and engagement.
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Theoretical Framework:

This research draws upon two key theoretical
perspectives that illuminate the dynamic and
multifaceted role of folklore in contemporary Northeast
India:

1. Folklore as Performance:

Originated by Richard Bauman (1977), this approach
emphasizes the dynamic and performative nature of
folklore. It asserts that folklore is not merely a static
collection of dusty artifacts from the past. Instead, it is
constantly recreated, reinterpreted, and adapted through
performance in response to changing social, political, and
environmental contexts.

Through performance, whether storytelling, singing,
dancing, or enacting rituals, folklore becomes a living
and breathing expression that allows communities to
understand and negotiate their place in the world and
address contemporary challenges.

This perspective allows us to analyse how folklore
traditions evolve and adapt to reflect emerging issues
and community anxieties.

2. Folklore and Power:

Developed by folklorist John M. Glassie (1982), this
perspective views folklore as an arena for power
struggles. It highlights the potential of folklore to be
used as a tool by different groups within society to
articulate their identities, assert their claims, and
challenge existing power structures.

In the context of Northeast India, which grapples with
complex issues like ethnic tensions and contested
identities, this framework becomes crucial. By analysing
how both dominant and marginalized groups utilize
folklore, we can gain insights into:

Identity construction and negotiation: Examining how
communities utilize folklore to claim space, assert their
unique cultural heritage, and shape their collective
identity in the face of external pressures.

Social critique and resistance: Investigating how folklore
can serve as a powerful tool for marginalized groups to
challenge dominant narratives, critique inequalities, and
advocate for social change.

Navigation of power dynamics: Analysing how folklore
is employed to navigate complex power dynamics within
communities and between the region and the wider
national context.

By integrating these theoretical frameworks, this
research aims to offer a nuanced and comprehensive
understanding of the interplay between folklore, social
dynamics, and contemporary challenges in Northeast
India.

Methodology

This research employs a qualitative approach,
encompassing three key methodologies: textual analysis,
ethnographic fieldwork, and interdisciplinary
collaboration. This multifaceted approach allows for a
comprehensive and nuanced understanding of how
folklore reflects and responds to contemporary issues in
Northeast India.

1. Textual Analysis:
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This method involves the critical examination of existing
collections of Northeast Indian folklore, encompassing
various forms such as myths, legends, folktales, songs,
and proverbs. This analysis delves into the thematic
content and narrative structures of folklore materials,
paying particular attention to:

Shifting themes: Comparing the themes prevalent in
older, documented folklore with those emerging in
contemporary collections. This allows for the
identification of evolving trends and adaptations within
folklore traditions as they respond to changing social and
political realities.

Emergence of new narratives: Examining the presence
of new folktales, songs, or proverbs that address
contemporary issues, reflecting the changing needs and
anxieties of communities.

For example, analysing a collection of traditional
folktales might reveal how stories about resource
management have evolved to incorporate contemporary
environmental concerns like deforestation. Additionally,
examining songs and proverbs might offer insights into
how communities are grappling with issues like identity
politics, globalization, or rapid urbanization.

2. Ethnographic Fieldwork:

This method involves conducting immersive research
within selected Northeast Indian communities. This
allows for firsthand observation and participation in
cultural practices, providing a deeper understanding of
the lived context in which folklore is enacted and
interpreted. Key elements of ethnographic fieldwork
include:

Interviews: Conducting interviews with community
members, storytellers, elders, and cultural experts to gain
insights into their perceptions of folklore and its role in
their lives.

Participant observation: Participating in festivals, rituals,
and storytelling sessions to observe how folklore is
performed, transmitted, and reinterpreted within these
dynamic community settings. This allows for capturing
the  non-verbal ~ communication and  shared
understandings that are often embedded within folklore
practices.

By engaging directly with communities, ethnographic
fieldwork provides invaluable data that complements the
insights gleaned from textual analysis. This data can
reveal nuances and complexities that might be missed in
solely examining written records.

3. Interdisciplinary Collaboration:

This method involves engaging in dialogue and
collaboration with scholars from various disciplines,
such as anthropology, sociology, history, and
environmental studies. This fosters a rich and
multifaceted understanding of the role of folklore within
a broader social, political, and environmental context.
Collaborating with anthropologists can offer insights
into how folklore shapes and reflects social structures,
kinship systems, and cultural practices within Northeast
Indian communities.

Sociologists can provide valuable perspectives on the
power dynamics at play within communities and how
folklore is used to navigate them.

Dr Garima Chauhan et al.



Exploring Emerging Issues In Northeast India: A Folklore Studies Perspective

Historians can offer context by analysing how folklore
has evolved over time and its relationship to historical
events and social movements.

Environmental studies scholars can provide insights into
how folklore reflects and informs traditional ecological
knowledge and indigenous resource management
practices.

By integrating these diverse perspectives, this research
aims to present a holistic understanding of the complex
interplay between folklore, society, and contemporary
issues in Northeast India.

Case Studies:
To illustrate the potential applications of these
methodologies, two case studies are provided:

1. Identity Politics and Folklore:

The role of myths and legends in recent movements for
statehood or autonomous regions within Northeast India
can be investigated using a combination of textual
analysis and ethnographic fieldwork.

Textual analysis: Analyzing historical accounts and
existing collections of myths and legends prevalent in
specific communities seeking statehood or autonomy can
reveal how these narratives construct and legitimize
distinct cultural identities.

Ethnographic fieldwork: Conducting interviews and
participant observation within these communities can
provide insights into how myths and legends are
performed, interpreted, and reinterpreted in the context
of contemporary political movements. This allows for
understanding how folklore serves as a tool for
mobilizing support and asserting claims within the
political landscape.

2. Environmental Concerns and Folklore:

An analysis of how indigenous environmental
knowledge and conservation practices are embedded
within traditional folktales and rituals can be conducted
through a combination of textual analysis and
interdisciplinary collaboration.

Textual analysis: Examining folktales with themes
related to the environment can reveal how traditional
knowledge about sustainable resource management,
biodiversity conservation, and ecological balance is
transmitted and preserved.

Interdisciplinary ~ collaboration: ~ Engaging  with
environmental studies scholars can provide insights into
the scientific basis behind these traditional practices and
their potential contribution to addressing contemporary
environmental challenges. This collaboration can also
offer insights into how folklore can be harnessed to
promote sustainable development and environmental
awareness within communities.

These case studies demonstrate the value of the
combined methodologies proposed for exploring the
intricate connections between folklore and contemporary
issues in Northeast India.

Conclusion:
In conclusion, this research underscores the importance
of viewing folklore not just as a relic of the past, but as a
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living, evolving cultural practice deeply intertwined with
contemporary realities in Northeast India. By employing
folklore studies as a lens, this paper has delved into the
region's ongoing transformations and the pivotal role
folklore plays in addressing emerging challenges.
Through the lens of folklore, we've explored how
traditional wisdom is embedded within narratives,
offering solutions to modern-day issues like resource
management and social cohesion. We've witnessed
folklore's power as a form of cultural resistance,
enabling marginalized communities to assert their
identities amidst rapid change. Moreover, folklore has
emerged as a tool for negotiating the complex realities of
social, political, and environmental landscapes in the
region.

This research emphasizes the dynamic nature of folklore,
constantly reinterpreted and adapted to reflect
contemporary concerns. By bridging the gap between
folklore studies and present-day challenges, we've
gained insights into how folklore evolves to address
issues like identity politics, environmental sustainability,
marginalization, and globalization.

Through textual analysis, ethnographic fieldwork, and
interdisciplinary collaboration, this research has offered a
multifaceted understanding of the interplay between
folklore, society, and contemporary issues. By exploring
case studies such as the role of folklore in identity
politics and environmental conservation, we've
demonstrated the practical applications of our
methodologies.

In essence, this research contributes to a deeper
appreciation of Northeast India's cultural landscape and
its resilience in the face of change. By recognizing
folklore as a dynamic force that shapes and responds to
social, political, and environmental challenges, we pave
the way for informed engagement, policy-making, and
cultural preservation efforts in the region.

References

1. Bareh, H. (2001). The folklore of the North-East
India. Mittal Publications.

2. Bhattacharjee, J. B. (1999). Folklore of Assam.
National Book Trust, India.

3. Bauman, R. (1977). Verbal art as performance.
American Anthropologist, 79(4), 700-711.

4. Glassie, J. M. (1982). Folklore and society:
Artifacts and their contexts. Indiana University
Press.

5. Kinth, S. K. (2006). Performance and politics in
contemporary northeast India: Theatre, identity
and society. Sage Publications India.

6. Saikia, A. (2010). Folklore and identity politics in
Northeast India. Routledge.

7. Bernard, H. R. (2011). Research methods in
anthropology: Qualitative and quantitative
approaches (5th ed.). AltaMira Press.

8. Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design:
Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
approach (4th ed.). Sage Publications.

9. Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic
inquiry. Sage Publications.

10. Baruah, A. (2005). The changing dynamics of the
Bodoland movement in Assam, India. Asian

Dr Garima Chauhan et al.



Exploring Emerging Issues In Northeast India: A Folklore Studies Perspective

Survey, 45(3), 425-447.

11. Mipun, H. (2006). The Mizo National Movement:
A Study of its Origins and Development.

12. Mittal Publications.

13.Elwin, V. (1969). The Muria and their Ghotul.
Oxford University Press.

14.Gogoi, B. (2006). Biodiversity and indigenous
knowledge systems in Barak Valley, Assam, India.
Journal of Environmental Management, 78(4), 367-
378.

4131 Afr. J. Biomed. Res. Vol. 27, No.4s (November) 2024 Dr Garima Chauhan et al.



